CONNECTING WITH
THE FUTU RE BY MARGARET DIERINGER

eople make everyday decisions out of habit. They may rarely
P give much thought to what they do with an empty soda can,

how often they buy new clothes, or where they put that half-
eaten apple left on a plate. Helping community members change
their habits from wasteful to resourceful requires a plan. And hope.

Leaders of the Greater Greenville Sanitation District (GGSD)
in South Carolina envisioned that kind of a plan when they created
a Sustainable Schools Program in 2015. The aim was to create posi-
tive attitudes and action toward waste reduction and recycling.

“We realized that our plan needed to be long term and reflect
the realities of how people live, worked and play today,” said Chuck
LaGrange, GGSD’s public affairs and sustainability officer. “People
want things that are convenient, portable and readily available. ...
We realized that we had to equally emphasize all areas of the waste
hierarchy and not just recycling.”

GGSD created a program focusing on public school students
in an effort to spawn an epidemic of positive attitudes and behaviors
about recycling and waste minimization — a universal goal in the
waste industry.

COMBATTING FALLING DIVERSION RATES

The Sustainable Schools Program partners the GGSD with Green-
ville County Schools, which has around 77,000 students, making it
the largest school district in South Carolina and the 44th largest in
the nation. The GGSD is a special purpose district created by the
South Carolina legislature in 1968 to provide solid waste collection
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Shrinking landfill capacity but worsening
recycling rates — that's what many local
governments are facing these days. One
sanitation district is responding to those
concerns by bringing digitally savvy
outreach to public schools.

services in Greenville County.

The partners’ schools program promotes a cultural change
about waste minimization and resource sustainability by focusing on
K-12 students. It uses new approaches to reach a younger audience
with information about sustainability, allowing students to, for ex-
ample, discover that the aluminum in a soda can has more econom-
ic value than the soda itself. The goal is to influence students’ future
habits and encourage change in the habits of their family members.

Such outreach action has been spurred by declining recycling
rates in Greenville County and concerns about local landfill space —
it is estimated landfill space will run out within 30 years if disposal
habits do not shift. The recycling rate in the county dropped from
42.4 percent in 2011 to 22.4 percent in 2015, according to the
South Carolina Department of Health and Environmental Con-
trol. Participation rates in the state reached a high in 2013 at 31.5
percent but fell to 26.5 percent in 2015.

In its 2015 annual solid waste management report, the De-
partment of Health and Environmental Control recommended
enhancing and strengthening education and outreach “to help South
Carolinians understand and promote the economic and environ-
mental benefits as well as the challenges of recycling and encourage
them to do their part and participate.”

A PARADIGM SHIFT
Because the traditional lecture-based classroom visit was no longer
working to encourage recycling and waste minimization at home,



efforts to find something

that would effect a change
began. Enter GGSD’s School
Sustainability Program.

The program is guided
by an Educational Advisory
Council, a group of commu-
nity education and sustain-
ability experts, including
educators from the Greenville
County School District. The
council reviews components
of the program for education-
al value and offers suggestions
of new initiatives.

One of the main
obstacles the program had
to overcome in the K-12 envi-
ronment is an already-packed
and changing school curric-
ulum, where teachers cannot
justify a classroom visit by a
sanitation official if it does
not fit into the curriculum
standards. In developing the program, the
components needed to align with the state’s
standards in science, technology, engi-
neering and math (STEM), or all of those
subjects plus the arts (STEAM).

The flagship of the program is the
GGSD’s WasteLAB, a 49-foot, 10.5-ton
semi-trailer that has been converted into a
mobile solid waste teaching center. It was
funded through revenues set aside from
the sale of recyclable materials. WasteLAB
offers digital and tactile interactive games
and STEM/STEAM-certified learning tools
about real-world waste management prob-
lems and solutions.

FROM APPS TO ACTION

Ensuring that educational content met
curriculum standards was a key to getting
WasteLAB into schools, but that was only
half the battle. The GGSD also knew it
needed to do something extraordinary to
reach students in a meaningful way — today’s
students are far more interested in using
Snapchat and catching Pokémon than in
reading posters about recycling or compost-
ing.

The GGSD actively sought out teach-
ers and students for their opinions and
feedback on what would excite students to
learn but also work within the curriculum.
Additionally, an educational digital media
coordinator was brought on board to devel-
op original content. The objective was to
develop a fun and valuable experience that
students would share with family and on
social media.

The short-term goal is to have Waste-
LAB reach every 5th grade student in the
school district during the 2016-2017 school
year. Starting with 5th graders is ideal,
as educational research shows students at
this age begin to think more logically and
discern for themselves whether something
might be important. As the program
progresses, it will aim to continue to engage
students as they move beyond 5th grade and
also capture the new crop of 5th graders
each year.

“It’s been truly a partnership of indus-
try and the schools,” said Christine Burras,
academic specialist for Greenville County
Schools. “As our students get engaged at
the middle- and high-school levels, they will
have a role in developing greater sustainabil-
ity practices by serving as leaders and men-
toring at the elementary schools. It will lead
to a rise of student leaders taking initiative,
helping them to take personal ownership
and be able to use their skills — such as cre-
ativity and problem solving — to really tackle
issues that are going to impact all of us.”

TOUCHING STUDENTS OF ALL AGES
Ultimately, the SSP is designed to retain and
encourage student participation and leader-
ship into adulthood. Various components
of the program target specific grade levels.
These components are detailed below.
WasteLAB Mobile Unit. The main
unit is educationally-suited for students at
kindergarten through 5th grade. Teachers
in the school district have the option to
schedule the unit for their class to visit and

The Greater Greenville Sanitation District’s WasteLAB is a 49-foot, 10.5-ton mobile solid waste teaching center.

tour. A commercially licensed driver brings
the unit directly to the students” schools
rather than students coming to the unit,
saving teachers valuable class time. After
students explore the various tactile and
digital exhibits that focus on recycling and
resource sustainability, teachers follow up
with classroom lessons. GGSD has pro-
vided links to educational materials on its
website for teachers to access.

WasteLAB Organic Recovery Module
(WORM). This K-12 mobile exhibit focus-
es on educating students about food waste
minimization, an issue that has garnered
national attention. In September 2015, the
U.S. Department of Agriculture and U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency called
for a 50 percent reduction in food waste by
2030. This unit appeals to students at every
grade level to help reach that goal.

Competitions. At the middle-school
6th through 8th grades — students
will be challenged to come up with waste

level —

minimization and sustainability solutions
in a variety of scenarios. Students can learn
about these challenges, and possible awards,
from classroom teachers and the WasteLAB
social media pages.

Career-oriented grants and intern-
ships. At the high school level, students
will have opportunities to work with the
GGSD and local businesses on real-world
projects related to waste minimization and
resource sustainability. For example, stu-
dents can work as WasteLAB guides at the
elementary school demonstrations or work
with a local business to find ways to increase
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recycling. Students with digital
media skills will be encouraged to
create videos, games and apps that
address solid waste problems and
solutions.

Community service learning.
Beginning this fall, college students
have the option to fulfill commu-
nity service learning requirements
at GGSD. Greenville Technical
College instructors whose courses
require community service learn-
ing projects can encourage their
students to complete their service
hours at GGSD. This exposes
college students to sustainability
issues while also involving them in
the process of creating solutions on
a community level. For GGSD, this |
provides a connection to the elusive |
millennial generation they have
been trying to reach.

Initially, the program will focus
on visiting schools with the main Waste-
LAB unit and the WORM, and creating
composting-related career and challenge
opportunities at the middle and high school
levels. The community service learning
component will begin with a small number
of college students in 2016. The GGSD
expects to expand and add elements to the
program each year.

INSPIRING CHANGE-MAKERS

OF NEXT GENERATION

Initially, the success of the program will be
gauged by metrics of student learning. On
the day of their on-site field trip, students
will be given pre- and post-visit tests to
discover how much they learn from the
WasteLAB experience. The hope is that
students will be excited to experience the
interactive games and tools for an hour or
two, absorbing information about waste
reduction in ways that simply don’t happen
during a lecture visit.

Over time, as students take home infor-
mation to family members, program leaders
hope these educational efforts increase the
county’s recycling and composting rates and
decrease amounts entering landfills.

An additional positive byproduct that
both the GGSD and school district hope
to see is an increase in students interest-
ed in STEM-related careers and courses.
Students who otherwise might not see the
value in science or math courses may feel
more inclined to explore opportunities and
career paths after being engaged in problem
solving related to sustainability. Students
may be inspired to make a difference in
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class time.

A group tours WasteLAB. A commercially licensed driver delivers the semi-trailer to schools, saving teachers valuable

WasteLAB features tactile and digital exhibits focused on recycling and sustainability efforts.

resource issues that are, after all, going to be
increasingly important for their generation
to solve.

As the WasteLAB program rolls its way
into schools this year, those involved hope
to see students engaging with the social
media tools, sending out Tweets or Snapchat
messages that show they are aware of waste
realities. In this way, the program will build
a new awareness among peers and family
members about minimizing consumption
and increasing conservation. To follow this
journey, just keep tabs on @goWasteLAB.

Margaret Dieringer is an instructor at

Greenville Technical College in Greenville,
S.C. and the owner of Meg’s D-Clutter
LLC, a South Carolina service that focuses
on sustainability by providing professional
organization, conservation and resource
reallocation services to individuals. She

can be reached at megsdclutter@gmail.
com. For information regarding the GGSD
Sustainable Schools Program, contact info@
gowastelab.com.
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