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Why Take Part? 

The Waste-Free Lunch Challenge is designed as a resource for 
classroom educators to raise awareness around the issue of 
waste reduction.  

The average student’s lunch generates approximately 30 kg 
of waste per school year and an elementary school generates 
8,500 kg of waste per year1. Reducing snack and lunch waste is 
one of the easiest ways to start reducing waste in the classroom. 
Including students, teachers, and parents in the challenge will help 
to create awareness and promotes a healthier environment.  

Youth are becoming increasingly aware of waste management issues. To make the competition a true 
challenge, students should attempt to go waste-free for an entire week. You can challenge your students 
even more by encouraging them to continue their waste-free habits for the rest of the school year.  

The goal of the challenge is to help schools decrease the amount of garbage they produce and to 
educate students, staff, and parents about waste reduction and the principles of the 3Rs – Reduce, 
Reuse, and Recycle. 

The challenge provides an opportunity to: 

• Actively practice the 3Rs
• Increase awareness of waste reduction opportunities at school and at home
• Reduce litter within the school environment
• Connect with your local community by involving parents, guardians and community groups
• Achieve learning outcomes in Science, Mathematics and Social Studies.

What is a Waste-Free Lunch? 

A waste-free lunch (or litter-less lunch or waste-not lunch) contains no disposable or throwaway 
packaging. Drinks and food are packed in reusable containers within a reusable lunch bag or box. 
This method favours reusable food and drink containers, washable cutlery and cloth napkins. All 
containers are resealable so that leftover food and drink can be consumed (or composted) later.  

Waste-Free Lunch Disposable Lunch (please avoid) 

• Durable, reusable lunch containers
• Reusable water bottle, thermos
• Washable silverware
• Cloth napkins
• Tupperware, reusable food container

or thermos
• Healthy snacks

• Single-Use plastic or paper bags
• Drink boxes, pop cans, bottled water
• Plastic disposable spoons, forks and

knives
• Paper napkins, towels or tissues
• Cling wrap, wax paper, Styrofoam, foil
• Packaged snacks

1 Recycling Council of Ontario 
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Who Can Take Part 

The Waste-Free Lunch Challenge was developed as a follow-up to the Triple StaRs Grade 4 Waste 
Reduction Challenge to review what students learned during Waste Reduction Week in October. 
However, any grade can participate in the challenge.  

The challenge can take place in your classroom or lunchroom, can be held as a competition between 
classes or even between a classroom and the teacher’s lunch room.  

How it works 

Step 1: Letter to Parents 

Parents and guardians are the people most likely to prepare lunches for your students, it is important to 
let them know the goal of the challenge and include tips for creating a waste-free lunch. A sample letter 
can be found on page 7 along with Waste-Free Lunch Tips.  

Alternatively, have your students write their parents or guardians a letter letting them know what they are 
doing in school, why it is important to them, and how they plan to help their families reduce the amount of 
waste they take to school everyday.  

Step 2: Baseline Audit 

Conducting a waste audit the week before starting the challenge will help your class to visualize and 
compare the difference actively reducing waste can make. Consider making it a surprise so students pack 
a lunch like they normally would.  

Step 3: Conducting your Baseline Audit 

1. Before lunch, ask your class to make sure they place all throwaway items into a single bag or
container that is separate from other bins used in the school. This bag / container will be used to
audit student lunch waste later on in the day. Reusable lunch bags or lunch boxes should not be
placed in this bag / container as they will be returned home.

2. To measure how much waste was produced by students in your classroom / school use a
bathroom scale or handheld weigh scale to measure the total weight of the bag. If you do not
have a device to weight the bag / container, take note of how much is in the container. Use the
same size bag / container during the week of the challenge to compare lunch waste diversion.

3. Record the weight or amount of waste thrown in the bag / container after lunch. Remember to
also record the number of participating students.

4. Optional: take photographs of the garbage as a
reminder of the amount of waste from the normal
waste day. These photographs can be used at
the end of the challenge to compare how much
waste was diverted and promote your classes
success. Group photos of your class / school
with their waste-free lunches, the waste audit
lesson and any displays or posters in the
classroom or school may be useful for school
newsletters, annual reports or local media.

5. Discard the contents.
6. Discuss the importance of waste minimization

and how to pack a waste-free lunch.
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Step 4: The Challenge 

Create a chart on a large piece of paper or create one on the blackboard or white board. You can follow 
the sample chart provided to record class results, have students individually monitor their waste or modify 
the chart to suit your class’ needs, see page 8.  

Collect all the waste created from lunch and snacks in one bag or container separate from other 
classroom waste. Note: it is important that school caretakers know not to collect this garbage.  

Helpful practices 

• Ensure parents and guardians received the letter notifying them of the challenge
• Set aside a container to collect waste that will not be collected from by caretakers
• Select one or two students per day or for the week to record on the chart the reusable items

students brought to school. This can be marked on the chart with a sticker or check mark, see
page 8

• Have a consistent measuring system in place. Either use a scale or determine the amount of
waste collected by the number of bags filled.

• Take pictures along the way
• See the attached Government of Alberta tip sheet on packing healthy lunches, page 12

Step 5: Record and Submit Results 

At the end of the week record the total amount of garbage your class created and promote the success of 
your students reducing their waste, page 9. 

Step 6: Follow Up 

Teachers may decide to conduct another waste audit a few weeks or months after the Waste-Free Lunch 
Challenge to gauge if there have been any lasting changes in lunch practices.  



Waste-Free Lunch Challenge 
Teacher’s Planning Guide 

Page 6 

Sample Letter to Parents 

Dear Parent / Guardian: 

In an effort to engage students in small environmental initiatives that can have a big impact, our class is 
participating in the week-long Waste-Free Lunch Challenge that begins _____________________.  

School lunches are a major source of waste in Alberta – the average student’s lunch generates a total of 
30 kilograms of waste per school year, or an overall average of 8,500 kilograms of waste per school per 
year. With your assistance, we can make a great contribution to reducing waste, every day. 

Please help your child pack waste-free lunches for our event and help us fulfill a number of goals: 

ü Celebrate and learn about Garbage Free February using a “3Rs” approach to reduce, reuse and
recycle so that less waste is created from school lunches.

ü Encourage fresh and nutritious lunches (many pre-packaged lunch items contain significant
amounts of sodium, preservatives, and fat).

ü Broaden the understanding of materials that we can recycle, how recycling works and promote
recycling of containers such as juice boxes, milk cartons, bottles, and cans.

ü Reduce the cost of waste disposal so the school’s resources can be put to better use.

Packing a waste-free lunch for your child not only helps cut down on the amount of waste we generate, 
it also helps children learn about the importance of making the 3Rs a part of their daily routine.  

Please see the back of this note for more tips on creating waste-free lunches. We look forward 
to your support and hope you will consider packing waste-free lunches on a regular basis following 
the Waste-Free Lunch Challenge. 

Thank you for your support, 

____________________  

[e.g., Principal or Classroom Teacher] 
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WASTE-FREE LUNCH TIPS 

• Get children to help pack their lunches with healthy foods. 
• Only pack as much food as your child will eat. 
• Use a reusable lunch bag/box for carrying a lunch.  
• Use a refillable bottle for drinks  
• If you choose to use a single-serving container, please make sure it is recyclable.  
• Put sandwiches, muffins, etc. in reusable containers, instead of plastic bags. Label 

the containers with your child’s name so they have a better chance of coming home.  
• Avoid pre-packaged, single-serve portions of snacks.  
• Put re-usable napkins and cutlery in your child’s lunch box.  
• Prepare extra food at dinnertime and use the leftovers for lunches. Minimize the morning rush 

by packing lunches the night before and refrigerating overnight.   
 

Waste-Free Lunch Disposable Lunch (please avoid) 

• Durable, reusable lunch containers 
• Reusable water bottle, thermos  
• Washable silverware 
• Cloth napkins 
• Tupperware, reusable food container 

or thermos 
• Healthy snacks 

• Single-Use plastic or paper bags 
• Drink boxes, pop cans, bottled water 
• Plastic disposable spoons, forks and 

knives 
• Paper napkins, towels or tissues 
• Cling wrap, wax paper, Styrofoam, foil 
• Packaged snacks 
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Sample Charts 

Classroom charting system 

 Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday 

Name 

Lunch Box 

Food C
ontainer 

R
euseable 

Spoon / Fork 

Lunch Box 

Food C
ontainer 

R
euseable 

Spoon / Fork 

Lunch Box 

Food C
ontainer 

R
euseable 

Spoon / Fork 

Lunch Box 

Food C
ontainer 

R
euseable 

Spoon / Fork 

Lunch Box 

Food C
ontainer 

R
euseable 

Spoon / Fork 

Sam                     

Lisa                     

Chris                     

John                     

Anne                     

Frank                     

                     

                     
 

 

Student charting system 

Student Name: ________________________ 

 

 Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday 

Lunch box      

Food Container      

Reusable Drink Container      

Spoon / Fork      

Napkin      
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Record Sheet 

Record the results from the week. Have students complete the following questions or complete the 
questions together as a class.  

Baseline Audit Results 

Record the amount of waste produced from lunches and snacks on a normal day. 

Number of bags from lunch waste on a normal day: _________ 

Weight of lunch waste on a normal day: _________ (lb/kg) 

Waste-Free Lunch Results 

On the last day of the challenge determine how much waste your class produced.  

How much garbage was in your classroom at the end of the waste-free lunch challenge? 

Number of bags? _________ (#) 

Weight of garbage? _________ (lb/kg) 

Total number of students that brought reusable containers to lunch ware to school: 

Monday _________ 

Tuesday _________ 

Wednesday _________ 

Thursday _________ 

Friday _________ 

Total days without creating any waste:        _________ 
(each cell in the chart has a check) 

Do the math: 

Based on your baseline audit, approximately how much waste will your class produce in: 

One week? _________ (# bags/weight lb/kg) 

One week? _________ (# bags/weight lb/kg) 

Based on your waste-free lunch results, how much waste was will your class produce in: 

One year? _________ (# bags/weight lb/kg) 

Five years? _________ (# bags/weight lb/kg) 

Ten years? _________ (# bags/weight lb/kg) 
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Waste Reduction Fun Facts! 

• In a lifetime, the average North American will throw away 600 times his or her adult weight in 

garbage. A 68 kg adult will leave a legacy of 40,825 kg of trash. (Natural Resources Canada) 

• Across Canada it costs more than $1.5 billion per year to dispose of garbage. (Destination 

Conservation) 

• 80% of municipal and industrial solid waste in Canada is disposed of by landfilling processes, 

with the remainder disposed through recycling, resource recovery and incineration. (Government 

of Canada) 

• Landfill sites account for 38% of Canada’s total methane emissions. (Environment Canada) 

• There are over 10,000 landfill sites in Canada. (Environment Canada) 

• One pound of newspaper can be recycled to make 6 cereal boxes, 6 egg carts or 2,000 sheets of 

writing paper. (Recycling Council of Ontario) 

• The first PET (plastic) bottle was recycled in 1977. (The National Association of PET Container 

Resources) 

• A 600-watt photocopier left on standby for 24 hours a day uses approximately $750 of electricity 

in a year. If this machine is turned on only during normal working hours, two thirds of this 

electricity will be saved. (New Zealand Ministry for the Environment) 

• Nearly 55% of every aluminum can is made from recycled aluminum. (American Recycler) 

• Recycling one tonne of newspaper saves 19 trees, 3 cubic metres of landfill space, 

4000 kilowatt hours of energy, 29,000 litres of water, and 30 kg of air pollution. (Recycling Council 

of Ontario) 
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Assessment Questions 

The following suggestions are provided for discussion and for assessing students’ knowledge and 
understanding of waste management issues. 

Primary (KJ-3) 

• How does it make you feel when you look at a waste-free lunch and a lunch that produces lots of 
garbage? 

• What should/should not be in a waste-free lunch 
• What materials can you recycle at home? 

Junior (grades 4-6) 

• How much waste do you think you produce each year just from your school lunches? 
• What are some of the natural resources needed to produce the items in your school lunch? 

(e.g., aluminum for soft drink containers, oil / petroleum for plastics) 
• What materials are recycled in your community and what are some of the things they can become 

in their next life? 
• What kind of changes can you make to your personal behaviour to reduce the amount of waste 

you produce? 

Senior (grades 7-8) 

• What role has technology played in generating the waste from our lunches? 
• What are the impacts on the environment from waste produced as part of our school 

lunches? 
• Where do the products in your lunch come from? (e.g., imported fruit and vegetables) 
• What do you know about the business of waste management and recycling and how does it work 

in your community? 
• Has your involvement in the Waste-Free Lunch Challenge changed the way you value the 

environment? 
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Healthier Lunches 

  
 The Government of Alberta is 

committed to promoting healthy 
 eating and healthy weights for 
 children and youth in Alberta. 
 Because many meals and snacks 
 are consumed outside the home, 
 it is important to ensure that 
 children and youth are able 
 to access healthy food choices 
 wherever they go. 
  

  Packing Healthy Waste-free Lunches 
Congratulations for making your Garbage Free February Pledge of Action on packing waste-
free lunches. While you’re at it, it is easy to include healthy messages.  It’s not a stretch to 
combine both waste-free and healthy foods. Healthy foods tend to have less packaging and 
most healthy foods are available for purchase in bulk and can easily be taken to school in 
reusable containers.  

What is a healthy diet? 
According to Health Canada’s Eating Well with Canada’s Food Guide, a healthy diet consists of 
a variety of foods from four groups in the amounts recommended. Having the amounts and 
type of food recommended and following the tips in Canada’s Food Guide will help:  

• Meet the needs for vitamins, minerals and other nutrients; 
• Reduce the risk of obesity, type 2 diabetes, heart disease, certain types of cancer and 

osteoporosis; and 
• Contribute to overall health and vitality.  

Here are the four food groups in Canada’s Food Guide with recommendations on the amount of 
servings from each for the students participating in the Waste-Free Lunch Challenge.  

Food Groups                 Children aged:  4 - 8 years     9 - 13 years 
Vegetables and Fruit  5                      6           servings a day 
Grain Products  4                      6  servings a day 
Milk and Alternatives  2                  3-4  servings a day 
Meat and Alternatives  1                  1-2  servings a day 

http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/fn-an/alt_formats/hpfb-dgpsa/pdf/food-guide-aliment/print_eatwell_bienmang-eng.pdf
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A healthy lunch should contain all four food groups. A healthy diet for children also limits 
foods high in salt, fat, and/or sugar (examples: pop, potato chips, store bought cookies with 
icing, etc.) 

 

Healthy Eating Resource Links 
Dietitians of Canada  

Type “school lunches” in the search box at the top right of the page and you will find 
several resources. 

If you find planning a meal is a chore then type in “meal planning” into the search box for 
some great resources that will help you to at least think of the kinds of meals to have over 
the next few days.  

Packing Healthier  

Alberta Health and Wellness 

Healthy U 

Healthy Eating Toolkit, nutrition guidelines, 
healthy recipies and much more. 

Today’s Parent Magazine 

Find several articles and tips about packing healthy 
lunches that kids want to eat. Just type “school 
lunches” into the search box. 

Canadian Living Magazine 

Healthy Lunchbox Tips for Busy Parents 

Increase the chances of having the child eat 
that lunch.  

Six Top Picks for off-the-shelf Snacks 

This article has some smart store-bought choices, as well as a look at the anatomy of a 
healthy lunch. 

 

http://www.dietitians.ca/
http://www.health.alberta.ca/
http://www.healthyalberta.com/
http://www.todaysparent.com/
http://www.canadianliving.com/
http://www.canadianliving.com/health/nutrition/healthy_lunchbox_tips_for_busy_parents.php
http://www.canadianliving.com/health/nutrition/6_top_picks_for_off_the_shelf_snacks.php
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Alberta Milk has a variety of resources available to educators to teach nutrition in the 
classroom, such as, Dairy & Egg Newsletter, Fuel UP! Resource and PowerPoint Presentation, 
Newsletter Inserts, Visual Serving Sizes, Nutrition Resources, and Teacher Workshops for K-3 
Power to Play and Grades 4-5 Power 4 Bones. 

MyHealth.Alberta.ca  

There are plenty of articles on healthy eating and nutrition. Here is one that is applicable to 
school lunches: 

Healthy Snacking 

2 

Other Great Resource Links 
School Lunches 

Scroll down the page and read To Buy or Not to Buy. 

My Food Guide is an interactive tool that will help you personalize the information found in 
Canada’s Food Guide. You can personalize one for each student. By entering personal 
information, such as age and sex, selecting various items from the four food groups and 
choosing different types of physical activities, you can create a tool that is customized just for 
you. 

Pack a Brown Bag Lunch That Won’t be Traded 

Alberta Nutrition Guidelines for Children and Youth: A Childcare, School and 
Recreation/Community Centre Resource Manual 

Eating Well with Canada’s Food Guide 

Eating Well with Canada’s Food Guide: A Resource for Educators and Communicators 

 

http://www.moreaboutmilk.com/
https://myhealth.alberta.ca/health/healthy-living/Pages/default.aspx
https://myhealth.alberta.ca/health/healthy-living/pages/conditions.aspx?hwId=ud3722
http://kidshealth.org/kid/stay_healthy/food/school_lunches.html
http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/fn-an/food-guide-aliment/myguide-monguide/index-eng.php
http://busycooks.about.com/od/breakfastrecipes/a/brownbaglunch.htm
http://www.healthyalberta.com/NutritionGuidelines-Sept2012.pdf
http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/fn-an/food-guide-aliment/index-eng.php
http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/fn-an/food-guide-aliment/educ-comm/resource-ressource-eng.php
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Links for  
Waste-free Lunches 
Pack a Waste Free Lunch 

Tips for a No Waste Lunch at Home and at School 

The Waste Free Lunchbox pamphlet 

3 

Alberta Health Services 
Alberta Health Services has materials for schools about healthy lunches. 

Contact Health Link Alberta for further information on who to contact in your area. 

Toll-free: 1-866-408-LINK (5465) 

 

Federal Government 
First Nations and Inuit Health Branch 

Edmonton: 780-495-2703 

Resource 

Eating Well with Canada’s Food Guide: First Nations, Inuit and Métis 

4 

 

 

http://www.globalstewards.org/lunch.htm
http://www.recycleworks.org/schools/lunch.html
http://www.wastefreelunches.org/TheWasteFreeLunchbox.pdf
http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/fn-an/food-guide-aliment/fnim-pnim/index-eng.php
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