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GRADE 
Grades 6–12 

PLACE 
Classroom / Home 

DURATION 

THE FOUR R’S 

OVERVIEW 
Students will learn about Rethinking, Reducing, Reusing, & Recycling.  This lesson focuses on the importance of waste reduction 

and rethinking purchasing and consumption in our daily lives.  A PowerPoint presentation, with notes, has been developed to 

assist teachers with introducing waste reduction concepts, local facts/stats, describing the school and local recycling programs, 

and how students can make a difference.  The SWACO 4R’s kit contains recycled content and reused products that students will 

have the opportunity to pass around for discussion.  Students can begin to evaluate their own waste habits by conducting the 

Take-Home Recycling Survey and the Personal Trash Survey Activities.   

 

45 minutes 

LEARNING OUTCOMES 
• Students will learn the concepts of 

rethinking, reducing, reusing, recycling, 
and their importance as materials 
management options. 

• Students will gain an understanding of 
natural resources and how they can 
become depleted. 

• Students will learn how to “Close the 
Loop” in recycling. 

• Students will learn what is accepted for 
recycling in their school and home 
programs.  

MATERIALS 
• SWACO’s 4 R’s kit for loan.  Includes: recycled-content 

products, examples of natural resources, and 
products made from natural resources.    

• SWACO’s 4R’s PP presentation. 

• Copies of the Take Home Recycling activity. 

• Copies of the Personal Trash Survey activity. 

TEACHER PREP 
• Email schools@swaco.org to request to borrow 

SWACO's 4 R's teacher kit.  Arrangements will need to 
be made to pick it up from SWACO.   

• Review the 4 R's kit and familiarize yourself with the 
items in the kit so that you can facilitate a discussion 
with students about products that have been reused 
and made from recycled-content materials. 

• Review the PowerPoint presentation to familiarize 
yourself with the Notes and content in the 
presentation.  Request a link to the PP presentation 
by emailing schools@swaco.org. 
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INSTRUCTIONS 

1 Walk through the PowerPoint presentation with students while 

discussing waste reduction concepts and local facts/stats found in 

the PP presentation Notes. 

2 Pass around reused and recycled content products from the 

SWACO 4R’s kit and discuss why It Is important to buy products 

made with recycled content materials and how students can make 

a difference by making informed purchases.   

3 Have students complete the Personal Waste Inventory and/or the 

Take-Home Recycling Questionnaire as follow-up activities. 

 
KEY TERMS 
 

Rethink - it’s not enough just to put recyclables in the bin; you must rethink about what you can do to root out unnecessary 
wastefulness.  Think about items that you are purchasing and ask yourself “Is this product over packaged?  Is it made from 
recycled-content materials? Is it repairable? Is it accepted for recycling?”  If the answer is “No” to any of these questions, you 
should Rethink the purchase. 

Reduce - A process of elimination that involves diminishing the amount of waste produced to eliminate the generation of 
wasted materials. 

Reuse - Reuse can be practiced easily by reusing an item over and over again. You can breathe new life into many common 
household objects by discovering new and innovative ways of reusing them. Before you throw it away, take a moment and 
learn useful tips that will allow you to repurpose and reuse numerous items found in your home. 

Recycle – The act of collecting and separating materials and products from the solid waste stream and reusing them as raw 
materials in manufacturing processes.  Remember: you’re not truly recycling until you buy recycled goods! By purchasing 
products made with recycled materials, you are helping to close the recycling loop. 

Natural Resource – Material extracted from nature, not made by humans.  Material such as: ores, plants, animals.  The source 
of all consumer products made of paper, plastic, steel, aluminum, glass, etc. 

Renewable Natural Resource – Renewable natural resources can grow again or never run out.  They can be replenished fast 
enough as being used. 
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Non-renewable Natural Resource – Nonrenewable natural resources can run out or be used up. They usually come from the 
ground and cannot be readily replaced by natural means on a level that is equal to consumption. 

Consumer - A person who purchases goods and services for personal use. 

Product Life-cycle Analysis – A method of accounting for all of the environmental impacts from a single-product. 

Throw-away society - The throw-away society is a human society strongly influenced by consumerism. The term describes a 
critical view of overconsumption and excessive production of short-lived or disposable items over durable goods that can be 
repaired. 

Circular Economy – A regenerative system in which resource input and waste, emission, and energy leakage are minimized by 
slowing, closing, and narrowing energy and material loops; this can be achieved through long-lasting design, maintenance, 
repair, reuse, remanufacturing, refurbishing, recycling, and upcycling.  A circular economy contrasts a linear economy, which 
is a 'take, make, dispose' model of production 

 

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES 
 

Personal Waste Inventory student activity - students track their waste for 1 week and then sort. 

Home Recycling Questionnaire student activity - students take the questionnaire home to discuss with parents.   

Please download both on SWACO's School Recycling Resources webpage under Teacher Lesson Plans and Student Activities. 

 



The 4’R’s
You Can Make a 

Difference!



The 4 R’s
Rethink - it's not enough just to put recyclables in the bin; you 
must rethink about what you can do to root out unnecessary 
wastefulness.  

Reduce - A process of elimination that involves diminishing 
the amount of waste produced to eliminate the generation of 
wasted materials.



The 4R’s
Reuse - Reuse can be practiced easily by reusing an item 
over and over again. Before you throw it away, take a 
moment and learn useful tips that will allow you to 
repurpose and reuse numerous items found in your 
home.

Recycle - The act of collecting and separating materials 
and products from the solid waste stream and reusing 
them as raw materials in manufacturing processes.  



4,000
tons per day

wasted
materials 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In Franklin Co alone, about 4,000 tons of material is landfilled each day. Since it’s hard to think in terms of tonnage, this is the equivalent to approximately 720 elephants. 

Another way to think about this is the landfill has 500-600 trucks a day dumping materials generated by businesses and residents, just in Franklin County!

We use the word “materials” and not garbage or trash, because what is landfilled are valuable materials, we are just ignoring the value.




What’s Landfilled?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Your next question may be, well what’s being landfilled?

This graphic reflects a current breakdown of materials being wasted in Franklin County.  

Any guesses about what fibers are?  Cardboard, printing paper, notebook paper, and construction paper are a few examples of fibers accepted locally for recycling.  These types of materials can only be recycled so many times (about 4-5) before the fibers are too weak to continue to be recycled.  An example of a fiber product at the end of its recyclable life is a cardboard egg container.  Could this be reused?



% of landfilled materials could be 
recycled/ recovered?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Now I have a quiz for you:

What percentage of materials currently being landfilled do you think could have been recycled or recovered in Franklin County?

Although we recycle a large amount as a community, we still have a long way to go! 

Over 76% of landfilled materials in Franklin County could have been diverted with current markets and infrastructure for a profit of approximately $23 million. 

We have an amazing opportunity to increase recovery of these materials through increased access and education.




1,000,000 tons

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It may sound pretty doom and gloom at this point. But, we have a lot of reasons to be proud of our community.

In Franklin county, we have over a 45% recycling and composting rate. The national average is only 34% - this is really encouraging! 

We diverted almost 1,000,000 tons last year.  This number is equivalent to the weight of approximately 200,000 elephants.  

It’s inspiring to think we diverted this much material from the landfill last year!



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Correct, signage IS IMPORTANT and these are the signs that you will see on our new and improved containers.  These materials have been verified with 
Waste Management, CSG’s hauler and broker.

Some pictures with minimal text is IMPORTANT.  Empty plastic bottles and jugs (lids should be screwed on), carton containers (no lids please), glass
bottles and jars (no lids please), paper & cardboard (please flatten boxes) 

This is the correct signage for the recycling program at CSG. There are certain items not accepted for recycling, NOT because they are not recyclable, but 
because the brokers and/or sorters do not have a viable, cost effective, market for the material.  Some items that are not accepted in central Ohio may be 
accepted in other parts of the country if there is a market participant willing to purchase the material.




Materials 
Recovery 
Facility 
(MRF)
Click Here to view a video of the 
sorting process at Rumpke

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E8beTTxtvKw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g9s-2V4ZqrA


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Correct signage on the landfill containers is also important.  These items are not accepted for recycling in Franklin County.



2 hours

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Rethinking, reducing, reusing and recycling saves natural resources.  The amount of energy saved producing one can from recycled content as compared to virgin content, is enough to power a TV for 2 hours.  Do you know how Ohio produces 90% of it’s electricity?  Burning coal. 

Creating goods from recycled content saves energy because it prevents the mining, transportation, and processing of virgin materials to make the item. Each step of the process extracting and processing virgin materials requires energy consumption which can be avoided by utilizing recycled content.

According to the Aluminum Association, nearly 75 percent of all aluminum produced in the U.S. is still in use today. 

Source: EPA

Aluminum cans are recycled into new cans as well as car parts, window frames, wire, tubing and electronics. Aluminum placed in your recycling bin is more valuable than any other item in the recycling stream because it can be recycled endlessly without the material breaking down or decreasing in quality. 



Transition from a Linear Economy…

Take Make Dispose

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Transitioning from our current system where we extract natural resources, make goods, and then landfill items…. Which is a very linear system, towards a…



…Towards a Circular Economy

Presenter
Presentation Notes
….more circular and regenerative economy without landfilling materials that works for people & the planet. 

Every day you can choose to 1) use resources wisely, 2) preserve habitat, and 3) help build a stronger local economy by reducing, reusing, and recycling!  




Careers that you may consider to 
help make a difference

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As young people, you are in an important position to make a measurable difference and help lead our community towards a more sustainable future. 

But what exactly does that mean?



Click here to view this video

Presenter
Presentation Notes
These concepts are the future and people are already starting to help build a more circular economy. 

When you start considering what you want to study in college or pursue as a career, you may consider a career that helps the movement.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zCRKvDyyHmI


If you enjoy architecture…

Design Waste-Free Buildings

moderntinylivingGrange_Audubon

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Raise your hand if you enjoy checking out really cool buildings? 

You can become an architect that focuses on designing buildings minimizing waste to landfill during construction and design as well as operation. You can also design tiny homes or other buildings out of old shipping containers or reclaimed wood! Modern Tiny Living, based out of Columbus, Ohio, is the Midwest's first fully custom Tiny House Design and Construction company.  

There are tons of opportunities to help design and build more sustainable buildings in our local community. 


Photo sources:
http://citytank.org/images/Bullitt_Cascadia_Center-1400.jpg
http://ww4.hdnux.com/photos/36/65/71/8085095/6/920x920.jpg



If you enjoy fixing things & solving problems…

Engineer New Systems & Goods

Zero Waste Honda Facility, Ohio Ocean Plastic Zero Waste Shoes

Presenter
Presentation Notes
If you love fixing things and solving problems, you can engineer new systems and goods in line with the circular economy.

For example, the Honda manufacturing facilities in Ohio are zero waste! They design and build these vehicles while only landfilling 1% of all the materials they use!
You could also figure out how to turn ocean plastic pollution into new cool shoes like these from Adidas. People are behind these cools products and systems and that person could be you!

http://performancedrive.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/2017-Honda-NSX-production.jpg
https://www.fastcompany.com/3048033/adidas-knit-these-sneakers-entirely-from-ocean-plastic-trash



If you enjoy communications & teaching….

Educate about Environmental Topics
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
If technology and design isn’t your thing but you love communicating and teaching others, you can get paid to educate! Raise your hand if you think this is something you may enjoy. 

This may include educating people about recycling and composting.  SWACO, the OEPA, Franklin Soil and Waster Conservation District and Parks all offer these types of programs.  

Another job is being the spokesperson for a movement like this girl who went zero waste and tells her story through multiple mediums online to inspire others to reduce their waste too.

https://media.licdn.com/mpr/mpr/AAEAAQAAAAAAAAlQAAAAJDViZmZkOWFiLTI3MTQtNDVlNy04M2E1LWFlNWE2MDRlM2IyZA.jpg



If you like business…

Create or Join a Sustainable Business

woodzeeincecovative

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Lastly, there are a ton of companies that are making money while creating a more sustainable world.

For example, Woodzee is a company that makes cool sunglasses from recycled skateboards. If you had a creative idea like this, you could be an entrepreneur and create your own company!

Or, you could always join a company that is already embracing circular economy ideas like Patagonia. Patagonia & North Face have programs where they help people fix their clothes that tear or break instead of encouraging them to buy new! This is how a circular economy company works!

Consider how you can create materials and packaging inspired by designs in nature. This concept is called biomimicry and helps create more sustainable goods that won’t contaminate the planet or hurt public health. 

For example, a company called ecovative found a creative way to build packaging from fungi instead of Styrofoam, which is unnatural and never can fully go back into nature. 

Now we will discuss other products made from recycled or reused materials!  Teacher should share SWACO’s 4 R’s Kit.

Sources:

https://jamesmackeddie.com/2017/06/21/worn-wear/

https://www.woodzee.com/collections/mens-skateboard-sunglasses/products/sierra-recycled-skateboard-sunglasses-1

https://biomimicry.org/




Thank you! Questions?
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