
It’s Alive!
FIFTH GRADE

Students probably know that their lunchtime food scraps get
composted in the school garden, but they may not know how
composting works, and they probably haven’t seen the process in
action. In this activity, students will explore one of the school's compost
bins and see how worms and other critters turn their lunch scraps into
a valuable natural fertilizer called compost.

S U B J E C T

SCIENCE

_____________________

T I M E

30 - 45 MIN

_____________________

M A T E R I A L S

 Compost from the
worm bin

 Magnifying lens, 1
per student
(optional)

 Small trays, 3 per
group (located
inside the worm
bin)

 Newspaper, 1 sheet
per student

 Compost Insect
Information Sheet,
several to share

 Pencils, 1 per
student

 

D I R E C T I O N S

- Prior to visiting the garden, have students read the Compost Critter
Information Sheet to become familiar with the different roles the
bugs play in the ecosystem of a worm bin. Bring sheets out to the
garden.

- Explain to students that our school enlists the help of worms to
turn food scraps into rich compost. Show students where the worm
bin is located and ask if they have ever visited the bin before. Point
out that worms are not the only critters in the bin that feed off of
decaying fruits and vegetables. Most but not all of the critters in
the bin are helping to create healthy soil.

- Seat students in groups of 5-6 around a flat surface (table or
ground). Ask them which of the critters they think they will find in
the school’s compost? Where do the critters get their food? (from
students’ leftover fruit and veggie scraps) How do the food scraps
turn into compost? (the food begins to rot, and the worms ingest
the bacteria/microbes that form on the decomposing food)

- Go to the worm bin and locate the side that looks like dark soil. This
is compost that is finished. Avoid taking compost from areas that
have visible food pieces; the critters are still working on this part.
Place 1 to 2 cups of the dark finished compost in a tray for every
group. Also, retrieve 2 empty trays per group from the worm bin.

- Place a sheet of newspaper in front of each student and put a
portion of compost on each newspaper.

- Instruct the students to observe the sample and try to find the
critters on the information sheet. Use hand lenses if you have them.

- Separate the worms from the compost and place them in one of
the trays. Separate the inorganic items from the pile that did not
biodegrade, such as plastic bits, and place those in another tray.
Throw those bits away.

- When the observation activity has ended:
- Return the worms and empty trays to the worm bin.
- Ask students to use the sorted compost to “feed the soil”

by sprinkling it along the base of the plants in the garden
beds.

- Throw away any trash.
- Cover the piles in the worm bin with burlap or cardboard

and close the hard lid.
- Wash hands.

S O U R C E

- BCK Programs
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Compost Insect Info Sheet
Name Picture What are they doing?

Pill Bug
(Roly Poly)

They eat decaying bits of fruit and vegetables.

Grub Grubs are beetle larvae. They eat the tough part of plant
materials, making it easier for smaller critters to finish the
job.

Centipede Centipedes actually eat other insects and worms. Uh oh 😳.

Millipede Help eat decaying vegetation and make holes in the
compost that air and other microbes can travel through.

Slug Great at eating decaying fruit and vegetables in the
compost bin, but if they make it into the garden bed, they
will also eat your plants.

Spider They eat other insects, and some are dangerous. If you see
one try to avoid it.

Ant They like to eat sweet food in the compost bin. They will
help out by shredding larger bits of food. If you have too
many ants, that means your compost is too dry.

Mite These tiny guys eat decaying organic matter but they can
also be harmful to our wiggly friends if there are too many
of them.
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