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Towers Elementary School took the Trash Free Lunch Challenge ending March 2015.  We 

wanted a way to encourage the students to become environmentally aware and involved, but 

not too difficult to implement and maintain.  This was a perfect way to do that.  Our roll out 

began with the Grades of Green field trip to the landfill attended by Towers parents, Jon Liu, 

Suzanne Gibson, and myself (Thalia Commins).  Later, an assembly for the entire school, in 

which the parents were invited to attend.  We had a great turnout of parents, and everybody 

really enjoyed the presentation.   

 

The school was already recycling paper with bins in each classroom; a battery recycling bin, 

and a garden program.  Prior to the challenge, our trash was being put in one can, resulting in 

over 20 bags of landfill trash. 

  

The implementation of the sorting system was our next step. We wanted a sorting system that 

could achieve our goals, keep costs down, while not introducing any additional plastic into the 

environment.  We created two sorting stations by repurposing cans that we already had on 

campus.  One station is placed in the center of the cafeteria during lunch, the other in the 

outside eating area just outside the cafeteria doors.  Both consist of a chair for stacking the 

Styrofoam lunch trays, then a RECYCLE can, a LANDFILL can, and a COMPOST can. 
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Currently, there is no permanent location for the sorting stations, but the stations are placed in 

the same two spots in the eating areas, each day. We are in the process of creating a mobile, 

more convenient method for the implementation of the sorting systems.  We are designing a 

wheeled cart (similar to Home Depot cart), that is large enough to have three cans in the same 

order that can be moved to any location (blacktop for bike rodeo, festivals, etc.), and easily 

transported by the custodian. 

 

 

The idea behind this is so the custodians would not be burdened by multiple set ups and 

transporting to the bins.  Since our locations are not permanent, there could be better signage 

(it would go with the bins), and kids would become accustomed to the order of the cans 

making recycling an easy habit.  We did have the Club Earth group make signs for Landfill Vs. 

Recycling and we used examples directly from their lunchtime trash. 

 

The cans are taken to the 

nearby bins for weekly pickup 

by our sanitation group.   Our 

waste hauler has been very 

responsive and helpful during 

this transition.  They were 

originally picking up ONE large 

bin of recycling items and TWO 

large bins of trash each week.   

 

Since the challenge, our hauler 

is now scheduled to pick up 

TWO large bins of 

RECYCLING and only ONE bin 

of trash each week (exactly 

reversing the process)!!   
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A significant accomplishment for our school and the district, concerns the Styrofoam trays 

used in the cafeteria.  Previously, the trays were not being recycled.  On the suggestion of our 

Grades of Green contact (the wonderful Cathy Procopio), we began working with Allison 

Sherman at the City of Torrance.  The district has now arranged to have those trays recycled 

by stacking them in the recycling bin.  Principal Skora is currently working with our PTA and 

TUSD for an alternative to the Styrofoam trays, but having the trays taken by our waste hauler 

is an excellent start! 

 

Students were 

encouraged to 

bring reusable 

items to school, 

sort properly and 

pack trash free 

lunches by 

incentive and 

rewards with raffle 

tickets.   
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We have several noon aides and also 5-6 parents who would give green raffle tickets at lunch 

time if students brought a trash free (or even close to TF).  In addition, students could get 

tickets by picking up trash on campus and helping other students to sort their trash properly.  

Each week, I would give out raffle prizes to those students.  Each prize contained reusable 

containers (Dollar Tree), reusable napkins and other Grades of Green donations, AND each 

gift had a $5 gift card for Target, Walmart, and other retailers to purchase additional reusable 

items.  Also, I give the students a bracelet that says “every day is Earth Day”(donated by 

Allison Sherman). When our school WINS the challenge, notice how I said that…I have 

solicited a bigger gift donation, plus the skateboard for the most dedicated TFL-helpers! 

 

Lunch time sorting and recycling has been our biggest focus and our most difficult to monitor 

but our noon aides and the parents who are on campus have been the biggest supporters for 

change.  We speculate that, of the children who bring their lunch, 85% are packing trash free.  

When starting this challenge, I said that I really just want the children to hesitate at the bins, 

long enough to think “what will I do with this, and what’s the right bin to place this in?”  I wasn’t 

sure that they would be able to convince their parents to buy/pack differently. 

 

I know we’ve accomplished that, and much more.  The children are taking the time to educate 

their parents and classmates by helping and taking pride in their trash free efforts. Ana 

Koliander (noon aide), said that the kids are “really into it, and the percentages of trash free 

kids might be even higher!  Plus, you have to add that they’re now recycling the trays!”   
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The Green 

Team at 

Towers is 

going to be a 

totally new 

program after 

the challenge.  

Currently, we 

have a Club 

Earth group 

that meets 

once a week 

with a single 

focus of the 

Towers garden 

area.   

The new program will be the 4th grade students that will be creating their new name (Trash 

Crashers, Waste Busters, Green Defenders?), providing a walking assembly for the school, 

sustaining the existing program, and training their replacements, which would be the incoming 

4th grades.   

 

Their success would allow the program to continue, and empower them to add new 

challenges such as Walk to School Wednesdays, or No-idle valet zones.  Our plan is to make 

it part of their community service, while still providing incentives that are low/no cost such as 

certificates, or lunch with the Principal.  

 

We continue to keep our school community 

involved by posting “green” news on the school 

website, on our Facebook page, and with a 

weekly Friday announcements.  We have flyers 

available on campus, 

and have sent some 

home with the students.  
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Some teachers will tell me about students who have a 100% TFL and I will bring them 

bracelets and raffle tickets in acknowledgement of that student.  We also have several parents 

who will just show up at lunch time to help the students sort and answer their questions.    

 

The maintenance and sustainability of this new green program on campus will be achieved in 

several ways.  First, we had a “GREEN PROGRAM” added to the PTA roster of programs.  

What that means, is that next year, there will be an effort to provide a chairperson to run it and 

improve the Green efforts on campus.  There is now a small budget that should cover 

photocopies, and miscellaneous needs so it won’t be a hardship on the members or the 

parents who get involved.  Our PTA President (Kim Nicolson), created a sign up sheet for 

interested parents, and arranged for a local business to gift us some gift cards for raffle prizes.   

 

This program will now encompass all environmental efforts on campus including the Grades of 

Green challenges, Club Earth (the garden), bottle/can recycling, battery recycling, toxic waste 

roundups on campus, and Earth Day efforts.  

 

I think the students have been inspired because they have been empowered.  We parents are, 

at times, an unmotivated group.  We get tired, frustrated, and apathetic, but by taking the 

challenge, many of us were reminded that it’s not about us or the school.  It is up to the kids, 

and I think the students know that.  They have stepped up with enthusiasm and commitment 

and they keep trying. 

 
 

During this challenge, we have been saying that their efforts can make a difference—no 

matter how small it seems. We would like the school to win primarily because, if they win this 

one, they will readily accept the next challenge with confidence.  This will be an opportunity to 

confirm to them that their contribution is significant, and when they show up, it will be 

recognized.  Then the others will follow, and change happens. 

 

Thank you for letting us participate in the challenge, we benefitted much more than will show 

up in the report.  The matrix will provide the tangible results, but the benefits will continue long 
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after the challenge has ended.  I would like to thank the following people who consistently and 

tirelessly helped our mission:  Mrs. Sandra Skora, Mike Turner (custodian); Nancy Horvat, 

Mike Burke and the Club Earth Team; Jon Liu, Suzanne Gibson, Thalia Commins, Brad 

Commins, Oliva Gregory, Jane Persh, Emma Wise, Kim Nicolson (parents); Sindy Kang, Ana 

Koliander, Cheryl Strong (noon aides), Cathy Procopio and Nicole Sevier (Grades of Green).   

 

We could not have done it without the village, we  anxiously await your call! 

 

Thalia Commins 

Towers Elementary 
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CHALLENGE METRICS CHART   

 Before Grades of 

Green Program  

After Grades of 

Green Program  

 

# of trash bags used at lunch time only per 

day  

12 6 

# of trash bags produced campus wide per 

24 hour period (including lunch waste)  

18 10 

# of trash cans throughout campus (not 

including classrooms)  

6 (32 gal) 5 

# of recycle carts and size (32, 64 or 96 gal)  30 (96 gal) not 

being used 

2 (96 gal) 

Are recycle carts serviced? If yes, which day 

of the week?  

N/A Yes, weds. 

# of recycle bins and size  1 3-yard 4 (32 gal) 

# of trash bins and size  1 3-yard 4 (20 gal) 

Which days of the week are trash bins 

serviced?  

M, T, Th, Fri M, Tu, Th, Fri 

Which days of the week are recycle bins 

serviced?  

Wednesday Wednesday 

Cost of waste hauler service per month per 

container type  

$180. Trash,     

$109 Recycling 

 

Pending final cost 

(recycling doubled, 

Trash ½ amounts) 

% of students sorting lunch time waste and 

what is sorted  

12% trays 98%, recycling, 

trays, compost, 

trash! 

Out of students who bring a lunch, what % 

pack trash free once per week?  

7% 85%** (or more) 

Out of students who bring a lunch, what % 

pack trash free more than once per week?  

Unknown 75%** 

Pieces of litter found in eating area after 

lunch time  

8  3 

Frequency of campus composting and type 

of compost unit  

Tumbler –not 

currently in use 

Tumbler –maxed 

out! 

Frequency of lunch time composting and 

type of compost unit  

None Daily disposal into 

(2) 96 gal container 
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