
 apply the ‘Three R's’ to the way they choose to 
pack their lunch.

Objectives/Aims

The Perfect Lunch

Materials
student’s lunches, note home 
to parents (see ‘Computer 
Generated’)

Reduce, Reuse & Recycle

30 min.

The students will:

Time:

thrown into a landfill when we are done with them.
Reuse - the act of using well-made goods over and over again.  You can also reuse a discarded 

good in a new or different way.  This method uses less energy than recycling materials because
the goods don’t need to be remade and sent to and from a factory; also, cleaning reusable 
items creates less pollution than producing a new product.  Reusing also refers to the 
composting of certain items so that nutrients and minerals can be used again.

Recycle  - the act of reprocessing a discarded good into a new product

Group Activity
1.  Say, “During the next few days you are going to be searching for the 'perfect' and the ‘perfect,
perfect’ lunch.  A ‘perfect’ lunch is one in which all of the packaging materials are recyclable and has
a score of at least +1.  If everybody brought a with least recyclable containers, a lot less waste 
would go into the trash can making it almost environmentally perfect.   An even higher goal would 
be the ‘perfect, perfect’ lunch in which all of the packaging materials can either be composted or 
reused and has a score of at least +2.  Such packaging and lunch items would create virtually no 
waste until they finally broke, at which time it might be possible to recycle them.  This ‘perfect, 
perfect’ lunch would undoubtedly cause the earth to smile!”

Use the following table for scoring the packaging materials:
Note: The ‘No alternative’ category is for those food items that are only available in individual servings and 
there is no alternative packaging at this time.  The actual way that an item is categorized will also depend on 
what is recyclable in your community.

Week #: 31
Day: W - F

Week #:
31

Month: Apr.

Illustration
When they are all done eating their 
lunch, who will have created more 
trash?  The girl on the left or the boy
with the disability?

Background
The way students package their lunch 
is a great way for them to see the 
relation between the packaging 
choices they make and the resulting 
trash.

The Three R’s:
Reduce - the act of lessening the 

amount of non-reusable trash 
created.  This type of trash 
reflects goods made out of 
resources that can’t be recycled
or reused.  These goods are
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Group Activity (continued)
Reduce (-1) No alternative  Recyclable (+1) Reusable (+2)
juice box snack bar wrapper glass jar Tupperware container
Ziplock bag yogurt container tin can fruit in its own skin
plastic packaging (Do not count or aluminum can lunch box
paper napkin score these items) paper bag cloth napkin
plastic utensils aluminum foil metal or durable plastic utensils
Saran wrap chip / cardboard Thermos or sturdy water bottle

plastic container reusable glass containers
 (No. 1 - 7 in ∆)

2.  Ask for students who are willing to have their lunch packaging examined.  Explain that this is a 
learning activity and that they shouldn’t take the results of the activity personally.  Individually 
examine each lunch by holding up one item at a time and examine its packaging.  This examination 
is accomplished by asking at least the first question (a), and following up with at least one or more
of the additional questions (b - d):

a.  Is this package something we can reuse or recycle, or is it something that we need to 
reduce?
b.  What natural resource is this good made out of?
c.  When this container is made, is there a lot of pollution produced?
d.  What would be a better alternative than this packaging?

3.  After examining each packaging material score it appropriately using the above table.  After 
examining the entire contents of an individual lunch, add up the score and then divide it by the 
number of items examined.  If the score is between 1 and 2, it is a perfect lunch.  If the score is 2, 
it is a perfect, perfect lunch.  For example, Johnny had the following packaging materials examined
and duly scored:

- paper lunch bag +1
- apple +2
- water bottle +1
- crackers in zip lock  -1
- can of mixed fruit +1

total: +4 / by 5 items = .8, which was close to a ‘perfect’ lunch but not quite.

4.  Each day ask for 4 - 5 volunteers (or as many as time allows) and examine their lunch to see if 
they've met the goal of a ‘perfec’t or a ‘perfect, perfect’ lunch.

Variations/Extensions
1.  Make a chart of the scoring table and have students individually score their own lunches.  
Students should have the option of opting out of this activity if their family doesn’t recycle.

Conclusion
Say, “I have a goal for the entire class.  The goal is that by Friday all of you bring in either a 
‘perfect’ or’ perfect, perfect’ lunch.  If we reach this goal, I wonder how much trash will end up in 
our waste basket?  Wouldn’t it be cool if it was completely empty?  How many are willing to try to
meet this goal?”  If some students aren’t interested in participating, tell them that that’s okay and
that they can put their trash in a separate waste basket on Friday.  “If you all agree, (or for those 
who do agree) I’ll send a note home to your parents to explain what we’re trying to accomplish.  
(See ‘Computer Generated’ for a sample note.)  However, I want you and not your parents, to pack
your own lunch .  They can help by purchasing the appropriate containers, food and lunch supplies.”

Week #:
31



Dear Parents,

This week we are studying ‘The Three R’s’ which are reduce, reuse and recycle.  What, 
and how much trash we are throwing away are important questions that each student 
needs to answer for themselves to understand their connection to the waste stream.  In 
years past, and still for some people even today, trash is made up of wood, metal, yard 
waste, plastics, appliances, glass and anything else that we’re done using.  Today, more 
and more people are recognizing the valuable resources, that were traditionally a part of 
trash, are being wasted and are now removing these items to be recycled.  This recycling 
saves landfill space and generally uses less energy and creates less pollution then creating
new products from virgin materials.  Even more preferable are the reusable products that 
can be used over and over.

To personalize and make this issue real for the students, they will be studying their own
lunches.  The way students package their lunch is a great way for them to see the relation
between the packaging choices they make and the resulting trash.  I’d like the students 
pack their own lunches this week without any parent help (except for 1st graders) other 
then the parents supporting the choices that they make.  This might entail a trip to the 
store to purchase various reusable containers or different foods.  If your child usually takes
hot lunch, I hope that for at least the next three days they will pack their own lunch.

I’d also encourage the students to continue packing their own lunchers at least two to 
three times per week in the future.  Packing their own lunch is one of the few practical life
activities available to students today where they can practice making responsible choices 
and become more independent.  Even a first grader is capable of packing their own lunch 
with some parental help.

If you’d like to better understand what your child is doing and learning this week, you 
can ask questions like:

- What do the Three R’s stand for?
- Is trash good or bad?  Why?
- What kinds of things are thrown away and what natural resources are they made out 

of?
- What are you going to do differently?

Thanks for your support in this lesson,



When they are all done eating their lunch, who will have created more trash?
The girl on the left or the boy with the disability?
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