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Option B: Conduct a waste breakdown experiment
The aim of this activity is to conduct an experiment that tests the hypothesis: Household waste 
decomposes at different rates in our environment.

Your experiment will require you to test the decomposition rates of several types of household 
waste to determine which ones break down quickest. The packaging materials will be tested in 
several conditions: in soil, water and sunshine.

NOTE: Because you are working with waste materials, please be aware of safety considerations. 
For example, for safety reasons, it would be best if the experiments were conducted in a secure 
area away from the public and other students. In addition, familiarise yourself with your waste 
safety code.

Equipment:

• A variety of household waste items, including both soft and hard plastic. In addition, you 
could also test other types of packaging such as metal containers, and paper and cardboard 
packaging. You will need three of each item.

• Short wooden or metal stakes
• Buckets
• Water
• Soil (or somewhere to dig a hole and bury waste items)
• Shovel
• Mallet
• Labels
• Camera
• Gloves

Experiment outline:

1. Begin the experiment by gathering a selection of household waste items. Once you have 
selected all the waste items to be included, take a photo of each item.

2. Then examine the packaging and predict which type of waste you believe will break down the 
fastest in each of the three conditions. 

Condition Which waste item will break down the fastest and why?

Soil

Water

Sunshine
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3. Now think about what a good measure of decomposition in the waste items would be, 
e.g. colour, brittleness, breaking up. Discuss how you will measure these changes (e.g. with a 
camera, rubbing between two fingers?) and record this below.

We will measure the changes in our waste materials by:

Experiment instructions:

1. To test your waste items in sunlight, you will need to pin your waste items to the ground in a 
sunny position in the school garden. Secure your waste items to avoid them being blown away). 
Also be sure to attach a label to each waste item so that you know which one is which. 
  
2. To test your waste items in water, fill buckets or containers with water. Put one waste item 
into each bucket and use a stone or other heavy item to hold the item under water. Attach a 
label to each bucket to identify the waste items. Hot tip: You could extend this experiment by 
testing items in fresh water and salt water. Follow these instructions to create sea water: add 
35g of salt to a beaker, then add enough tap water until the total mass of your beaker is 1,000g. 

3. To test your waste items underground, dig holes in the schoolyard (or in a soil box) and bury 
your waste items. Try to dig the holes in an area close to each other, so that you are testing the 
waste items in the same kind of conditions (soil and weather). Mark the location of each hole 
with a stake and attach a label to the stake to identify the waste item. 

4. Leave the waste items for 3 or 4 months but revisit them every 2 weeks to see if there have 
been any changes. Record the results by taking photos.
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Once complete:

Explain the results of this experiment in your own words below:

In addition, answer the following:

How did your results compared with your hypothesis? 

How your results compare with your predictions

Explain why you think some types of waste broke down faster than others. 
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Which results of this experiment are you surprised by? 

How would you improve this experiment if you were to repeat it? 

Based on the results of your investigations, what recommendations would you make about 
waste?

What does this experiment suggest about the things that we use in our lives and how it might 
impact on the natural environment?

How will you communicate your findings? Create graphs or charts to share what you found out 
through this experiment.


