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“I propose a different ranking system for colleges based on whether the institution and its 
graduates move the world in more suitable directions or not.  Do four years at a particular 

institution instill knowledge, love, and competence toward the natural world, or 
indifference and ignorance?  Are the graduates of this or that college suited for a 

responsible life on a planet with a biosphere?” – David Orr, author, Earth in Mind 



 
The Project 
 
Overview: 
  Composting on college campuses is an easy way to instill sustainable behaviors.  
By encouraging the entire community to participate, a university like Ohio Wesleyan can 
make a significant impact in reducing the footprint made on the environment.  Through 
coordination with key groups on campus and in the community, we were able to 
implement a program that would successfully provide composting as an option for 
students.  Informational signs, volunteer “compost fairies”, and the ease and simplicity of 
the program, many students did not seem to alter their behavior in response to the 
addition of this new waste program.  In the end, waste was diverted, accomplishing the 
goal of this project.  However, there are some problems that remain. 
 

 
Figure 1: Environment and Wildlife Club (the ‘Composting Fairies’) digging through 
compost – holding compostable items.  Sustainability Interns are compostable! 
 
 
Methods and Results: 
 The composting program at Ohio Wesleyan University (OWU) was implemented 
upon receiving a $13,000 grant from DKMM (Delaware, Knox, Marion, Morrow Solid 
Waste District) in an effort to divert solid waste from landfills.  At first, with the help of 
this grant, composting at OWU was reserved only to the kitchens in two dining halls – 
Spring 2012 in Smith and early Fall 2012 in Hamilton Williams Campus Center 
(HWCC).  A few Small Living Units (SLUs) on campus, such as the Tree House and the 
Modern Foreign Language (MFL) house, have had their own composting units for a few 
semesters.  This initiative had not been available for the entire campus until now.  With 
compostable food-ware in HWCC, implementing this program was an easily 
implemented task.  



As the Sustainability Intern on campus, I was easily able to work with the director 
of Chartwell’s (our campus dining service), Gene Castelli, our campus Sustainability 
Coordinator, Sean Kinghorn, and our campus director of Buildings and Grounds, Peter 
Schantz – along with assistance from the Environment and Wildlife club and Tree House 
– to get this program started up.  We arranged a relationship with Ohio Mulch (an 
industrial composting facility 4 miles from campus).  For $12.00 a pick up, our 
dinnerware supplier, the Eco Limited company, is to take our compost and deliver it to 
Ohio Mulch.  With this arrangement, composting bins were purchased (at about $80.00 
ea) along with biobags (bags that are also compostable at $170 per order).  6 bins were 
placed into each kitchen – both Smith and Hamilton Williams – about a semester apart.  
During November of the fall semester, two additional bins were purchased and placed in 
the two dining rooms in Hamilton Williams. 
 In order to implement a successful composting program, I printed out 
informational signs (Appendix A) explaining that composting was starting in HWCC.  
The signs provided information as to what exactly composting was along with where it 
would be going.  Composting began on a Thursday morning.  I created signs that would 
be placed above the composting bins to illustrate to students what was compostable, with 
actual examples of the compostable dinnerware (Appendix B).  With this, students could 
easily reference what they could compost.  In addition, trash bins were replaced with the 
green composting bins.  At the start of the day it became obvious that students failed to 
notice the lack of a second trash bin and the big green one in it’s place.  We then placed a 
‘landfill’ sign (Appendix C) to explain where trash waste goes and to encourage the use 
of the new bins.  These signs were placed over the openings of trash bins. 
 Along with all of this material, student volunteers – eventually known as the 
“Composting Fairies” – stood around composting bins during lunch and dinner times.  
They helped students separate their garbage and put compostable items where they 

belong.  This method continued for the first 3 
weeks of the program.  Eventually, as the semester 
drew to an end and students became increasingly 
busy, the “fairies” turned to a subtler role in the 
composting program. 
 Because of the contract made with Ohio 
Mulch and Eco-Limited, we were being charged 
for all of the non-compostable materials that 
contaminated our out-going compost.  Even with 
the multitudes of signs, information, and physical 

obstruction and assistance, non-compostable 
materials were being dumped into compost bins.  
Student volunteers began to designate their time, 
on compost pick-up days twice a week, to 
digging through the composting bags and 
removing all the non-compostable items (Figure 
1).   The most prevalent items that we took out 
were soda cups, yogurt cups, sushi containers, 
plastic water cups, and condiment containers.   
 With this evidence and student feedback, 
we concluded that the initial signage and Figure 2: A) Non-compostable items 

found in composting bags (taken from a 
total of 6 bags) B) Non-compostable 
items found in a full day’s worth of 
compost (taken from a total of 10 bags) B) 

A) 

 
B) 



information was not working.  We began to take pictures and record data of the total 
amount of non-compostable items.  Figure 2-A below displays the results of half a days 
worth (6 compost bags) of items removed from compost during the first week of our 
composting digs.  With the help of Reed Callahan, new signs were made.  These were 
cleaner, easier to read, and larger than the original signs (Appendix D).  The new signs 
were also complimented with actual examples of the compostable dinnerware and 
informational signs that outlined what is and is not acceptable to throw into our 
composting bins (Appendix E).    Figure 2-B illustrates a full days worth (10 compost 
bags) of items removed from compost after the implementation of the new signs.  The 
lack of improvement was hardly noticeable.  Judging by the amount of items removed 
from the bins, one might declare that no improvement was made.  However, per bag, 
there was definitely a decrease in these contaminants. 
 During the final week of classes, a month after composting began, the non-
compostable soda cups were finally replaced with compostable alternatives – neither 
Sean nor I were notified of this change.  I immediately changed the signs and added the 
cups to the examples.  I also fixed up the “what to throw in the green bin sign” to help 
students with deciding what to throw in the bins (Appendix E). 
 Each month, 6 tons (12,000 lbs) of waste is diverted from the Smith and Hamilton 
William’s kitchens.  A reduction in land-fill waste that helped the school to remove one 
dumpster at both Smith and Hamwil.  Combined with composting in the dining rooms 
(which totals between 15 and 20 bags of compost each week), ½ of all Hamilton 
William’s waste is diverted to the Ohio Mulch composting facility; financial savings are 
in the process of being calculated.  Though it has been a slow and painful start, the 
composting program at OWU is finally initiated – and somewhat successful!   
 
 
The Future of OWU Composting 
 
Recommendations: 
 I recommend that in the future, there be a revamping of composting, perhaps with 
a mini ‘campaign’.  I hope to use the stickers that the Environment and Wildlife club 
purchased and host an event in which we engage the community in understanding and 
participating in composting FUN!  The club is currently planning a “Composting Day” in 
which students will dress up as “Composting Fairies” and encourage people to compost 
properly.  If they do, they will receive a sticker.  During this event, in order to use social 
media and pursue a change in the culture of the campus, we will be taking pictures, 
recording videos, and utilizing figure-heads (such as our president Rock Jones and 
others) to promote this exciting day.   Pictures and videos would be posted on the OWU 
Composting (or Sustainability) Facebook Page.  In addition to this, every week a 
different club could join in our composting digs.  Through this, students who would not 
usually engage in these sorts of environmental activities could be encouraged to do so.  
Getting people like Rock Jones, Mona Spalsbury, or multitudes of students to join in the 
compost initiative, this project can truly take charge.   
 
The Next Step: 

- More composting bins 

A) 



o Once composting becomes successful in Ham Wil, we can expand the 
bins into new locations 

o Eventually we could have bins just for food waste, and bins just for 
plates – plates seem to be the bulk of the items in the dining area 
compost bins – they are lighter in weight, but take up more space 

- Trash bins 
o If we reduce the size or the availability of trash receptacles, I’m sure 

that we could further our composting efforts 
o Labeling trash bins as “Land Fill” to remind members of the OWU 

community where the trash goes 
- No more trash! 

o Make it so all items coming out of our dining halls are either 
compostable or recyclable 

- Follow in the footsteps of other schools 
o What have they done to implement a successful composting program? 
o Cornell University - http://cucompost.wordpress.com/ 
o Bates College - 

http://www.bates.edu/Prebuilt/Bates%20Little%20Green%20Book.pdf 
- Engage the community 

o Sustainable Delaware 
o Composting in Delaware City Schools 

§ Sean will be meeting with them to implement this very soon! 
§ We should have it started by next school year 

- Sustainability Program at OWU 
o Enhance it! – it’s so weak in comparison the other Ohio Five schools 
o “Green Week” – an event by Environment and Wildlife Club, WCSA, 

and the Healthy Bishop initiative to promote a sustainable lifestyle 
§ topics include composting, recycling, energy use, water use, etc 
§ we intend to give free water bottles, reusable sporks, and 

reusable bags to participating students 
§ If interested in assisting with Green Week (March 2013) please 

contact myself, Sarah Jilbert (skjilber@owu.edu), or Melissa 
Guziak (mdguziak@owu.edu) 

 
Contacts:  
Sean Kinghorn (sckingho@owu.edu) – Sustainability Coordinator *must contact 
Peter Schantz (pkschant@owu.edu) – Director of Buildings and Grounds 
Gene Castelli (gjcastel@owu.edu) – Director of Chartwells 
Reed Callahan (rmcallah@owu.edu) – Student helper who made this project possible. 
Alex Kerensky (ajkerens@owu.edu) – Tree House Moderator (helped get volunteers) 
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