
 

 

 

There are a few different ways to set up the sorting stations in your cafeteria.  You may decide 

first the number of stations you’d like, where they’ll go, and then find the materials to supply 

them.  Or you can find out what materials you have in your school and then establish how many 

stations can be created.  Here are some tips to keep in mind: 

 

 • Sorting stations should be conveniently located, the more the better.  Students are a 

 great resource to ask about good locations.  

 • Stations should remain in the same place every day, and bins should never be 

 separated.  Wherever there  is a trash bin, there should be a recycling bin.   

 • If bins are not on wheels, they are less likely to be moved around. 

 • Consistency is important; stations should have identical signage and operation. 

Here are some examples of cafeteria set-ups from schools around NYC: 

 

 

    

C.S. 211 & I.S. 318 (Grades K-8), Bronx – There are two free-standing stations in this 

cafeteria, meaning the station isn’t resting against a wall. This limits your ability to post signage, 

but in a large cafeteria, it can bring sorting stations closer to cafeteria tables.  A lid, cut to have a 

square hole, distinguishes the bottles/cans/cartons recycling bin from the trash bins.  In the 

background, against a pillar, you can see the grey liquids bucket.  Although this sorting station is 

not marked as well as it could be, the cafeteria is monitored by Assistant Principals.  This helps 

to limit litter, as students who do litter must sweep the cafeteria, meanwhile the APs can remind 

students to recycle. 
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MS 113 (Grades 6-8), Brooklyn – Two sorting stations are against walls at MS 113, allowing 

for plenty of signage directing students action.  The recycling and trash bins used are the 

conventional grey, 55 gallon Rubbermaid bins.  Depending on the number of students eating 

during lunch, trays can take up a lot of volume.  If this is the case, then two or three trash bins 

can be utilized so School Food staff does not have to change bags during a busy lunch period.  An 

old desk was used to hold the liquid bucket.    

 

During the first lunch period of the school year, staff explained to students the rules of the 

cafeteria, including how to empty milk and juice cartons and recycle.  For the weeks after their 

cafeteria recycling launch, MS 113 selected monitors for each lunch period to help remind 

students how to recycle.  Recycling monitors were given advanced placement in the lunch line so 

they could eat their lunch early in the period, and then take up a post at the sorting stations.  

Recycling monitors received recognition from staff and a pizza party at the end of the fall and 

spring semester.    

   

Muscota New School (Grades K-5), Manhattan:  Elementary schools have a special 

consideration for cafeteria recycling – the height and reach of their students.  Muscota chose to 

place a spare bucket on the ground rather than a table or desk.  Most elementary students will 

be able to place their bottles/cans/cartons in the 55 gallon bins.  Their height level makes 

signage on the bins more important than having a lid, but a lid can never hurt.  This photo was 

taken before black bags were eliminated from purchasing for schools.    



 

     
 

The School for International Studies &  

Brooklyn School for Global Studies (Grades 8-12), Brooklyn 

 

Both schools in the building held a town hall style meeting for each grade to launch cafeteria 

recycling.  Both schools did so during advisory period – International Studies held theirs in the 

cafeteria, Global Studies did theirs in the auditorium.  Student leaders helped in each situation, 

explaining why recycling is important, and demonstrating the process.  The student leaders also 

asked for volunteers from the audience to show how it’s done.  The town halls lasted no more 

than 15 minutes, so both schools were able to speak with all grades during one day.   

The two schools coordinated by setting up one meeting attended by representatives from both 

schools, the School Food Manager, Custodian Engineer, and lunch aides.  From that one meeting 

they were able to decide on a town hall style introduction, designate responsibilities amongst 

School Food and Custodians, and decide on a couple options of dates for student outreach.   The 

campuses’ Custodian Engineer was able to purchase two large blue recycling bins from his 

budget to be used in the cafeteria.  He also provided the old desk, while School Food provided 

the red bucket and strainer (to filter any straws, etc).  The large sign above the sorting station is 

provided free from the NYC Department of Sanitation, by clicking here.  

    



 

 

The Bushwick Campus (Grades 9-12): The Academy of Urban Planning, the Bushwick 

School for Social Justice, and the Academy for Environmental Leadership  

   

After six lunch periods, the Bushwick Campus cafeteria was a mess.  Five custodians and two 

school food employees would spend an hour cleaning the cafeteria, sweeping the floors and 

cleaning up after students.  The campus Sustainability Coordinators had had enough, so they 

organized a meeting in the cafeteria with one coordinator from each school.  They set a date and 

settled on the idea of hosting a fun event during the lunch periods, “The Bushwick Campus 

Cafeteria Recycling Roll-Out!”   

Each coordinator would be responsible for their school’s two lunch periods, and would recruit 

some students to help with outreach.  The coordinators brought students to the next meeting 

and worked on a plan for outreach – students would work in pairs, and go from table to table 

explaining the process for recycling, and why it’s important.  Once someone from the table could 

demonstrate the process, each student would receive a raffle tickets.  A few prizes (reusable 

water bottles) were raffled off at the end of every period.  The Custodian Engineer helped by 

securing lids and cutting holes in them for the recycling bins. He also let his staff know where to 

store the bottles/cans/cartons recyclables.  School lunch aides also remind students daily to 

recycle.     

  



 

 

 

 


