
Worms: Natures Recycler’s 
Vermi-Composting Lesson Plan 
By Kristin Simon, Solid Waste Planner 

East Central Iowa Council of Governments 
Using the book 

Diary of a Worm by Doreen Cronin 
 

Grade Level: K-5 
Time: 30-45 minutes  
Subject area: reading, science, and health 
Teaching Objectives: 
1. Students will understand nature recycles everything and that worms assist with that process. They will 

also have a basic understanding of worm characteristics and functions. 
2. Students will understand the meaning of organic and inorganic. 
3. Students will understand that composting organic waste is an alternative to landfill disposal and is a 

form of recycling. 
4. Students will understand recycling organics, as well as other materials, helps the earth.  
5. Students will be able to identify and sort recyclable, compostable (organic), and waste materials. 
 
Materials: 

• Book, Diary of a Worm by Doreen Cronin 
• Vermi-compost bin, worms, tongs, and several plates or dishes  

(You may buy red wiggler worms at a bait shop if you don’t have/don’t want to keep a worm bin. Also your local solid 
waste agency/landfill may have worm bins to loan.)  

• Sample recyclable material: 
o Steel and aluminum cans 
o Plastic pop bottle and milk jug (plastics #1 and #2) 
o Fiber products: newspaper, magazine, white paper, chipboard, and cardboard 
o Glass bottles: clear, brown, and green.  

• Game materials: 
o Recycling bin or box filled with: 

 Mixed, clean recyclable material (do NOT include glass or cans with sharp edges in 
game materials) 

 Fake organic material i.e. apples, bananas, carrots, lettuce or other foods 
 (These may be purchased at hobby shops or other retail stores) 

 Non-recyclable waste (Styrofoam egg cartons, plates, cups; dog food bags, chip bags or 
Pringles cans, film plastic) 

o Two recycling bins or boxes labeled (signs attached): 
“Recycle” with arrow symbol and  
“Compost” with picture of a worm 

o A small waste can 
o A play tunnel (see picture above), or make a tunnel using a box or sheet  
o Gummy worms as prizes (optional) 

 
Vocabulary:  Compost (a mixture of decaying organic matter used to improve soil structure and provide nutrients) 

Composting (to convert vegetable matter to compost) 
Vermi-composting (composting using worms to accelerate the process) 
Organic (of or coming from living things; when dead “rots” or decomposes) 
Inorganic (material that has never been alive)   
Recycle (recover materials to be used as a resource to make new products) 

 
 

 
Background: There are over 5,500 species of earthworms found worldwide, except in polar and arid 
regions. Earthworms are approximately six inches in length, have five pairs of hearts (10 total) and are 
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monoecious (both male and female-though they usually don’t fertilize themselves). Worms lay eggs that hatch small, 
but fully developed worms. Eggs look like a small milky/glassy colored seed and can easily be found in a 
developed compost bin. Earthworms do not have eyes and some species can regenerate body parts. They 
are cold blooded and move up and down in the soil layers to regulate body temperature. They breathe 
through their skin and when the soil is saturated, must move up out of the soil to breathe. Earthworms 
secrete mucus, which helps soil particles “stick together.” As they move through the soil they aerate and 
turn the soil moving nutrients into the root zone of plants. Red Wigglers (Eisenia fetida) are commonly 
used for vermi-composting because of their ability to thrive in the acidic layer of soil where 
decomposition takes place. Red wigglers eat 1½ times their body weight in organic matter each day. 
Worm casting (worm poop) or compost is the best organic humus known and contains 40% more organic 
matter than topsoil. Worm compost holds nutrients in the soil and provides a stable source of nutrients for 
plant uptake. It also balances soil pH and improves soil structure.  
 
Procedure: 

1. Read Dairy of a Worm by Doreen Cronin: Discuss several statements from the book including, 
“The earth gives us everything we need.” and “The earth never forgets we’re (worms are) here.” Ask 
students why the worms “…spent the entire day on the sidewalk.”  

2. Show worm bin: Explain that holes are in the bin so worms can breathe. Organic matter (food) is 
placed under moist, shredded paper. Discuss the meaning of: organic and inorganic.  Worms are 
added to the bin and they eat the organic matter or “your garbage.” Using tongs place worms on 
several plates and pass around. Let students hold worms if they wish. Discuss worm 
characteristics. Ask students, “What is that black stuff?” Lead them to the answer that it’s worm 
casting, compost, or poop. Discuss the fertilizer value of compost and the nutrient cycle. The earth 
uses worms (any many other creatures) to recycle. Briefly discuss how the earth recycles materials: 
water cycle, rock cycle and oxygen/nitrogen cycle. Collect worms. (NOTE: Students should wash hands 
after class/presentation) 

3. Discuss recycling: Transition into how students can “help the earth” by recycling at home. Using 
sample recyclable materials discuss what can be recycled and how it should be prepared. (Contact 
your solid waste agency or landfill for local information or to invite them to give a presentation to your class. Go to 
http://www.iowadnr.com/waste/sw/files/planareadesc.pdf  to find contact information for local solid waste agencies.) 

4. Play worm tunnel game: Open play tunnel (or set up box or sheet tunnel), place bin/box of mixed 
material a short distance from tunnel exit. Place labeled bins and waste can twenty feet from 
materials bin. (Sorting choices are compost, recycle and garbage) Have students crawl through tunnel, pick 
one material out of material bin, run to labeled bins/waste can and deposit material in appropriate 
container then run to end of line. Students may repeat the game as time permits. When finished 
review lesson by sorting through labeled bins/waste can and discuss choices. Fiber material (paper) 
may be placed in either the recycle or compost bins. Meat or dairy products should be placed in the 
waste can, as they should not be composted. Pass out gummy worms after students have washed 
their hands.  

 
Assessment: The sorting game assesses the students’ understanding of what can be composted (or is 
organic), what can be recycled, and what is waste.  
 
Enrichment: Additional book suggestions: Compost By Gosh! By Michelle Eva Portman, Earthworms by 
Lola Schaefer (Heinemann Read and Learn series), Dirt by Steve Tomecek (National Geographic Jump 
Into Science series) Poop, A Natural History of the Unmentionable by Nicola Davies, There’s a Hair in 
My Dirt by Gary Larson, Stuff the Secret Lives of Everyday Things by John C. Ryan and Alan Durning, 
Use Less Stuff by Robert Lilienfeld and William Rathje 
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