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Subject: Decomposers, Compost at Home

Materials List

Make Your Own Mini Compost

Roseville Utility Exploration Center

Create your own compost bin and observe decomposers in 
action! Learn how nature recycles garbage to create nutrients for 
living things. (Some adult supervision recommended.)

1. 3 2-liter bottles or plastic sealed containers
2. 1 bottle cap
3. Scissors or razor blade with parent supervision
4. Hole poking device (ice pick, scissors)
5. Tape
6. Hammer and nail
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Instructions

1. Remove labels from 
all 3 bottles. 

2. Cut the top off (A) 
bottle #1 just below 
the “shoulder.” 
Bottom piece 
(D) should have 
straight sides.  

3. Cut the top off (B) 
bottle #2 above the 
“shoulder” and the 
“hip.” The resulting 
cylinder has two 
tapered ends. See other side

4. Cut the bottom off 
(C) bottle #3 above 
the “hip” (cylinder 
has a straight end).  
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Garbage trucks used by our Waste 
Services Division collect trash and 
take it to the landfill. Help reduce 
the amount of trash they pick up by 
reusing items to create less waste. 
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Instructions continued

Make Your Own Mini Compost

Table Talk
1. If you composted all 

your food scraps, how 
much room would you 
save in your trash can 
every week? 

2. Where can you use 
your compost? 

5. Poke air holes in sections (B) and (C).  

6. Invert bottle section (C) and stack into section (D). 
(Optional: Add the top “funnel” of bottle 2 with 
holes poked all over it to create a drip sieve).  

7. Stack (B) on top and secure with tape.  

8. Top with (A) and secure with tape.  

9. Add holes to the bottom cap by using a nail and 
hammer to gently puncture it. Be careful not to 
harm any surfaces when using hammer and nail.

10. Add ingredients by lifting your lid (A). To keep a 
compost ecosystem balanced and happy, mix an 
equal amount of “greens” (kitchen scraps) and 
“browns” (dried leaves, soil, shredded paper). 

11. Add only enough water to begin dripping after 
about 1 minute. Add small amounts at a time and 
wait for the drip before adding more (if no drip after 
1 minute). Once it drips out the bottom, stop adding 
water. 

12. Store your column in a location with consistent 
temperature and no direct sunlight (the darker the 
better). You’ll start to see mold and other evidence 
of decomposers within the first few days after filling 
your column. If left for 2 months, you’ll see soft 
organic materials take shape as compost! 

13. Experiment with what you put in your column. Just 
keep in mind that anything that didn’t come directly 
from the soil (fruits and veggies) can produce odors 
as it rots. Adding more organic material (leaves and 
grass) on top of other foods can keep odors down.  
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Subject: Decomposers, Compost at Home

Compost Observation Journal

Watching nature do the “rot” thing can be amazing with a little 
patience. Try these observations with a compost bin. Use this 
journal to record your decomposing observations and check out the 
resources included too! 

You can find instructions on how to make your own compost bin in 
the 5th grade section of our educational resources page at 
www.roseville.ca.us/explore.

Materials List
1. This observation journal
2. Compost bin
3. Pen, pencil or crayons 
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Grade: 5th  

Time: 3 - 5 observation 
sessions, about 15 minutes 
each

Vocabulary: decomposers, 
compost, food scraps, soil, 
fungi, bacteria

NGSS: 5-LS2-1. Develop 
a model to describe the 
movement of matter among 
plants, animals, decomposers 
and the environment. 

Explore it!
Roseville Utility Exploration Center

My Compost 
Observation 

Journal
By:

Roseville.ca.us/explore

Appreciation to Alameda County Waste Management Authority and 
Source Reduction and Recycling Board for notes on compost critters and 
images. See Do The Rot Thing at www.cvswmd.org.



Compost happens... do the rot thing!   

Then, complete the observation sheets in this journal to keep 
track of the changes you see over time.  

Make a quick drawing to remember the things you see and 
jot down a few notes or describing words to remind you of 
your other senses. What do you smell, hear, feel? 

Some questions to ponder: 

• Does my compost look wet? 

• Are the contents in my compost dark or light in color? 

• Can I see any of the critters found in the compost 
critters list on pages 5 and 9? 

• What do I think the temperature is of the inside of my 
compost? Warmer or cooler than my house? 

• Other questions?

First step, make a schedule of how often you’re going to 
observe your compost. Weekly? Daily?
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Compost critters!

Pill Bug or Roly Poly 
I am an isopod, which means I have 
ten pairs of legs that look very similar 
to each other. I eat old leaves and 
veggie scraps. I am about ½ inch long 
and I roll up in a ball if I am disturbed. 
Some people think I look like a little 
armadillo. I am a grayish, dark color. 

Centipede 
I move quickly on my many legs. I 
have 15-137 segments with a pair of 
legs on each. I am a fierce hunter. I 
love to eat earthworms. I use my pair 
of poison claws to keep my prey from 
getting away. I am about 1 to 2 inches 
long. I am usually reddish brown. 

Bacteria 
I am so tiny that you can’t even see 
me. I am everywhere. I am colorless. 
I can eat almost anything. Some of 
us live together in groups and others 
don’t.
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Compost critters!

Sow Bug 
I have 10 pairs of legs. That makes 
me an isopod like my cousin the Roly 
Poly. I eat vegetation and old leaves. 
My ½-inch body is oval and flat with 
flattened plates, but I can’t roll up into 
a ball like Roly Poly. I am related to 
crayfish and lobsters. I breathe with 
gills so I must live in a damp, moist 
place. I am a dark, grayish color.  

Fruit Fly
I am a very small fly. People don’t like 
me, but I don’t bite, sting or buzz. 
I don’t harm earthworms either. 
Sometimes you will see me around a 
worm bin if a person forgot to bury 
their food. I like to lay my eggs where 
it’s moist and warm.

Mold 
I am a fungus. I am related to 
mushrooms. Most of us live on old 
food. You might see me on old food 
in your home or your worm bin. 
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