WORMS, WORMS, WORMS
A new kind of class pet

STORY AND PHOTOS BY LORI HAMOR

Brianna, Jasmine and Nona (2nd Graders, Topa Topa School)

Elementary schools have long been the home of
classroom pets like hamsters, guinea pigs, hermit crabs, frogs
and fish. Well, move over rodents, crustaceans, amphibians
and reptiles alike. The second graders at Mira Monte,
Meiners Oaks and Topa Topa schools have been successfully
caring for a new type of “pet.” Eisenia fetida, or red worms,
have become the darlings of the second grade.

These “red wigglers” are the key component of a
natural life cycle lesson sponsored by Food for Thought as
the very first step in solid waste reduction. The idea of
reducing the waste stream is made easier by showing 7- to 8-
year-olds how food waste from the salad bars served on
Thursdays in schools by the local nonprofit group Food for
Thought can be collected and fed to the hungry worms, who
then create castings (worm poop), which are wonderful
nutrients for the schools’ burgeoning gardens.

Started in 2005 as a pilot program in solid waste
reduction made possible through a grant by the Marisla
Foundation, worms and worm bins were purchased for each
site and a team of parent “Worm Volunteers” was trained. It
was a year of fighting the elements and learning about the
worms’ abilities to escape if bin conditions are not optimal.
Local waste management expert Heidi Whitman provided
curriculum  from the California Integrated Waste
Management Board and loads of practical information. It
was a fruitful experiment—worms thrived, students
embraced the concept and castings were harvested for the
gardens.

The surprise, however, was the eagerness, sense of
responsibility and pride shown by the young vermiculture
experts. The weekly Worm Team is now a coveted
assignment. Students dont mind missing a few minutes of
soccer or jump rope to quietly observe and care for the
worms. The teams are divided up by the teachers in
collaboration with the parent volunteers. “I'm on Worm
Team!” students will alert volunteers at lunchtime. Teachers
have commented that the weekly reinforcement makes this
an experience the kids talk about in class and at home. In
fact, some students have brought in salad mix past its prime
and forgotten crisper-drawer items from home to share with
the worms!

Second graders at the three large elementary schools have
received in-class or lunchtime science lessons and worm-
handling guidelines. Students learned that worms have
photosensitive skin and don't like the light, which is why they
bury themselves in the newspaper bedding the students shred
for them. Worms also need a moist but not too wet
environment, which means the weekly chore of misting the
bedding to keep the conditions just right. Meiners Oaks
second graders started off the year getting to know the worms
while carefully harvesting 15 pounds of castings from the bin
after a summer at a volunteer’s house.

The highlight of the week is feeding the red wigglers.
The weekly Worm Team collects lunch scraps—the team
members know that whole apples, cookies and chips are not
scraps, and that worms need to eat our salad bar waste. That
means apples cores, kiwi peels, leftover bits of lettuce and

Who says girls don’t like worms?
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melon rinds. The teams are very discriminating, “No
dressing, bread or meat” they remind students as they
gather up food.

Teachers and parent volunteers have helped foster the
children’s enthusiasm. Mira Monte teacher Chris Hess, keeps
an eye on the worm bin right outside his class to make sure
the bin is more accessible to the lunch area. At Topa Topa,
Shandon Woll has made “Worm Team” necklaces for the
weekly team to identify itself. She also designed additional
oversized visual aids to explain the “Worm Cycle” (using
recycled cardboard, of course). Holly Woolson
oversees the worm feeding and cares for the worms over
school breaks. She recently observed, “Looking for baby
worms is a favorite activity. The children speak to them in
high soothing voices, like proud parents! It is also hard to pre-
dict which of the children will turn out to be a “worm
handler” and who will not. Some children love to hold the
worms and find nothing at all disturbing about their
sliminess. Others are repulsed. I am surprised how often it
turns out to be the pretty girls with clean dresses and ribbons
in their hair that lovingly hold the pile of goopy worm
castings squirming with worms in their palms and how some-
times tough boys, with jeans worn through at the knees, feel
free to say, “‘Yuck! I dont want to touch that' and prefer to
watch rather than dig in with their own hands. The other day
two girls announced that they liked to get dirty and work in
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the garden at recess rather than talk about clothes, shopping
or TV stars, like what might be expected ‘girl” activities. So,
I guess I see some positive opportunities for kids to defy
stereotypical gender roles in the garden.”

Granted, the worms can only reduce a small fraction of
lunchtime waste, but it is our hope that the kids will take
with them the knowledge of this natural life cycle and
perhaps encourage at home worm-composting efforts. Food
For Thought thanks the volunteers and Heidi Whitman for
making this program component an interactive success.

For further information on starting a worm bin check
out www.wormwoman.com. Educators can look at
www.ciwmb.ca.gov/schools/curriculum/worms.
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