
Dear Educator,
Recycling is an important 
sustainability practice 
that helps protect our 
environment. Your students 
most likely recycle at home, 
and dairy farmers recycle too 
— everything from the water 
they use to the food they feed 
their cows. In fact, even their 
cows are recyclers!

This free educational 
program from Dairy Farmers 
of Wisconsin (DFW), created 
in cooperation with the 
curriculum specialists 
at Young Minds Inspired 
(YMI), highlights the role of 
recycling on dairy farms to 
help promote students’ own 
sustainability practices. The 
program features standards-
based activities that support 
your Common Core Language 
Arts and Next Generation 
Science standards for students 
in grades 2-4. 

Please share these materials 
with other teachers in your 
school. Although the materials 
are copyrighted, you may 
make as many copies as 
needed for educational 
purposes. 

Please comment online at 
ymiclassroom.com/
feedback-WisconsinDairy 
to provide feedback. We look 
forward to hearing from you.

Sincerely,

Erika Schade
Community &  Schools Manager
Dairy Farmers of Wisconsin

Dr. Dominic Kinsley
Editor in Chief
Young Minds Inspired

Target 
Audience
Elementary school 
students in grades 2-4 
and their families

Program 
Objectives
•  I will learn about the 

role dairy farmers play in 
preserving and protecting 
the environment.

•  I will make recycling one of 
my sustainability goals.

•  I will explore sustainability  
practices my family and I can implement.

Program Components
• This one-page teacher’s guide
• Three reproducible activity sheets
•  Online feedback form at ymiclassroom.com/ 

feedback-WisconsinDairy

How to Use This Program
Photocopy the teacher’s guide and activity sheets. Obtain 
milk cartons or yogurt containers, plates for catching excess 
water, soil, and lettuce or herb seeds of your choice for 
Activity 3. To review program alignment with Common Core 
Language Arts and Next Generation Science standards, visit 
ymiclassroom.com/WisconsinDairy. 

Activity 1 
Planet Protectors:  
Dynamic Dairy Farmers!
Begin by holding up an empty milk or yogurt container and 
asking students if they recycle containers like these at  
home. Then guide them in a discussion about what it  
means to recycle (to convert waste into reusable material), 
and why it’s important to recycle (to reduce waste and 
protect our environment). Show them the video at  
www.youtube.com/watch?v=EkErWYjCNHcs. 

Explain that when we recycle, we are practicing 
sustainability, just like dairy farmers. In fact, dairy cows 
help farmers recycle. Distribute the activity sheet and have 
students read Part 1 before they answer the questions. 
Answers: 1. cooling mist in barns, drinking water, wash 
equipment; 2. newspaper, tires, sand, dried manure;  
3. bedding, fertilizer, electricity.

Have students complete Part 2 by listing materials or 
products they recycle in school and at home. For example, 
water used to wash dishes (graywater) or saved in clean 
rinsed-out milk containers when running tap water to get it 
hot can also irrigate the garden. Answers will vary.

Activity 2 
Dairy Cows:  
Nature’s MOO-velous Recyclers!
Dairy cows are multi-taskers when it comes to recycling. Their 
ability to digest foods that cannot be eaten by humans means 
that they recycle all kinds of “leftovers” as part of their diet. 
And they turn that diet into milk and its dairy products.

Pair students and give them about five minutes to discuss the 
foods they think cows might eat, then have them share their 

ideas with the class. Next tell 
them that cows eat “leftovers” 
(called by-products) from foods 
made for humans — things 
like peels, seeds, and pulp 
that could otherwise end up in 
landfills. These by-products are 
mixed with grain and give cows 

the nutrition they need, making 
them natural recyclers. Explain 

that dairy cows are also upcyclers 
because they turn this recycled food 
into something new — milk, which 
humans drink and use to make 
yogurt, cheese, and ice cream.

Distribute the activity sheet and review the instructions. 
Answers: Part 1 – (left circle) orange peels, cottonseed, 
leftover vegetables, fruit pulp; (right circle) milk, yogurt, 
cheese, ice cream. Encourage students to use their 
imaginations to design cow recycling logos in Part 2.

Activity 3
Super Student Recyclers!
Tell students they are going to practice recycling and farming 
by planting lettuce or herb seeds you give them in milk 
cartons or yogurt containers.

Create small drainage holes in the bottoms of the milk 
cartons or yogurt containers ahead of time with a nail 
or similar sharp object. Distribute the cartons, plates for 
catching excess water from the planters, soil, seeds, and 
activity sheets, and have students follow the directions in 
Part 1 to plant their seeds. Depending on your students, 
you might want to do this together, or let them work 
independently. 

For Part 2, explain that another way of recycling to  
help plants grow is composting, which converts selected  
food scraps into fertilizer. Have students read the  
paragraphs and then work with a partner to answer the 
questions. If time permits, view this video on composting  
at youtu.be/kA3q07paNbE (2:52). 
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There’s a Lot MORE  
DAIRY LEARNING Online!
Visit ymiclassroom.com/
WisconsinDairy to explore additional 
Wisconsin Dairy programs:

Nutrition
•  Dairy Math!
• Dairy During Your Day

Local Agriculture
• Farm to Table
• How Dairy Cares
• Discover Dairy Science

Farming, Technology, and Sustainability
• Science on the Farm
• Farming for the Future

Virtual Dairy Farm Tour 
Go to youtu.be/y-FQsNH0fXI to watch recorded virtual  
farm tours.   

                  For questions, 
contact us toll-free at  
1-800-859-8005 or by 
email at feedback@
ymiclassroom.com.

Adapted from a program developed by American Dairy 
Association Northeast.



Reproducible Master

Local milk is available 365 days a year.
© 2024 YMI, Inc.

   

Things we already recycle or reuse New ways we can recycle and reuse

Planet Protectors: 
Dynamic Dairy 
Farmers!

Activity 

1

1.  Name three ways dairy farmers recycle 
the water used to cool fresh milk.

2.  Name four things dairy farmers recycle 
to use as cow bedding.

3. Name three ways dairy farmers can 
recycle cow manure. 

Part 1:  Recycling helps protect 
the planet by reducing the amount 
of natural resources we use, such as 
water. Read the paragraph below. Then 
fill in the chart.

Did you know that dairy farmers are 
planet protectors? They care about 
the environment! They recycle and 
reuse all kinds of things on the farm. 
For example, the water they use to 
cool fresh milk is the same water their 
cows drink. (Cows like warm water.) 
Dairy farmers also reuse that same 
water in misters to cool off their cows 

in the summer. They even reuse the 
water to wash farm equipment. Dairy 
farmers use recycling to give their cows 
comfortable beds, too. Cows love to 
sleep on sand, which can be cleaned 
and reused repeatedly. They also like 
to sleep on shredded newspapers, 
shredded tires, and manure compost — 
dried cow waste that has been cleaned 
and crumbled to make a soft bedding. 
And manure can be recycled in other 
ways. Dairy farmers use it to make 
electricity and as a fertilizer to help their 
crops grow. That’s a lot of recycling!

Part 2:  Are you 
a planet protector? 
Look at the chart at 
the right. On the left 
side, list ways you and 
your family recycle 
and reuse at home 
and at school. On the 
right side, list new 
ideas for recycling to 
protect our planet.  

1.   ______________________________
  ______________________________
 
2.   ______________________________
  ______________________________
 
3.   ______________________________
  ______________________________
 

1.   ______________________________
 
2.   ______________________________
 
3.   ______________________________
 
4.   ______________________________
 

1.   ______________________________
  ______________________________
 
2.   ______________________________
  ______________________________
 
3.   ______________________________
  ______________________________
 

Dairy farmers 
like the Styer 
family from 
Alfalawn Farm 
in Menomonie, 
WI, take great 
care to ensure 
their cows are 
healthy and 
content.

Dairy cows on recycled bedding.



Local milk is available 365 days a year.

Reproducible Master
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Dairy Cows: Nature’s  
MOO-velous Recyclers!

Activity 

2

Part 1:  You’ve learned that dairy cows are recyclers because they can 
digest and use the nutrients from food by-products that people usually 
throw away. These foods become part of their balanced diet. And dairy cows 
are upcyclers because they turn those recycled food by-products into fresh, 
wholesome milk. 

Now look at the two circles below. Unscramble the words in the left circle to 
identify food by-products that cows recycle. Unscramble the words in the 
right circle to identify new dairy foods that cows produce. 
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Part 2:  Now, get 
creative. On the back of this 
sheet, design a recycling 
symbol that shows how 
dairy cows are recyclers 
and upcyclers. Look at this 
recycling symbol to help you 
think of an idea. 

Cows are recyclers. Cows are upcyclers.
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Eric Kieler, Kieler Farms of Platteville, WI, stands with 
his daughter in their corn crop, which will be used to 
feed their dairy cows.

Did you know that nearly 80% of what a dairy cow eats cannot be digested 
by humans? 



Local milk is available 
365 days a year.

Part 1:  Practice recycling by reusing a milk-carton or 
yogurt-container “pot” and the materials your teacher gives 
you to grow your own lettuce or herbs, using these directions: 

1.  Fill your pot with soil, leaving about an inch of space at the 
top. 

2.  Press the seeds gently into the soil to the depth your 
teacher tells you.

3.  Sprinkle the pot with water until the soil is 
evenly moist.

4.  Place the pot on a plate that can catch 
draining water. 

5.  Now place the pot in a sunny location 
and watch your “crop” grow!

Track your crop’s growth each week on the chart. 
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Reproducible Master

Super Student 
Recyclers!

Activity 

3

   

Date Height

1.  Think about how dairy cows recycle leftovers. How is this 
similar to composting?

  ___________________________________________________________________________________________________

  ___________________________________________________________________________________________________

  ___________________________________________________________________________________________________

  ___________________________________________________________________________________________________
 
2.  Think about what you eat at home and at school. What food 

items do you throw away or put in the garbage disposal that 
you could compost? List some below.

  ___________________________________________________________________________________________________

  ___________________________________________________________________________________________________

  ___________________________________________________________________________________________________

  ___________________________________________________________________________________________________

  ___________________________________________________________________________________________________

  ___________________________________________________________________________________________________
 
3.   In addition to home, where else could families keep a compost 

container — in a community or school garden? Check out the 
possibilities and share your ideas in a classroom discussion.

Part 2:  Now find out how you can keep recycling 
at home. Read the paragraph below, and work with a 
partner to answer the questions. 

Composting is a way to 
make fertilizer to help 
plants grow. It’s easy! You 
just put kitchen leftovers, 
like eggshells, fruit peels, 
and vegetable trimmings, 
into a container. Then you 
add a layer of dried leaves 
that you’ve collected in 
the fall. Sprinkle some soil 
over the dry leaves, then 
keep adding new layers of 
leftovers and dry leaves. 
The leftovers contain lots 
of nitrogen. The dry leaves 
contain lots of carbon. 
When they biodegrade 
(break down into their 
components) after 6-12 
months, the nitrogen mixes 
with the carbon to make 
fertilizer that you can use to grow vegetables  
and flowers!

Tips! 
Keep the soil moist. 

Be sure to empty the 
plate as water  

collects. 


