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The Compost column

The practical activity Making a compost column provides an excellent demonstration of the breakdown of organic material by microorganisms.  By adding a variety of different materials to the compost column, it is possible to investigate the rates at which different materials are broken down.    Pupils could try to find out whether adding material such as citrus peel slows down the rate of breakdown.  The liquid formed can be diluted and used to ‘feed’ growing plants. 

Compost columns can also be used to do full investigations with pupils.  Investigations could include :-

· Rate of breakdown of different materials, 

· Do materials break down faster when layered, or mixed in the column? 

· Does adding liquid help? 

· Effects of temperature on breakdown 

· How quickly do biodegradable plastics breakdown?
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Mini Compost Column

Mini compost columns can be made using disposable plastic pint glasses, or even smaller, disposable plastic cups.  These may be especially suitable for primary schools and younger pupils.  Two cups are used for each column.  Holes are made in the bottom of one cup using a darning needle, or hot mounted needle, then that cup is put inside the second one and held in place with tape (see photo).  This allows the ‘compost tea’ to drain into the bottom cup.  The ‘column’ can then be filled, and covered with either clingfilm or a plastic bag and held in place with an elastic band.  This allows enough air into the column to allow aerobic respiration and decomposition.


