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Abstract 
Effective solid waste management practices in schools promote sustainable development by raising awareness and teaching 

learners about eco-friendly practices. This knowledge extends beyond the classroom, creating a more environmentally 

conscious society and instilling lasting habits in future generations. With the study reported on here we aimed to explore the 

solid waste management practices employed by primary school stakeholders. This interpretative qualitative study involved a 

school principal, a learner, a general worker, a food handler, a school governing body member, and a teacher from a primary 

school in the Mpumalanga province, South Africa. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and observations 

and analysed using a thematic approach. The findings reveal that the primary school managed solid waste through practices 

like providing trash cans and garbage bags, storing waste in classrooms, setting classroom rules, and burning waste outdoors. 

However, these methods also contributed to air pollution and were inconsistently applied due to a lack of stakeholder 

engagement. We recommend that the school governing body creates a solid waste management policy for all stakeholders and 

establishes an environmental committee to raise awareness about environmental issues in the school and the community. 
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Introduction and Background 

Since 2000, the World Bank has invested over $3 billion in more than 340 solid waste management programmes 

across various regions, including Europe, Asia, the Middle East, and Africa (Chavez, 2022). In North America, 

individuals generate about 725 kilograms of solid waste annually, while Regina residents in Canada produce 

around 907 kg (O’Donovan, 2022). This wasteful consumption leads to pollution that threatens health, the 

environment, and the climate (Pforzheimer & Truelove, 2021). Inefficient solid waste management poses 

significant challenges in Asia, such as dumpsite management, informal waste sectors, and food waste (Agamuthu 

& Babel, 2023). In some developing countries, like India, these issues stem from inadequate government action 

and lacking financial support for managing landfills (Ankit, Saha, Kumar, Tiwari, Sweta, Rawat, Singh & Bauddh, 

2021). Additionally, developed regions like Denver in the United States of America (USA) have policies and 

funding aimed at diverting 50% of waste from landfills to composting or recycling by 2027, with a goal of 70% 

by 2032 (Kamczyc, 2022). 

Africa’s poor waste management results from weak organisational structures, not enough qualified 

personnel, inadequate funding, lack of legislation, low public awareness, political instability, and corruption 

(Godfrey, Tawfic Ahmed, Giday Gebremedhin, Katima, Oelofse, Osibanjo, Richter & Yonli, 2020). Higher 

education institutions are working to raise awareness through campaigns, knowledge transfer, and developing 

technology to promote sustainable practices on campuses and in surrounding communities (Ugwu, Ozoegwu, 

Ozor, Agwu & Mbohwa, 2021). Meanwhile, solid waste generation continues to rise sharply, costing local 

governments up to 50% of their revenue (The World Bank, 2022). This raises the question of whether these efforts 

are making a real impact or merely generating unused knowledge resources. 

South Africa generates approximately 107.7 million metric tons of waste annually, with only 21% diverted 

from landfills. Alarmingly, 92.7% of hazardous waste and 65% of general waste end up in landfills (Department 

of Environmental Affairs, 2018). The rapid rise in waste generation is troubling, especially given the limited 

disposal land (Viljoen, Schenck, Volschenk, Blaauw & Grobler, 2021). While teachers and learners recognise 

solid waste issues in their schools and communities, this awareness does not lead to proper waste disposal practices 

(Chetty & Ndlovu, 2022). The Institute of Waste Management of Southern Africa (IWMSA) stresses the urgent 

need for solutions to address the landfill crisis. This indicates that, despite having knowledge about what we are 

producing in South Africa and the shortcomings in waste management strategies, any new strategies may still fail. 

This raises the question of what actions need to be taken that have not been implemented before. 

Various studies have shared different perspectives on solid waste practices; however, the underlying factor 

that borders on the practices that schools use to manage solid waste has not been dealt with (Chetty & Ndlovu, 

2022; Mzobea & Msezane, 2024; Viljoen et al., 2021). There is a significant gap in waste management strategies 

that address the understanding of solid waste management among waste producers. Although researchers often 

develop strategies at district and provincial levels, these approaches frequently lack relevance at school level. 

With this study we aimed to engage primary school stakeholders to hear their opinions on solid waste management 

practices. 

The focus of the study was on a primary school because primary schools in the area often have tuck shops 

and vendors that sell products in recyclable packaging, and learners frequently discard this packaging improperly. 
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Additionally, primary school learners are young and 

may not be aware of the environmental impacts of 

solid waste. Their attitudes can greatly influence 

both their school and social environments. 

Therefore, it was essential to recognise that different 

stakeholders have unique perspectives and 

experiences regarding solid waste management. 

These realities need to be considered when 

exploring the types of solid waste generated by 

stakeholders and the practices used to manage it 

effectively. 

 
Literature Review 

In the literature review we focused on solid waste 

management strategies used in schools in Germany, 

China, and South Africa. Without concentrating on 

specific regions, these countries were chosen to gain 

a better understanding of their perspectives on the 

solid waste management techniques used in schools. 

 
Germany’s solid waste management practices 

Germany is often regarded as the world leader in 

waste recycling, managing to recycle more waste 

than any other country (Rogers, 2020). It ranks at the 

top of the list of the best recyclers globally (Eddy, 

2016). The country has developed advanced waste 

management techniques that have led to low landfill 

rates along with high recycling and composting 

rates. A key factor in achieving these results was the 

implementation of Germany’s Closed Cycle 

Management Act, which emphasises transforming 

waste management into resource management 

(Nelles, Grünes & Morsheck, 2016). 

However, when it comes to solid waste 

management in educational settings, Germany is 

falling behind. Cross-curricular waste management 

initiatives are often non-existent or very rare in 

schools (Kalambura, Racz & Kalambura, 2015). 

This situation influences teachers’ interests and 

motivation, which ultimately affects the extent to 

which waste management is addressed within 

schools (Rogers, 2020). Additionally, there is a lack 

of educational partnerships involving the 

government, teachers, and non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs), that play a significant role in 

executing effective waste management initiatives 

(Kalambura et al., 2015). 

 
China’s solid waste management practices 

China has surpassed all other nations to become the 

world’s largest producer of solid waste (Huang, 

2019). This situation has presented numerous 

challenges and obstacles. For instance, when it was 

discovered that nearly 500 learners at one of China’s 

schools had fallen ill due to waste produced in the 

area, it highlighted a significant problem within the 

educational environment (Zhou, Shen & Zhou, 

2019). In response to this issue, new regulations 

were introduced to support China’s sustainable 

development and improve solid waste management 

(Zhou et al., 2019). 

The Shanghai government implemented a new 

solid waste classification policy in 2017, which 

established guidelines for waste collection, 

transportation, and disposal. To ensure the proper 

implementation of this new policy, teachers across 

the country have been encouraged to teach learners 

about waste classification (Shanghai Municipal 

People’s Congress, 2019). Several schools have also 

developed initiatives, such as plate waste 

programmes in school lunch systems to assist with 

waste control (Liu, Cheng, Liu, Cao, Xue & Liu, 

2016). This initiative was prompted by concerns 

regarding the environmental impact and learners’ 

health. Research on eco-school programmes 

conducted by Huang (2019) has shown positive 

results in reducing, reusing, and recycling (the 3Rs). 

However, these efforts have been criticised for their 

inability to effectively change people’s 

environmental ethics and behavioural standards, 

particularly regarding waste education. 

 
Solid waste management practices in South Africa 

In 2018, the Colchester Recycling Swop Shop 

initiated a recycling programme in primary schools 

in the Eastern Cape to educate students on 

environmental issues and responsibility. Through 

this programme, waste collected was exchanged for 

food, clothing, and stationery (Averda, 2026). In the 

Free State, the National Botanical Garden launched 

the Outreach Greening and Biodiversity Education 

Programme to raise environmental awareness 

among learners, encouraging teachers to develop 

curriculum-related courses (South African National 

Biodiversity Institute, 2020). 

In Gauteng, community members and schools 

participate in waste management programmes and 

clean-up initiatives in Johannesburg (City of 

Johannesburg, 2011). KwaZulu-Natal also engaged 

with the Coca-Cola Beverages South Africa 

(CCBSA) Schools Recycling Programme to teach 

the 3Rs and promote environmental responsibility 

among the youth (CCBSA, 2019). The South 

African Green Schools Programme, which began in 

105 Limpopo schools in 2017, aimed to raise 

awareness about environmental degradation and 

solid waste management (Department of 

Environmental Affairs, 2018). 

In Mpumalanga, the Kruger National Park and 

Eco-School initiative taught learners sustainable 

living through outreach programmes, food gardens, 

and recycling (Siyabona Africa, 2020). The North 

West Department of Rural, Environment, and 

Agricultural Development promoted awareness of 

waste, leading to the establishment of several 

environmental groups and eco-schools 

(Moselakgomo, 2016). The Northern Cape launched 

the Love Your School Campaign to educate learners   
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on waste management and environmental 

stewardship. In the Western Cape, the Department 

of Solid Waste and the Youth Environmental 

Schools programme implemented waste awareness 

initiatives, aiming to empower teachers and learners 

to combat poor waste management and encourage 

the reduction of waste (Green Times, 2016). 

 
Theoretical Framework 

Social constructivism was chosen as the theoretical 

framework for this study because it emphasises how 

people interact, their multiple realities, social 

constructs, experiences, behaviour, as well as their 

views and perceptions (Vygotsky, 1978). This 

framework provides a structure for understanding 

and explaining the research challenge as it 

considered a synthesis of various ideas that merge 

individual behaviour with cognitive standards 

(Amineh & Als, 2015). In this study, social 

constructivism was used to explore the nature and 

practices surrounding solid waste generated in a 

primary school. It enabled us to understand how 

stakeholders interacted and behaved regarding solid 

waste management in their school environment. 

Moreover, social constructivism is viewed as 

more than just a theory of learning, as its purpose is 

to explore how individuals learn through their 

interaction within a specific social setting (Thomas, 

Menon, Boruff, Rodriguez & Ahmed, 2014). Social 

constructivism posits that learning is an individual 

process in which people synthesise information and 

experiences in unique ways (Amineh & Als, 2015). 

This means that even when two or more stakeholders 

are in the same environment and engaged in the 

same activities, their experiences and outcomes are 

never identical. We also used our own experiences 

and the literature that we reviewed to interpret what 

we observed from stakeholders. Given that each 

stakeholder brought distinct points of view, 

experiences, and behaviour, these interpretations 

reflect multiple realities rather than a single 

perspective. 

 
Aim 

With this article we aimed to explore the solid waste 

management practices used by stakeholders of a 

primary school in the Mpumalanga province to 

manage solid waste. 

 
Objectives 

The objectives of this study were: 
1) To establish patterns when solid waste was generated 

at a primary school. 

2) To gain an understanding of practices used by 

primary school stakeholders to manage solid waste. 

 

Methodology 
Research Method 

We adopted a qualitative approach since we did not 

intend to conduct a statistical analysis. Data were 

collected from each stakeholder to gain a deep 

understanding of their behaviour, opinions, beliefs, 

and perceptions regarding solid waste management 

practices (Mohajan, 2018). Focusing on one primary 

school, we employed a case study design to explore 

the real-life, multiple bounded systems of each 

stakeholder in a detailed manner, using multiple data 

collection techniques (Creswell, 2013). The 

interpretive paradigm was chosen to facilitate the 

interpretation of data, drawing on our experiences 

and the literature reviewed. 

 
Research Setting 

This study was conducted in the Nkangala district of 

the Mpumalanga province, South Africa. This 

district was selected because schools in the district, 

due to their geographic separation, address 

environmental issues differently. 

 
Sampling Method and Selection Criteria 

We used a purposeful sampling method to identify 

stakeholders who had specific characteristics 

relevant to the research (McCombes, 2021). The 

criterion sampling strategy was employed to select 

the primary school, as primary schools have tuck 

shops and vendors that sell products in recyclable 

packaging. Additionally, primary schools in the 

district implement a feeding scheme in which food 

handlers prepare meals for learners daily. 

Consequently, a significant amount of solid waste 

generated from these activities is often disposed of 

improperly. 

 
Sample Size 

The sample included five participants: the school 

principal, a teacher, a learner, a food handler, and a 

member of the school governing body. This diverse 

group was chosen for their roles in solid waste 

generation and management, as we wanted a deeper 

analysis of textual information from the participants 

(Mamabolo, Malatji & Mphahlele, 2022). Table 1 

below provides the stakeholders’ biographical 

information. 
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Table 1 Biographical information 

Pseudonyms School principal 

School 

Governing Body 

(SGB) member 

General 

worker Food handler Teacher Learner 

Gender Male Male Male Female Female Female 

Age 58 37 57 35 27 10 

Highest qualification/ 

Highest grade passed  

Honours in 

Educational 

Management and 

Leadership   

N4 Electrical 

Engineering 

certificate  

Standard 10 

(Grade 12) 

N4 Financial 

Management 

certificate  

Bachelor of 

Education in 

Intermediate and 

Senior Phases  

Grade 3 

Number of 

years/months at the 

school 

5 years 6 months  16 years  2 years 3 years  4 years 

 

Data Collection Tools 

Non-participatory observations and semi-structured 

interviews were conducted to gather data on solid 

waste management practices. These observations 

offered critical insight into the roles, actions, and 

behaviour of stakeholders involved in this area 

(Harvey, 2018). The observations took place at a 

single primary school and were conducted on 

different days to minimise familiarity. The aim was 

to observe the types of solid waste generated by 

stakeholders, along with their behaviour and 

attitudes towards waste management. Stakeholders 

were observed in the morning, immediately after 

lunch, and in the afternoon to assess their waste 

management practices both inside and outside the 

classroom environment. With stakeholders’ 

permission, photographs were taken of the solid 

waste generated, which aided in interpreting their 

points of view and actions. The observational data 

were then triangulated with information gathered 

from the semi-structured interviews (Chiyito, 

Taukeni & Chiyito, 2015). The semi-structured 

interviews, conducted after the observations, 

enabled us to explore various stakeholders’ 

perspectives regarding solid waste management 

within their social context. The interviews 

encouraged engaging discussions that focused on the 

research questions and contributed to addressing the 

research problem. 

 
Data Analysis 

A thematic approach was used for data analysis. A 

theme and its categories were developed from the 

research question and the aim of the paper. The 

theme and categories that guided data analysis are 

presented in Table 2. The theory of social 

constructivism by Vygotsky (1978) was used to 

understand how stakeholders behaved and interacted 

concerning the generation and management of solid 

waste in their school environment. This enabled us 

to understand the nature and practices surrounding 

solid waste generated in a primary school. We read 

the data generated with each category in mind and 

coded it. To ensure rigour, we used verisimilitude, 

wherein direct quotations from the participants were 

used in the presentation of the data. 

 

Table 2 Data analysis scheme 

Theme Categories 

1. Stakeholders shaping the solid waste management 

practices 

1.1 Patterns of when solid waste packages 

were generated 

1.2. Stakeholder practices to manage solid 

waste 

 

Ethical Consideration 

Informed consent and voluntary participation 

ensured that the research participants understood 

their involvement (Xu, Baysari, Stocker, Leow, Day 

& Carland, 2020). We informed all stakeholders 

about the aim and objectives of the study, ensuring 

their understanding of their contributions. We 

maintained anonymity and confidentiality to protect 

the participants’ privacy during data collection, 

presentation, discussion, and analysis (Hoft, 2021). 

In reporting we used pseudonyms to refer to the 

participants and personal information was kept 

secure and not disclosed. 

  

Results 
Theme 1: Stakeholders Shaping the Solid Waste 
Management Practices 

This theme is discussed using the categories 

presented in Table 1. 

 
Patterns of when solid waste packages were 
generated 

To understand when solid waste is generated, we 

made observations in the morning, during lunch 

breaks, and in the afternoon. This was done to 

analyse the types and practices of solid waste 

produced in primary schools. As shown in Figures 1   
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and 2, the school was clean in the front and back 

when we arrived in the morning. The general worker 

had already taken the trash cans and garbage bags 

outside, as depicted in Figures 3 and 4. We then 

entered the neat and tidy classrooms (Figure 5). 

Next, we visited the kitchen to observe food 

handlers preparing meals for the learners. We noted 

that the food handlers were the primary source of 

solid waste in the mornings due to the discarding of 

packaging materials associated with the food 

intended for the learners. Figure 6 shows some of the 

containers, tins, plastic, cartons, and bottles resulting 

from food packaging waste. 

 

 
 

Figure 1 Front view 

 

 
 

Figure 2 Back view 

 

 
 

Figure 3 Trash can 

 

 
 

Figure 4 Garbage bag 

 

 
 

Figure 5 Classroom 

 

 
 

Figure 6 Solid waste from the kitchen 

 

We then returned to the classrooms during 

lunch break to examine the types of solid waste 

produced throughout the teaching and learning 

activities. As is shown in Figure 7, we observed that 

plastic was scattered on the classroom floor, and the 

boxes designated as solid waste containers were 

filled with plastic and paper. After lunch, we looked 

around the school to identify any solid waste 

generated outdoors. We noted that the amount of 

solid waste in the school was minimal, consisting 

mainly of tissues from the garbage bags and a few 

sheets of paper (Figure 8). In the afternoon, we 

returned to the classrooms to assess the amount of 

solid waste produced during the teaching and 

learning activities. The waste containers in the 

classrooms were found to be filled with solid waste 

(Figure 9). 

 

 
 

Figure 7 Boxes 

 

 
 

Figure 8 Disposed tissue 
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Figure 9 Afternoon waste 

 
Stakeholder practices to manage solid waste 

For this study, we needed to understand the 

stakeholders’ multiple realities on how they behaved 

and interacted concerning the creation of solid waste 

in- and outside the classroom, i.e. recycling and 

waste disposal. 

 
Outside the classroom 

During the observations, we discovered that trash 

cans and garbage bags were used to manage solid 

waste in front of and behind the school blocks 

(Figures 3 and 4). When the general worker was 

asked why a garbage bag was placed in the school 

block despite the presence of a trash can, they 

explained that the garbage bags were specifically 

intended for disposing of hand wipes: “They use 

them for wipes. After washing their hands, I put them 

in the dustbin” (General worker). 

When the learner was asked what these bins 

were used for, the learner responded as follows: 

“After I eat, if the thing that I ate had a paper, when 

I am done, I put the paper in the dustbin when I go 

back to class” (Learner). 

Both the learner and the general worker 

reported observations that aligned with what we 

witnessed. During lunch, a learner was seen using 

the trash can to dispose of plastic waste. We asked 

the general worker when the school started using 

these garbage bags. The general worker said that the 

pink garbage bags were introduced during the 

coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic in 2019: 

“The pink plastics came now when they brought 

things for sanitising. They came during COVID” 

(General worker). 

When we inquired about how often the 

designated bins were used, the SGB member said 

that they were not used and that they were not sure 

why: 
They do not. We do not know why ..., now I am 

going to clean. I am going to start by collecting 

their papers before I go to clean the classroom. I 

start by collecting papers and putting them in the 

dustbin. When you are done cleaning, you will 

collect them again and put them in the dustbin. I do 

not see that they know what the purpose of the 

dustbin is. (SGB member) 

The learner agreed with the SGB member’s 

statement, which was in line with what we observed, 

stating that they would typically discard papers in 

their classrooms rather than using the bins provided 

by the school. 

 

Recycling 

Due to the availability of trash cans and garbage 

bags, we questioned the stakeholders about their 

understanding of solid waste management and the 

measures they took to handle the solid waste 

produced. One member of the SGB noted that while 

she had heard about solid waste management, she 

was not particularly concerned because she had also 

heard that paper would be collected for recycling: “I 

heard about it, I was not too concerned because I 

just heard that there is waste management, there is 

recycling of papers. They are taken to wherever they 

are taken to, they recycle them and do something 

else” (SGB member). 

We investigated the reasons behind the SGB 

members’ lack of care for solid waste management. 

The SGB member stated that: “I am not sure ... I do 

not have a reason as to why I was not interested 

because I was never into it so much” (SGB 

member). 

The school principal knew what solid waste 

management was: “Uhm, it will be what do you do 

with the waste after you have collected? If you do 

collect, then what do you do with that waste … Do 

you recycle or you destroy it?” (School principal). 

The food handler stated that no one came to 

collect boxes for recycling, which was not what she 

had told us during our observations. Collecting tins 

and paper would be their main priority. As a result, 

as seen in Figure 10, the boxes were left lying 

around. 

 

 
 

Figure 10 Disposed boxes 

 

We asked the school principal how the school 

managed the solid waste. The school principal and 

the teacher said that they recycled paper, burned 

paper scraps, and stored scripts. As seen in 

Figure 11, we discovered that a classroom was used 

to keep old assessment scripts, learner and teacher 

books, cleaning supplies, bins, chairs, and tables. 

The principal’s comments on the transportation of 

paper for recycling agreed with those made by the 

general worker. The school principal, however, 

stated that there had been no follow-ups regarding 

the ongoing recycling. In addition to recycling 

paper, the stakeholders managed solid waste in 

various ways: “Oh with tins, there is a person who 

collects them for recycling, so there is a person who 

stores tins, for then the person comes and collects 

them.” The food handler also mentioned: “There is 

a lady from SGB. We store tins for her in the other 
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corrugated iron house. We do not throw them away” 

(SGB member). 

 

 
 

Figure 11 Classroom storage 

 

The SGB member had mentioned that they did 

not follow up on recycling. Therefore, we asked the 

stakeholders how they managed the solid waste 

generated since recycling was not done. The 

stakeholders stated that they were forced to burn 

solid trash outside. These statements aligned with 

our observations of a dumping location used for the 

open burning of solid waste (Figure 12). We also 

asked the stakeholders whether burning solid waste 

outdoors was a wise course of action. The learner, 

school principal, and an SGB member indicated that 

it was not. The school principal stated that they were 

left with no choice but to burn solid garbage outside. 

 

 
 

Figure 12 Open burning 

 
Waste disposal 

In contrast to our observations in the classrooms, we 

observed that the school’s outdoor environment was 

extremely clean. When asked who oversaw the 

cleaning of the school grounds; a member of the 

SGB remarked that as soon as the learners entered 

their classrooms, the general worker and the street 

vendors were required to clean. 

We observed that the general worker regularly 

cleaned the school grounds (Figure 13). We asked 

about the street vendor cleaning up after selling the 

goods; a member of the SGB indicated that they did 

not – which was also clear during our observations. 

We observed two learners carrying a large garbage 

bag as they strolled around the school. In response 

to our question in this regard, the food handler stated 

that the two learners cleaned up for the street 

vendors in exchange for either R5.00 or a snack to 

the same value. The food handler also said that 

although street vendors were required to clean up 

after selling, they assigned the job to trainees to do 

in exchange for goods or cash. 

 

 
 

Figure 13 General cleaning 

 

We observed that after collecting the solid 

waste produced by the sale of the street vendor items 

(Figure 14), the learners returned the collected solid 

waste to the street vendor, who took it with her after 

selling her products (Figure 15). Even though an 

SGB member said that the street vendor and general 

worker were responsible for keeping the school 

grounds clean, the teacher hinted that everyone 

should be accountable for keeping the school tidy. 

 

 
 

Figure 14 Learner picking waste 

 

 
 

Figure 15 Collected waste 

 
Inside the classroom 

We observed the teacher’s actions regarding the 

solid waste produced in the classroom. The teacher 

stated: “We have classroom rules. There are no 

throwing papers on the floor, and when the waste 

bin in the classroom is full, they must take it out and 

throw whatever is inside into the main waste bin” 

(Teacher). 

The teacher also mentioned how he kept the 

classroom tidy. The teacher said that he paid 

attention to the surroundings outside the classroom 

as well as the neatness of the classroom. During our 

observations we discovered that classroom rules 

forbid littering in the building (Figure 16). As the 

learner received a scolding from the teacher, we 

asked whether they had followed the class rules. We 

also observed several women (SGB members) who 
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cleaned the classrooms in the afternoons (Figure 

17). 

 

 
 

Figure 16 Classroom rules 

 

 
 

Figure 17 SGB cleaning 

 
Discussion 

We used Vygotsky’s (1978) social constructivism 

theory to understand the patterns of when solid 

waste was generated. We observed how 

stakeholders behaved and interacted concerning the 

generation and management of solid waste in their 

school environment. This enabled us to understand 

the nature and practices surrounding solid waste 

generated in a primary school as well as stakeholder 

practices to manage solid waste (inside and outside 

the classroom), recycling, and waste disposal. 

 
Patterns of When Solid Waste Packages were 
Generated 

Cooking food in bulk has the potential to reduce 

solid waste produced in schools and to discourage 

learners from purchasing food in packages such as 

plastic and paper wraps. However, this was not the 

case at the primary school under investigation, as 

preparation of the morning meal resulted in solid 

waste (containers, tins, plastic, cartons, and bottles). 

Furthermore, despite a feeding programme being in 

place, the learners persisted in purchasing food in 

paper and plastic wraps from the street vendor, 

which increased solid waste production. One 

significant source of solid waste in schools is the 

cafeteria where learners purchase and consume 

breakfast and lunch every day. Meals are served in 

items such as disposable plastic glasses, takeaway 

containers, plastic bottles, and plastic and paper 

wraps. We witnessed that several learners regularly 

bought food from the street vendor during their 

lunch breaks and early in the morning. We also 

noted that a significant amount of solid waste, such 

as paper, plastic, and boxes resulted from teaching 

and learning activities. Of all contributors to 

environmental pollution, schools are known to 

generate the most solid waste because of their 

regular operations (Joy-Telu & Telu, 2017). At the 

primary school under study, solid waste generation 

followed certain trends. In this instance, solid waste 

was produced through the regular activities that 

were carried out – food handlers preparing meals for 

learners in the morning, the instructional process, 

learners purchasing food from the street vendors in 

their lunch breaks, a few SGB members cleaning the 

learners’ classrooms in the afternoon. 

 
Stakeholder Practices to Manage Solid Waste 
Outside the classroom 

Due to unawareness and a lack of understanding of 

environmental issues, not everyone is engaged in 

solid waste management (Jha, Sakshi, Kumari & 

Ghose, 2020), of which one SGB member who said 

that she remained uninterested and unconcerned 

about waste management, was an example. Even 

though plastic is thought to account for half of all 

garbage generated worldwide, plastic production is 

still growing at a rapid rate (Ncube, Ude, 

Ogunmuyiwa, Zulkifli & Beas, 2021). The primary 

school managed its solid waste by using garbage 

bags. According to a general worker, hand wipes 

were disposed of in these garbage bags. However, 

the general worker was unaware that the incorrect 

disposal of these plastic refuse bags could produce a 

significant amount of solid waste. 

The primary school used waste bins in addition 

to plastic garbage bags to manage the solid waste 

that they produced. The general worker hinted that 

the function of these garbage bins was different from 

that of disposable refuse bags because they were 

designed to be used for disposing of solid waste 

produced on school grounds. Furthermore, food 

packaging had a greater environmental impact at the 

primary school. We thus enquired about the way in 

which solid waste was managed by the food 

handlers. The SGB member and food handler 

referred to the fact that they kept the tins in storage 

to be collected by one of the members. A food 

handler further stated that one of the handlers 

collected the food waste, and the remaining solid 

waste was dumped for open burning in the dumping 

area. The learners who collected solid waste outside 

the school premises were paid by the street vendor 

with either money or with merchandise. 

 
Recycling 

When the general worker cleaned the school 

grounds, he would still find solid waste on the 

grounds, indicating that the waste bins were 

ineffective. To manage the solid waste generated at 

this school, the general worker and the school 

principal decided to recycle the waste. However, 

recycling can backfire, particularly if the recyclable 

materials are polluted. In addition, food handlers 
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kept tins for a few SGB members who collected 

these. 

 
Waste disposal 

To manage the solid waste, the primary school 

stopped recycling and turned to open burning, a 

decision that was confirmed by all stakeholders. The 

learner, the school principal, and an SGB member, 

however, stated that although the open burning of 

solid waste was their only alternative, it was not a 

good idea. The food handler held a different opinion, 

pointing out that burning solid waste in the open was 

an excellent way to turn waste into compost to 

nourish the land. The different stakeholders had 

varied responsibilities for solid waste management. 

The general worker was responsible for cleaning the 

school premises. After selling their products, the 

street vendors were supposed to tidy up. This did not 

take place as they asked learners to clean up in 

exchange for cash or some of the merchandise that 

she sold, which was also reported by Ugwu et al. 

(2021) who state that as part of the waste 

management plan, all waste products collected from 

various schools were exchanged for food, clothing, 

and stationery. 

 
Inside the classroom 

To create a legacy for future generations, the public 

should be educated on waste management and 

encouraged to use environmental resources 

sustainably (Department of Environmental Affairs, 

2018). Therefore, to carry out effective waste 

management operations, schools must increase 

learners’ awareness of the environment, their 

comprehension of it, and their knowledge of waste 

management (Kalambura et al., 2015). The 

stakeholders at this primary school managed the 

solid waste that they produced in a variety of ways. 

Waste bins and plastic garbage bags were used by 

the school inside and outside classrooms. They 

started recycling most solid waste generated in 

classrooms, such as paper and boxes, but because 

transport thereof was too costly, the recycling was 

ceased after a while. They eventually had to store all 

the written formal assessment tasks in an empty 

classroom. Furthermore, every afternoon, SGB 

members would visit the school to tidy the 

classrooms. There were rules in place on how 

learners were to handle solid waste generated in 

classrooms. 

 
Limitations 

Our focus was on a single case, and while its 

findings may not be generalisable, it provided 

valuable insight into the practices employed by 

primary school stakeholders to manage solid waste. 

 
Conclusion and Recommendations 

Solid waste was produced by food handlers while 

preparing food for learners in the morning, by street 

vendors selling goods to learners during lunch 

breaks, and by teachers’ activities in the teaching 

and learning process. To minimise the amount of 

solid waste produced during these events, we 

suggest that the SGB draft a policy for the 

management of solid waste that is legally binding 

and applicable to all individuals, both inside and 

outside the school premises. The primary school 

used practices such as providing trash cans and 

garbage bags for use by all in the school, storing 

solid waste in a classroom, creating classroom rules 

for learners, and burning solid waste in the open as 

ways to manage solid waste. We recommend that the 

primary school forms an environmental committee 

to oversee and raise awareness of environmental 

issues within the school to inculcate sustainable 

solid waste management practices. The committee 

could also be tasked with the development of a 

policy to manage solid waste sustainably. 

Additionally, we recommend that a sustainable 

intervention strategy is created and put into practice 

that will enhance the team’s approach regarding the 

management of solid waste. Future research could 

be done on the applicability, sustainability, and 

effectiveness of such a strategy. 
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