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This is the story of how a small group of people made a very big difference in 
their community. It starts with a mom, and a question. What happened next 
can be an inspiration for us all.  
  
Trish Coppolino's daughter started kindergarten this year. After awhile, she 
noticed that her daughter came home each afternoon with an empty lunchbox. 
"Her lunchbox was empty of all of the food and wrappers that I had sent with 
her to school, so I asked her what she did with them. She told me that she 

threw them in the garbage." Trish shared recently. "So, that's where it 
started." 
  

After attending a local PTO meeting, Coppolino learned that the Northfield School District was neither 
recycling (in the cafeteria) nor capturing food wastes. "They told me that historically it used to happen 
at the school," Coppolino shared, "but four years ago the town of Northfield opted out of the Central 
Vermont Waste Management District, and went with the Mad River Solid Waste Alliance instead. They 
don't offer food diversion or composting." Because of a lack of budget and no way to dispose of the 
waste, the school did away with the fledgling food diversion program. 
  
There was no lack of desire to provide food diversion services, but there was no one who knew how to 
go about getting a program instituted. According to Coppolino, "It was something that everyone wanted 
to do, but they didn't know how. So I set about trying to figure out how to do it." 
  
Trish Coppolino works as a Brownfields Program Manager for the Dept. of Environmental Conservation's 
Waste Management and Prevention Division. Although her work is not directly related to food diversion, 
she knew where to start looking for more information. "I went over to the solid waste program, four 
desks over," she shared. "I talked to staff there and asked them about other schools with composting 
programs. I wanted to know - is Northfield the only school out there that's not doing this? Where do I 
begin?" Her colleagues gave her some suggestions to start - a connection to the Highfields Composting 
Center in Hardwick, Vermont, the contact information of Bill Kirby, the head of building maintenance at 
the Northfield School District, and a potential funding source - a grant funded by the New England 
Grassroots Environment Foundation (NEGEF) out of Montpelier. "Between Josh [Kelly, her colleague at 
the DEC], Highfields, Bill Kirby at Northfield and Kristen Gadbois, the president of the Northfield PTO, I 
was able to write a grant request to NEGEF." 
  
The problem of where to take food wastes was still outstanding. According to Coppolino, "I was also 
working on trying to find a composter because that was our larger issue. We needed someone who 
would actually take the food waste. Bill Kirby was adamant that the school couldn't pay someone to take 
it - there was no budget for it. He would rather compost on-site." Instead, Coppolino started reaching 
out to local farmers around Northfield, and eventually found Charlie Morse, who was not only willing, 
but enthusiastic at the idea of building a relationship with the school and taking on their food scrap 
waste. "We worked with Highfields Center for Composting to do technical assistance with Charlie 
[Morse] to get him ready to start taking the food scraps," Coppolino explained. Another coworker ran 
volume numbers and determined that Morse did not need a permit, since much of the food waste was 
being repurposed to feed his chickens. 



In the mean-time, the school was successful in getting their NEGEF grant. They received $2000, and the 
Highfields Center agreed to do training with the students, teachers and staff. As the project moved 
forward and the group made progress, more people got excited and offered to help. A local hardware 
store donated buckets for the classrooms. A 5th-grade science teacher volunteered his students to be 
program monitors at the elementary school, and the high school Green Team agreed to perform the 
same role at the High School. The maintenance workers and cafeteria staff helped ensure that the food 
scraps made it from the classrooms to the totes, and Charlie Morse (the farmer) agreed to take on 
transportation of the food scraps from the school to his farm. Even the Mad River Solid Waste Alliance 
contributed, providing a soil-saver composter that the students were able to add to the school garden. 
Once supplies were purchased and a process was in place, the Highfields Center came in to the schools 
to provide education to all involved. "They [Highfields] came into the schools, the Elementary and High 
School for a week, doing training for every single grade and all the teachers and staff, at no cost to the 
school," Coppolino stated. "They did a great job engaging the kids. I went to a couple of their trainings 
and the kids understood. The outreach was perfect for each grade and their energy and how they spoke 
to them was really good." 
  
What about the future, I wanted to know. What happens once the $2000 runs out? What about taking 
the model to other schools? "We started composting our food waste at the elementary school just a few 
weeks ago, on a Wednesday," Trish shared. "The high school started a week later. We were focused on 
food but we're getting ready to put recycling bins in the cafeteria. The high school will get their recycling 
bins tomorrow, and the elementary school will receive theirs in a couple of weeks. Charlie has also 
agreed to take the recyclable cups that the school is using to pass out fruit for the kids. He will use them 
to start seedlings, or put them through his wood chipper for use as animal bedding."  
  
As for the costs, "I'm actually trying to figure out how to spend the money," said Coppolino. The school 
is saving money because they don't have to pay anyone to take the scraps away. The farmer is also 
saving money, getting chicken feed, compost and bedding materials at just the cost of the 
transportation. "We've hopefully set it up so that it is financially sustainable," Coppolino adds. 
  
As for what is next, Coppolino is cautiously optimistic. "We're going to have a check in meeting in a 
month. The school staff has been taking notes about what is working and what isn't. At the next meeting 
we can sit down and talk about what changes need to happen. In a month we'll have an idea of whether 
we can use this as a pilot for other schools." Coppolino hopes so. "The school is saving money. The 
farmer is benefitting. Valuable materials are being diverted from landfills."  
  
"And the kids are learning about environmental stewardship," Coppolino smiles, "which is all I wanted." 
  
 


