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Abstract  

The Dining Sustainability Training project is designed to enhance sustainable practices in the 

University of Pennsylvania’s dining halls. It is a collaborative project between Student Eco-

Reps in the Penn Sustainability Office and Bon Appetit, Penn’s dining services provider. 

Starting by conducting a pre-survey with basic questions about sustainability actions in the 

dining halls, the Eco-reps team created a presentation to increase the sustainability 

consideration in the workplace for Bon Appetit staff. The main issue that needed to be solved 

was educating the staff to separate waste into different containers based on the categories: 

recyclable, compostable, and trash. An in-person presentation that included general facts about 

climate change, the importance of food waste management, and a detailed approach to 

separate food waste was to be given to the staff followed by assessment of improvement 

through administration of a post-survey, but due to circumstances outside of the student’s 

control, the presentation and post survey phases of the project were not able to be carried out. 

Introduction  

Penn Sustainability Eco-Reps worked in conjunction with the Sustainability Office and Penn 

Dining to raise awareness about the importance of waste management and sorting in the dining 

halls. This was undertaken through creation of an in-person training presentation to be given to 

the staff members of English House Dining Hall. The Dining Sustainability Training project 

facilitated the Climate and Sustainability Action Plan 3.0 (CSAP 3.0) goal of improving 

education regarding sustainability among Penn’s community and staff members.  

Project Overview  

The goal of the Dining Sustainability Training project is to improve knowledge about waste 

sorting and general sustainable living among Penn Dining staff. This project follows a similar 

model as the Housekeeping Sustainability Training project from 2021. With a final goal of 

improving sustainability knowledge of staff in all dining halls on campus. This year focused 



on a pilot training program to be given to English House Dining Hall, which includes 

approximately 30 staff members.  

The first phase of the project involved discussions with project partner Vincent McManus, the 

Mid-Atlantic Regional Forager for Bon Appetit, and creation of a pre-survey to assess the initial 

knowledge and passion about sustainability, with a focus on waste management, in the dining 

hall. It was important to better understand what the shortcomings regarding waste 

management of English House were, which included studying how waste sorting was 

expected to proceed under Bon Appetit training and comparing this to what was actually being 

undertaken, so the training program could be created to cater towards addressing these 

specific deficiencies. It was learned that waste separation in the dining hall was very organized 

in recent years prior to 2020, but the occurrence of the COVID-19 pandemic disrupting in-

person dining along with a recent shortage of staff members has made sustainable decisions 

very challenging in English House.  

Factors that hindered proper waste management in the dining hall were identified, which will 

be detailed in the “Research Findings” section below, and a pre-survey was created where 

knowledge and interest in sustainability was assessed. After this, the training presentation was 

created which would cover the ideas of what sustainability is, the negative impacts that arise 

from not being sustainable, climate justice, the benefits of sorting waste, how to sort waste, 

and how to act more sustainably in one’s daily life. Due to aforementioned expectancies 

regarding circumstances outside of the Eco-Reps control, further planned actions for this 

project were not able to be carried out. The planned steps of the project were presenting the 

training program to the English House staff, administering the same pre-survey as a post-

survey after the training was conducted to determine the training effectiveness as well as other 

areas that could have a higher level of focus in the future.  

Research Findings  

A major shortcoming related to the dish drop area in the dining hall could significantly reduce 

proper sorting of waste. The dish drop has a single trash can and allows students to 

independently take care of their plate. Upon observing those putting up their plates, most 

students would trash all their waste, including food waste and recyclable containers, into the 

trash bin and then put their dishes in the dish drop. Penn Dining has an approach where 

students can send their plates to the back of the dining halls with food waste, trash, and 



recyclables on them so that staff can sort the waste in the back of the dining halls, and this 

practice contradicts the policy.  

It was also learned that each dining hall at the University of Pennsylvania had separate systems 

and policies for sorting waste. Due to this, the possibility of creating one universal training 

program that could be given to all dining halls on campus was invalidated. Future expansion 

projects would need to revise the program created for English House Dining Hall to make it 

specifically catered towards the specific practices seen in individual locations.  

Through speaking with Vincent McManus, it additionally became known that Bon Appetit was 

experiencing understaffing, so recent lessening of proper waste management in the university 

dining halls can be attributed to a heavy workload on staff members having to cover multiple 

jobs in a shift. This would make the project more challenging, as improper waste sorting could 

not necessarily be from a lack of interest or knowledge but simply lack of time and possibility to 

focus on managing trash.  

Analysis of these factors would facilitate the creation of an effective training program; 

furthermore, inspiration was drawn from previous housekeeping training and waste-

management projects. The presentation emphasized the importance of sustainability and how 

it relates to life on Earth on both a large and small scale, including how climate change causes 

extinction of wildlife (large scale) and how it can affect prices of groceries at a local 

supermarket (small scale). The importance of creating an engaging presentation was also 

discerned, so showing a video and an interactive visual representation of waste sorting were 

identified as viable methods of accomplishing this goal. The specific benefits of composting 

and separating food waste were strictly emphasized as the main goal of this project was to 

improve waste management in the dining halls.  

Presentation Format  

The presentation began by defining sustainability as the practice of caring for the earth as well 

as protecting it for future generations. Sustainability was also defined as a “quickly growing 

field” that is becoming a huge factor in many jobs and careers as a means to control and 

combat the climate crisis. Examples of sustainable groups and projects on Penn’s campus 

were presented along with an overview of CSAP and its goals of 100% carbon neutrality, waste 

management, and increased education. The presentation then provided visuals and 



explanations of the damage of climate change, rising sea levels, increased prices of daily 

necessities, loss of natural resources, loss of wildlife, and an overflow of waste.  

A motivational video by Prince EA titled “Dear Future Generations: Sorry” was then shown to 

inspire the audience emotionally with a desire to act and live sustainably. 

After the video, the idea of climate justice was presented and connected to specific 

neighborhoods and communities of Philadelphia. This allowed the dining staff to reflect on how 

climate change disproportionately affects various communities in the area.  

The presentation goes on to detail the benefits of composting and waste management. Signage 

for trash, compost, and recycle waste were reintroduced to ensure awareness regarding proper 

sorting of waste. Included in this section was a visual representation utilizing green, blue, and 

gray Lego bricks to represent the three types of waste sorting categories. The problems 

regarding allowing students to handle their own plates at the dish drop area were additionally 

addressed.  

Lastly, the presentation described and listed general ways to live sustainably in one’s daily 

life.  

Results and Evaluation 

Both surveys had nine questions, as outlined below. The first seven questions required the 

staff to answer based on a scale from one to five to respond to questions that would assess 

their knowledge on sustainability, how much they care, their knowledge on proper waste 

management, and if they make an effort to separate waste. They were also asked if they 

believe proper waste management can make a large impact, how clear Penn Dining makes 

proper management instructions, and if they see items in the landfill that could be composted 

or recycled. The eighth question asked if they would prefer color coded or labeled bins. The 

last question contained a text box that allowed them to mention anything that they would like to 

learn about sustainability to help the training and education be more helpful. 

A challenge came with administering the pre-survey. Upon discussing with Vincent McManus, it 

became apparent that not all dining staff members possess a work email; additionally, Cafe Bon 

Appetit and Penn Dining does not allow mass texting of anything out to all staff member phone 

numbers, so it seemed that having the pre-survey filled out by email or text was not an option. It 

https://youtu.be/eRLJscAlk1M


was decided that the survey needed to be filled out in person. Penn Eco-Rep members brought 

a laptop to the dining hall over different shifts and asked staff members to individually fill out the 

anonymous pre-survey only if they were comfortable to.  

For the pre-survey, 16 responses were filled out.  

Question 1: How much do you know about environmental sustainability? Pre-presentation: 

25% voted 1, 6.3% voted 2, 43.8% voted 3, 6.3% voted 4, and 18.8% voted 5 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Question 2: How much do you care about sustainability?  



Pre-presentation: 6.3% voted 2, 25% voted 3, 18.8% voted 4, and 50% voted 5 

 

Question 3: How knowledgeable do you feel about sorting landfill waste, recycling, and 

compostable waste?  

Pre-presentation: 6.7% voted 1, 13.3% voted 2, 13.3% voted 3, 33.3% voted 4, and 33.3% 

voted 5 

 
Question 4: How often do you make sure to separate compost and landfill waste? 



Pre-presentation: 18.8% voted 2, 25% voted 4, and 56.3% voted 5  

 
Question 5: If I correctly separate landfill and compost waste, I can make a huge, positive 

impact on the environment.  

Pre-presentation: 6.7% voted 2, 6.7% voted 4, and 86.7% voted 5 

 
Question 6: Penn Dining makes it very clear which items go in the landfill, recycling, or compost 



bins.  

Pre-presentation: 6.7% voted 2, 20% voted 3, 13.3% voted 4, and 60% voted 5 

 

Question 7: I often see items in the landfill bin that can be composted or recycled. 

Pre-presentation: 18.8% voted 2, 37.5% voted 3, 12.5% voted 4, and 31.3% voted 

5 

 
Question 8: Would you feel like it would be easier to correctly sort waste if the bins are color 



coded, or labeled?  

Pre-presentation: 75% preferred color coded bins and 25% preferred labeled bins 

 
Question 9: What is something you would like to learn about sustainability? Pre-presentation: 

Answers included: more information about sustainability centers close to campus, regular 

updates, how much sustainability positively impacts the world, and proper waste management  

Several takeaways can be gleaned from the pre-survey data. With high percentages of 

Bon Appetit staff selecting high numbers for questions such as “How much do you care 

about sustainability?” and “If I correctly separate landfill and compost waste, I can make a 

huge, positive impact on the environment,” initial interest in sustainability was high. 

Although most of those surveyed claimed to correctly sort waste often, many reported that 

recyclable or compostable waste was frequently seen in trash bins. This can likely be 

attributed to students not correctly sorting waste as they put their plates away. 

Additionally, due to some responses to the open-ended question asking about how to sort 

waste, it became known that some of the English House staff needed a refresher on 

sorting trash, landfill, and compost (which was then accounted for in the created 

presentation). 

Recommendations and Conclusion 

While not being able to give the presentation to the English House staff was a setback, 

much was accomplished through this project, and various recommendations for future 

Student Eco-Reps and Bon Appetit can be given. The training program was finalized and 



ready to present, so future Student Eco-Reps working on a continuation of the Dining 

Sustainability Project should present the program as one of their first actions. Following 

this would be proper administration of the post-survey and assessment of the 

effectiveness of the training presentation. 

Since the differences of logistical waste management between every dining hall at the 

University of Pennsylvania was also made clear, this project would serve as a pilot that 

focused on just English House Dining Hall rather than all dining halls on campus. Future 

projects could work on researching and implementing revisions to the current training 

program and survey to cater it towards each individual dining hall, and then administering 

the surveys and presentation as fit.  

Difficulties arose with mass-administering media, such as the pre-survey, to Bon Appetit 

staff, but these obstacles were overcome by having Student Eco-Reps manually giving 

the survey to the staff members instead of sending it online (Bon Appetit prohibits this). 

This should be noted for future project undertakers; however, finding a more efficient way 

to administer surveys would be ideal as manually monitoring staff members filling out the 

pre-survey was time consuming, and only 16 responses were able to be received. This 

was approximately half of the English House dining staff, and those that did not fill out the 

survey were either uncomfortable doing so or occupied with work responsibilities as 

surveys were filled out during dining hours. 

Additionally, loss of communication with a project partner should be avoided as it hinders 

completion of the project’s goals, so it is recommended that future projects include more 

than one project partner to better guarantee accountability. 

The abstract of the project would make it seem like the lack of efficiency of waste 

management in the dining halls at the University of Pennsylvania stemmed from the dining 

hall staff, but through observation and analysis of the dish drop trash bin and pre-survey 

results, it can be concluded that much of the issues surrounding improper waste sorting 

actually stems from the students. A recommendation for Bon Appetit is to either properly 

place recycling and compost bins alongside the trash bin in front of the dish drop area, or 

have staff monitor students and ensure recyclable and compostable waste makes it to the 

back of the dining hall for thorough waste management. Another way to combat this 

challenge is to generally improve knowledge of waste management to the student body on 



campus. It is recommended that future projects also incorporate aspects of attempting to 

spread awareness and education of how to properly dispose of and sort food waste to 

University of Pennsylvania students enrolled in a dining plan rather than simply focusing 

on Bon Appetit staff. 

Appendices 

Key Stakeholders:  

1. Vincent McManus, Vincent.McManus@cafebonappetit.com 

Pre-Presentation Survey: https://forms.gle/B7rnRoMBBWrFCLip7 

Presentation Slides: https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1FYwQSca-

mu9j8WzAWNIeJSW6VBnwekE6/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=113374610852169445158&rtp

of=true&sd=true 
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