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Compost: The garden cycle
Information for teachers

It is a wonderful fact that there is no waste in nature, only valuable  
raw materials. So what happens to all the leaves that fall from the trees  
in autumn? A compost heap can be used to bring the perfect cycle of nature  
vividly to life for schoolchildren.

Compost is ideal for studying the richness of life

When you study a compost heap closely, you will find that it is teeming  
with life. The best way to start is to lift up the dry top layer of the compost  
carefully. Then use a small trowel to rummage gently through the  
semi-decayed compost beneath.
Brandling worms – the little brothers of the earthworm – are identified  
by their distinctive rings. Striped yellow-brown land snails, which are  
important recyclers of organic waste, are often found around compost;  
springtails are other insects commonly found in the heap. With luck, children will also encounter chafer 
grubs, the soil-dwelling larvae of chafer beetles. Rather than make a web, the wolf spider ambushes its 
prey. Mites are also predatory arachnids. Woodlice and millipedes are important creatures in a garden 
as they live on dead plants and insects. By contrast, centipedes are swift and voracious predators.
A cup magnifying glass (“bug viewer”) is highly recommended for capturing small creatures in a garden 
and observing them for a while. Stereo microscopes are ideal for studying very small animals such 
as springtails and pseudoscorpions. Handle all creatures that you capture with care! After observing 
them, release the creatures unharmed in the place you found them.

Correct composting

Creatures in compost need a damp (not wet) environment with sufficient air; a mixture of dry and 
moist materials is essential. Compost can therefore comprise not just grass cuttings and kitchen waste, 
but also shredded cuttings from the pruning of trees and shrubs.
Thick layers of a single material should be avoided. A small amount of soil, rock flour or semi-decayed 
compost will help to speed up the process of decomposition and population.

For more information, refer to the brochures on biological diversity and compost, mulch and more.
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Studying creatures in compost
Worksheet for students

What creatures did you find in the compost heap?

You can easily tell creatures apart by the number of legs they have:

1 Worms: 0 feet
2  Snails:  1 Foot
3  Insects: 6 legs
4 Arachnids: 8 legs
5 Woodlice, millipedes and centipedes: At least 14 legs
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I found: _______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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