
A More Sustainable Sorority Village

Who: Elizabeth Burriss and Emma Louise Karls, UT Recycling Research Interns

Summary: Elizabeth Burriss and Emma Louise Karls focused efforts on reducing the amount of 
waste UTK Sorority village produces. The students looked into eco-friendly alternatives for the 
sorority houses to use in place of plastic and styrofoam products in their dining areas, along 
with hosting a two-week competition to help aid in the reduction of plastic. During the 
competition, the houses collectively recycled 72.1 pounds of waste. After the first week of the 
competition, we created a few more social media posts to promote the importance of recycling 
and saw a significant increase in the amount of waste recycled for the second week of the 
competition.

Background: UTK Sorority village is one of the few on-campus housing areas that does not have 
in-house recycling bins and uses dining products such as to-go boxes, cups, and plates made of 
plastic and styrofoam that are extremely harmful to the environment. Styrofoam cannot be 
recycled and is not biodegradable. It is by far the worst single use product on the market in 
regards to the environment. It can remain in the environment for over 500 years before it 
begins to decompose. Due to its long lifespan, if it is left as litter in the environment, animals 
that come in contact with it may accidentally ingest it. This can be incredibly harmful to the 
health of wildlife and can even cause death. 

Plastic can be recycled, however, it must be washed out of all food waste and not all plastic is 
created equal. This means that certain plastics cannot be recycled and many facilities find 
issues with compliance in having people clean their plastics before tossing them in the recycling 
bin. People often do not check to see if their specific plastic is actually recyclable. Moreover, 
plastic takes over 500 to decompose and also imposes health risks on any wildlife that comes 
into contact with it.

Why is this Needed: Sorority Village at The University of Tennessee houses 535 women. Each of 
these women are eating at their in-house dining facilities every single day using styrofoam and 
plastic products. A 2013 study showed that the average American generated 4.4 pounds of 
waste per day. Roughly 2,354 pounds of waste could potentially be produced by all of sorority 
village in a single day. The impact of that many people not recycling their waste can have major 
negative effects on the environment. On the other hand, if each person in the 13 houses in 
Sorority Village was environmentally conscious and refrained from the use of styrofoam and did 
recycle, the amount of waste produced would be drastically reduced.



EXTRA NOTES: Something that we found to be helpful in motivating girls to recycle was the use 
of education. Many people do not recycle because they are not aware of how to properly 
recycle or they simply don’t know enough about the impact they can have by recycling. This 
topic can be made relevant to everyone by speaking up and educating on how, as a collective 
unit, we can take care of this wonderful planet together.

Alpha Delta Pi Wins 2019 Sorority Village Plastic Recycling Competition for recycling more than 
24 pounds of plastic in two weeks.
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