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	Hodgson Vo-Tech students create mulch from recycled paper
By Rebecca Henely
Staff Reporter
rebecca@middletowntranscript.com

The average person produces 1,570 pounds of solid waste a year, 70 percent of which is paper. In a landfill, this can make up 3.5 cubic yards, students at Hodgson Vocational Technical High School in Glasgow said last Thursday.

However, the students said turning that paper into mulch for commercial gardens, by way of a new invention would be a better use of the paper. The process would involve two parts. The first would involve a digestion tank to create the mulch and the second would involve a trailer to disperse it.

“I really love the presentation,” said F.M. Ross Armbrecht Jr., executive director of the Delaware Foundation for Science and Mathematics Education, which gave a grant for the project.

Tunis Foltz, a teaching assistant for industrial mechanics, said industrial mechanics instructor Stanley Studzinski and environmental science instructor Justin Beinz worked out the idea in summer of 2006.

Foltz said the instructors applied to the Science and Math Foundation and received a $20,000 grant for the project.

The students’ presentation said the students split into teams of project managers, technical draftsmen, designers, data collectors, recorders and budget/materials manager. After designing the project, it took three weeks to build with all of the students working eight hours a week.

The students designed and chose all the materials themselves, except for the tank and the trailer, which were donated, said Alicia Arter, agricultural engineering student and Middletown resident.

The students collected waste paper from throughout the school and acquired 3,000 pounds in the first semester alone.

Student Liz McCormac, a 16-year-old Newark resident, explained that shredded waste paper is put into the digester tank, and the impeller, powered by a motor at the top of the tank, then mixes and shreds it.

“You know those blades that you use when you’re cooking?” Arter said. “It’s like that, but much bigger.”

McCormac said white pumps then suck out the mixture and transport it into either the trailer or a tub to further break the mixture down.

“And inside [the trailer] there’s another mixer,” said student Kyle Brown, a Middletown resident.

Brown said the solution is three parts water and one part paper. The trailer is used to apply the mulch, and can do so through piping, which shoots the mulch out alongside as it rides, or a hand sprayer, which has four different types of nozzles.

Other students have been tracking the use of the mulch on plants, which feels like a hardened, paper mache sponge when it dries. This mulch allows the plants to grow while keeping down most of the weeds.

The presentation stated nut sedge, a common weed, is still able to break through the mulch, but many weeds are being suppressed.

Brown said mixing herbicides with the mulch has made it work even better, and said the class is trying to see if it will work better than black paper used in most commercial plots.

“You can work on this too without worrying about ripping it, or tearing them up,” he said.

Brown also said the paper mulch may be cheaper.

Nevertheless, the project was not without difficulties.

For example, Arter said the long strips of paper used to clog the impeller, and as a result they needed to break the strips down more beforehand.

Foltz said, “We found some things that didn’t work out so well. So we had to go back, trial and error.”

Brown said the project will require a bit more testing.

However, Foltz said most of the ideas worked, and most of the ideas were from the students.

Armbrecht said this is the third year in which Hodgson has done its Agricultural Engineering Program, which asks the industrial mechanics and environmental science students to work on a project together. In previous years students created a pellet gun that could shoot seeds into the ground, which is up for a patent, and a wastewater treatment project, which turned out to be unsuccessful.

However, this is the first year that the Science and Math Partnership funded the project and will “institutionalize” it, meaning that teachers will do a write up on the program so that it can be replicated in schools across the state.

However, it may eventually be patented and used commercially.

“They’re real-world projects,” Armbrecht said.
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