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Getting to Know the People Behind our Mess: 

Reflections on Waste Management at Millsaps College 

 Throughout the process of assessing waste and recycling on the Millsaps 

College campus, a great deal of focus has been on the quantitative data: how many 

recyclables are thrown away? How much trash is in the recycling bins? Are there 

enough of each receptacle?  How much food are students wasting? However, the 

common links in these figures are how students feel about their trash and those who 

remove it and how the housekeeping staff feel about implementing programs like 

recycling and composting.  By directing our own focus to the waste on campus, our 

class has made many observations about these two groups, though collecting these 

notes was never our objective.   

 One observation that David Wilkinson made about Millsaps students, though 

easily overlooked, is that our busy lifestyle affects our waste habits.  In his 

interview, he said that students come into college caring a lot about recycling and 

doing things the right way, but then they get to college and realize how hard it is to 

go to Millsaps.  Things like recycling fall by the way side when students are busy and 

stressed.  Likewise, Robin Nagle, in her speech at the Gel Conference in 2009, says 

that we “live at the speed of ‘lite’”.  Everything is in motion as we buy, use, and 

dispose of materials.  We no longer keep things like water bottles, because it isn’t 



time “efficient”.  When discarded, these hindrances become “scary”, and we want to 

separate ourselves from what were once useful items but now are garbage.  

 Likewise, in collecting and analyzing waste on campus, we observed the 

disgust of our fellow students.  When asked to scrap their plate for instance, they 

complained, called the task “gross” or “disgusting”, or walked by as though ignorant 

of the request.  Meanwhile, only ten feet away, there are men who scrap their plates 

and wash their dishes three meals per day, every day of the week.  Like students’ 

waste, these people too are separate.  Very few students know where housekeeping 

staffs’ break rooms are, and workers often try to avoid being seen by or being in the 

same area as students. Even in the cafeteria where workers are more visible, 

students and staff make small talk at best and gratitude is often given with averted 

eyes and rushed voices, if “thank you” is uttered at all. 

 This is of course made more unnerving because at Millsaps College, nearly all 

of the housekeeping and cafeteria employees are black, where as a large percentage 

of the student body is white.   Obviously this is not the first time in Mississippi that 

white people have been served by lower income African-Americans.  The separation 

from these staff members, for some Millsaps’ students, may be more comfortable 

because of the norms of racism that are unfortunately still a factor in Southern life.  

However, when this topic is brought up in conversation, the vast majority of white 

students do not prefer this imagery.  The issue then may be that the students simply 

do not know those people who serve them, which is probably only increased by said 

racial tension. 



 Robin Nagle, who has been able to view these issues on the larger scale of the 

New York City Department of Sanitation, identifies her goals as helping people 

inside the Department of Sanitation realize the legacy they are part of and the 

importance of their job so they can have pride in what they do and to help the public 

appreciate these same things (Good News Broadcast, 2008).  The question for us 

then is what positive effects better staff-student relationships could have for 

sustainability on Millsaps’ campus and how to achieve this goal.   

 One concern for the class going into this project and for the Millsaps 

community as a whole is that waste put into recycling bins is often treated as any 

other garbage by the housekeeping staff.  However, from the observations and 

interviews collected by this class, the staff understands and do not mind recycling 

and composting.  Much like Robin Nagle says about NYC Sanitation workers, “They 

pick it up and put it in the truck, and then they drive it to the dump.  If it goes to a 

recycling center that’s fine, but their job is to get it up” (Good News Broadcast, 

2008).  Likewise, Millsaps housekeeping and cafeteria employees want to do their 

job whether that requires recycling or not.  If Millsaps’ students better 

communicated with these workers, their fears that students’ concerns are not 

followed through on would likely subside.  Also of environmental concern, if 

students knew that someone is being paid just to clean up their unnecessary litter, 

they might make the effort to throw their “Whataburger” cup into the garbage can.  

Often assumptions such as, “I am the only one putting my cup here, and it is just one 

time” are made when the larger system is not disclosed to people.   



 Another possible effect of increasing the visibly of waste removal and the 

persons involved is that students may take a vested interest in the operations of the 

school.  It has been my observation that those more involved students, who care 

about the direction of the school, are the ones who intentionally say thank you to the 

staff that serve them.  Those who do not care about the direction of the school or 

philanthropy, usually take as little notice of those who work for them.  Could the 

reverse be true as well? Perhaps, better understanding how much goes into running 

Millsaps College will increase students’ appreciation of their college experience and 

lead to their being more involved in order to make the most of the opportunity. 

 How then do we go about bringing these issues to students’ attention, 

particularly making students more aware and grateful of the work of staff members?  

The answer for Dr. Nagle is primarily the opening of a Sanitation Museum and her 

book about the job of Sanitation workers.  However, I recommend bringing this to 

the college’s attention with a detailed article in the P&W and integrating meeting 

your dorm’s housekeepers at the beginning of the year.  Also, many colleges 

celebrate staff appreciation day not only with bonus checks and baked goods but 

with student’s doing the work of the staff so that they can have some paid time off.  

This would be an opportunity for students to see the other side of the college and if 

institutionalized, would continue to raise students’ appreciation for the work done 

to make their college experience easier. 
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