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Scrubbing out the stench inside rollout garbage cans is a job 
no one wants to do – except Steven McKenzie.

The rising seventh-grader at Countryside Montessori School 
wanted to raise spending money when he started cleaning 
trashcans for neighbors and friends last spring. His dad, David, 
was his first customer, and after putting out flyers around 
University City, Steven’s business took off.

Since then, he formed SM Cleaning, created a Web site and 
printed business cards. About 25 customers have paid him 
$5 to clean their trashcans and $2 to scrub recycling bins and 
birdbaths.

Steven also offers dog-walking, garden watering and mail 
pick-up services when neighbors are out of town.

“It all started when got an iPod and wanted to buy some 
apps,” says Steven, who turns 13 this month. “I cleaned our trash 
can for $5, but I never thought it would go this far. It’s a good 
business because most people don’t have time to do it, or if they 
do have time, they don’t want to do it.”

Like any good entrepreneur, Steven’s cleaning regimen is well 
thought out and methodical. 

First, he removes any trash accumulated in the can. Then 
he washes and rinses the can with water and follows with 
a second blast of water and liquid dish detergent. After a 
good brush scrub, he lays the can on its side and climbs in to 
thoroughly clean with rags or paper towels. After a final inside 
rinse, he wipes down the outside. 

The cans he has tackled, he says, have ranged from fairly 
clean to knock-you-over filthy.

“The worst one was cigarettes and unused cat food dumped 
in there,” he says. “Then there was one with a bunch of dirty 
diapers. That was pretty bad. And sometimes there are bugs. 
Those are the worst. But I just wash it out and turn the can 
upside down to get them out.”

As part of his entrepreneurial venture, Steven has learned to 
explain his cleaning process to potential clients so they see he’s 
doing a professional job. Customers also are asked to inspect the 
can before he’s paid.

“A lot of adults are surprised a teenager is there trying to do a 
good job at a reasonable price,” he says.

Steven also has learned about cultivating a client base through 
word-of-mouth testimonials, advertising and how the cost of 
supplies eats into his profits.

“Now I try to find things on sale for the best price,” he admits. 
“I’m more aware of money.”

At Countryside Montessori, Steven has competed in 
basketball, baseball, football, soccer, cross-country, tennis and 
golf. He’s also a member of Boy Scout Troop 13 at University 
City Methodist Church.

One day, he’d like to play professional basketball or be an 
electrical engineer.

His business has made about $250 since spring. Steven 
saves most of his income and gives some to church, but has 
splurged a little on skateboarding wrist guards and a case for 
his iPod. Expenses and profits are tracked on a chart after 
each job.

“I like the money and the experience of starting my own 
business,” he says. “It makes me feel more responsible and more 
mature. It’s a good feeling to make my own money and know 
that I can go to the pool and buy my lunch. It’s also a good way 
to spend extra time with my dad.”

“I’m proud of him,” David McKenzie says of his son. “It’s 
teaching him good work ethic, determination and motivation. 
The lessons he’s learning now will carry through to a job he 
might have next year or even as an adult.  It’s great to get money 
at birthdays or Christmas, but it’s hard to beat money that you’re 
sweating to earn.” | ucm 
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