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Pollution Solutions 
Key Topics: [Point vs. Nonpoint Source] Pollution, Litter, Human Impact 

Grade Levels: K, 3, 4-8 

Inside and Outside 

 

Lesson Overview:  
How is litter created?  What impact does it have on the 

environment, both humans and non humans?  In this lesson 

students pose questions about the nature of the litter found around 

their school, make predictions, do a campus cleanup to cultivate 

environmental stewardship, and then brainstorm solutions to 

prevent litter. 

Suggested Time Allowance: 
Intro - PowerPoint and Cleanup Introduction (10 minutes)  

Activity - Campus Cleanup Tour and Documentation (40 minutes)  

Wrap Up (10 minutes)  

Suggested Activities and Learning Objectives by 

Grade Level: 
➢ K: 

○ K-ESS-3 How can we prevent litter? 

➢ 3: 

○ 3-LS4-4 How can we prevent litter? 

➢ 5: 

○ 5-ESS3-1 Track the amount and kinds of litter collected and use it to inform a decision 

about how to prevent litter. 

➢ MS: 

○ MS-ESS-4 How does increased human consumption of natural resources impact the 

Earth’s systems? 

Essential Question(s) that Connect CCCs and SEPs: 
● How does what I observe and note on campus about pollution, habits, and structures for 

humans change at different scales? Can I think of examples of what I am seeing as bigger or 

smaller? (Scale; Asking Questions & Defining Problems) 
● What is already known about this cause and effect? How can I best communicate about this 

cause and effect relationship? (To my peers, campus, through a PSA, class presentation, etc) 

(Cause & Effect; Obtaining, Evaluating, and Communicating Information)  
 

Materials: 
● Beach box (a collection of natural items--could be from the beach or from any natural area)  

● Jar with water and plastic soup 
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● Waste Bag (reused plastic or paper bags perhaps? Gather early)  

● Hand Sanitizer 

● Compostable or reusable gloves (supplied by OCE in bulk--one per student is sufficient)  

● [Extension] art supplies: construction paper 

● Campus map (found in the front office; ask for a copy)  

EG Team Support Needed: 
● None 

 

Prep: 
This lesson is to be done primarily outside. The preparation and introduction can be done inside with a 

projector. The tour is dependent on you being outside, but if raining and no solution for outside is 

formed, then have them look at campus maps and talk about possible areas of pollution from 

street/campus/community activities.  

 

Multicultural Education for Resource Issues Threatening Oceans (MERITO) is a partner and has given us 

permission to use these as guides for your own briefing to do this lesson successfully. It is important to 

note that “marine debris” is not just litter found on the shore or in the ocean. Any items found on a 

school campus or anywhere in a watershed have the potential to travel, eventually, to our oceans! (Ex. 

via storm drain, rivers, streams, birds flying with plastic in mouth, etc)  

Also, you may want to create your own tracking sheet for pollution you find on your campus cleanup. 

However, there is a sheet listed in the MERITO curriculum below AND ones found in curriculum cited at 

the bottom of this lesson plan.  

Ask teacher ahead of time if this lesson could turn into an extension that she/he is willing to lead. It 

could tie in to campus cleanup announcements, PSAs written by students in the bulletin, or a project 

based learning component to human impact or science. If so, read on to the “Explain” section of activity 

procedure about documenting with photos. These will be helpful to the teacher.  

Key the campus map and note Areas A, B, C etc you are going to take the students. Having a route, 

timing it, and pointing out specific things are an important thing to know in advance! Please at least 

identify the following zones 1) storm drain and talk about how that goes straight to creeks and then 

ocean, 2) lunch areas and litter that blows around and birds eat and fly away with littering somewhere 

else.  
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Activity Procedure: 
Engage:  

Bring the beach box that is filled with different items. Also, fill a jar with water and ripped soft plastic 

and place in jar floating. Cut up some pieces of chip bags and place in there too! Make it look like a 

soupy mess. You want to go for the reaction and get them thinking about the topic of marine debris and 

plastics in our ocean and streams. It’s easier to ignore a piece of litter on the ground on campus, but 

after this lesson, they may think twice!  

 

Explore:  

Action:  
I am going to pass out a beach box of different artifacts found in the natural environment. I want you to 

share with your partner(s) around your table or buddy if you think it is marine debris or not. Just 

because I said “marine” and “beach” doesn’t mean that it came from there. Some of these items are 

typically found on streets, schools, and any public space where humans are.  

One thing you can stress is: Let’s get the word “Trash” out of our vocabulary! Where does “trash” go? 

Nobody knows. We have landfill, recycle, compost, and reusing. Trash is just a word for things we don’t 

care about.  

 

Ask some students to raise their hands and tell the class what they discovered. Get a few different 

responses as to not single out a student and say they were the only one who got the answer right! Now, 

we are going to review a few things on the screen before we go out on our campus cleanup & 

documentation tour.  

Review visuals provided to you and share about the animals, how it can affect species on and off 

campus, and ask students if they could think of ways it gets from us to them.  

Leave the visual about school lunch for later after you get back from your tour on campus and return to 

class or meeting spot outside.  

Explain:  

Action:   

Give each team a campus map where they can see their route and start understanding how maps to 

convey information. Pass out clip boards to teams and ask them to draw or write areas on their campus 

map what areas they determine as ‘polluted’.  

 

Does anyone know what I mean by polluted? When the water, air, or space is contaminated or “yucked 

up” by either synthetic or biological material(s). Examples can include: leaf litter build up in the gutters 

and storm drains, plastic baggies floating around, oil stains on the asphalt, etc.  

Let’s get ready to go on tour with the proper gear for cleaning up. We won’t just look at waste, let’s do 

something about it! Even if this is not our own litter, do you think it is still important to clean up? Why? 
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(Ex. look for these answers: it helps animals not eat it and get plastic in their gut, it shows good 

leadership/self-manager skills, lead by example, encourages others to keep a clean campus, shows you 

care, could help it not wind up in the ocean or local creeks/habitats where wildlife live, or it could attract 

wildlife from coming on campus to eat our garbage) 

Elaborate: 

Return to garden or classroom for handwashing and circling up. Discard of compostable gloves in an 

appropriate way. You may have to take off site to dispose of properly if there is not an organic recycling 

bin on campus. Give them each a squirt of hand sanitizer and ask that they wash their hands before 

eating anything.  

 

Show the last picture of the two different lunches brought by students. After they answer and talk about 

other ways to pack a zero waste lunch, you might initiate a discussion of how we could make our 

cafeteria and events on campus zero waste.  This will motivate them to imagine ways that they could 

empower their school as leaders. Tell them if they have a certain idea and want to talk more or need 

support, ask their teacher or come to Garden Club and talk to you about it!  

 

Evaluation: 

 

Let’s review our clipboards. Can you circle items that you found often? Talk to your partners about 

anything that you noticed was causing something else to happen. I will ask each team to stand up and 

note certain findings. Use this structure to answer your question:  

While we were on the campus clean up tour, we saw __________________ and it causes 

_______________ to happen. If _____________________ was done instead, then 

______________________ would be the outcome.  

For example: While we were on the campus clean up tour, we saw oil on the asphalt and it causes oil to 

leak off campus. If we had a catch area, like a patch of grass or something by the drainage area, then it 

would be better and not go down the drain to the creek. 

Also, refer back to the Learning Objectives for your grade level and ensure that they have been met by 

asking the given learning objective question. 

Extension Activities: 
● Make colorful signs encouraging recycling and “zero waste” lunches with less packaging, and the 

connection of land-based litter to watershed/ocean pollution. 

● Create mosaics by gluing found litter in the shape of marine life with sayings that will remind 

other students not to litter.  Use the variety of colors, finishes, shapes, and textures of your 

found litter to creatively and artistically represent the sea-life you are portraying.  Students can 

work in small groups to complete the project. 
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● Other Helpful Cleanup Worksheet 
https://fergusonfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/schoolyardcleanup_outline.pd
f 

Tips and Caveats: 
● Noted throughout lesson plan 

Cited Curriculum: 
● Do the Rot Thing, Environmental Lunch (Page 8 has the template for documenting items found) 

● MERITO Ocean Conservation & Education  

○ One Cool Earth Directors were trained in the MERITO curriculum and have a partnership 

with this team in Southern California 

● Ocean Conservancy Coastal Cleanup Data Card 
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