
 
 
 
 
 

 
Pollution and Waste Audit 

 
Audience/Group Setting 
This activity is geared towards a classroom setting. Students will be asked to research the amount of 
waste in their school or home.    
 
Goal 
To understand the impact that waste has on the environment and how to make responsible 
decisions about what is done with waste.  
 
Objectives 
By the end of this activity, participants will: 

1. Recognize the amount of waste in their home or school. 
2. Understand the impact that waste has on animals and the environment. 
3. Be able to implement ‘reduce, reuse and recycle’ in their homes or school. 

 
Big Idea/Main Message 
Decisions that individuals make when purchasing goods and foods and how individuals dispose of 
materials has a large impact on the environment.   
 
Environmentally Responsible Behavior Addressed 
Make wise purchases of goods and food.   
  
Background Information 
Consumers can make a significant impact on the environment simply by the choices that they make at 
the store.  For example, according to The Environmental Paper Network organization, research 
conducted by the Alliance for Environmental Innovation found that if 1 ton of 30% recycled content 
paper was purchased by consumers instead of paper made from virgin trees, it would save the equivalent 
of 7.2 trees, 2,100 gallons of water, 1, 230 kW of electricity, and 18 pounds of air pollution. 
 
Much of what we buy quickly becomes waste and is thrown away. Approximately one-third of this waste 
comes from packaging according to the Clean Air Council.  All of this waste requires armies of dump 
trucks (burning fossil fuels) to collect it in towns and cities all over the world and take it away.  What we 
do with the waste that results from our purchases is equally important.  Choosing to buy products 
packaged in containers that can be recycled and following through can have a considerable impact on 
the environment. 
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According to a report by Environmental Defense called “Trash and the City,” Manhattan uses diesel 
trucks to carry garbage 7.8 million miles every year.  That would be the equivalent of circling the earth 
312 times every year.  The Clean Air Council estimates that Americans throw away an average of 230 
million tons of garbage per year and about 2.5 million plastic bottles every hour.  Some of this waste gets 
recycled, but most of it ends up in landfills or the ocean.  The good news is that you and your students 
can do something right now to reduce your impact on the environment and protect its inhabitants. 
 
Materials Needed 
Copies of the Waste Audit worksheet 
 
Staff 
This activity will require a teacher or staff member to facilitate.   
 
Length of Activity 
This activity will take a minimum of two days in order to give students time to fill out their Waste 
Audit sheets at home.  If you choose to do the Waste Audit at your school it may take more or less 
time.    
 
Set Up 
Make enough copies of the Waste Audit worksheet for each student. 
 
Procedures 

1. As a class discuss pollution with your students.  What is pollution?  Where does it come from?   
2. While working in teams or as a class, have students list specific sources of pollution, such as 

treating lawns with insecticides, disposing of household chemicals improperly, large 
corporation pollution, throwing away water bottles or other items that can be recycled, etc.   

a. Questions to ask might include:   
i. What do people throw away?   

ii. What do you throw away?   
iii. Can pollution come from the trash that you throw away?  Yes, pollution to the 

environment can come from many sources.  
iv. What can pollution affect?  Pollution affects both plants and animals, including 

humans.  It can even affect the way an ecosystem functions.  Pollution, such as 
carbon dioxide emissions, also affects the earth’s climate.   

v. How does pollution affect humans and animals?  List specific ways such as causing 
plants and animals to become threatened or endangered, or even decreasing 
biodiversity by causing plants or animals to become extinct from specific areas 
(extirpated). 

3. After discussing pollution and its many affects, have students take home the Waste Audit 
worksheets and fill them out with an adult.  Or, as a class audit your school.   

4. Once worksheets are complete have students share their findings with the class.  Assemble 
student’s data and have them fill out the Waste Audit spreadsheet as a class. 

5. What does it really mean to reduce, reuse and recycle?  What do students think is the most effective of the 
three?  Do students feel that every person in their town, state, or nation should reduce, reuse and recycle? 
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6. Have an idea exchange in which students are invited to openly share their ideas about pollution 
and waste and ways to reduce or eliminate it.  Ideas might include: 

a. Start a recycling program at home or school.  If recycling everything is not possible, begin 
by recycling the waste that you produce the most of and move forward from there. 

b. Purchase items made from recycled materials. 
c. Do not buy excessively packaged items. 
d. Purchase items that can be recycled. 
e. Buy in bulk. 
f. Choose environmentally-friendly items. 
g. Use cloth shopping bags. 
h. Do not purchase one-use/disposable items. 
i. Support local farmers by purchasing locally grown produce. 
j. Support local companies by purchasing locally made items. 
k. Drive less (use mass transportation, carpool, walk or ride your bike and combine errands.) 

 
Extensions 

After completing this activity follow up with your students by creating a recycling program at 
your school or home.  Remember, even small steps can make a big difference!  Simply recycling 
all the aluminum or plastic your school or home produces can save fossil fuel and keep tons of 
trash out of our landfills and waterways.  Educating your fellow classmates and even adults is a 
great first step!  Below are a few ideas along with the ideas that students generate to get you 
started.   

1. Sign a Reduce, Recycle, Reuse Pledge. 
2. Create graphs showing the class results vs. the average American. 
3. Survey teachers or students within the school to find out if they reduce, reuse or recycle.  

Post the results in a hallway at school. 
4. Create a public service announcement (via a poster or podcast) on why you should 

reduce, reuse and recycle. 
5. Encourage your school or area businesses to reduce, reuse and recycle. 
6. Have each student research a specific habitat or animal that has been affected be waste 

pollution and share the projects with the class or school. 
 
National Science Education Standards 
Science as Inquiry 
Nature of Science 
Science and Technology in Society 
Population, Resources and Environment 
Evidence, Models and Explanation 
Change, Constancy and Measurement 
 
Resources 
National Recycling Coalition  
 www.nrc-recycle.org/consumers.aspx 
Environmental Protection Agency – Environmental Kids Club  

www.epa.gov/kids

http://www.nrc-recycle.org/consumers.aspx
http://www.epa.gov/kids


 
Name: _____________________ 

 
 

Waste Audit Worksheet 
 

How much waste do you produce in 1 week or 1 month?  The answers may surprise you.  One of the 
fist steps in reducing waste and creating a good recycling program at your house or school is to 
conduct a waste audit. 
 

1. Number of people in your school or household:      _____________ 
 
2. How many plastic shopping bags do you acquire in one week?    _____________ 

 
3. How many plastic bottles of water does your family drink in one week?  _____________ 

 
4. How many plastic bottles of pop does your family drink in one week?  _____________ 

 
5. How many pop cans does your family go through in one week?    _____________ 

 
6. How many glass bottles does your family use in 1 week?  _____________ 

 
7. How many metal cans (food cans) does your family use in 1 week?  _____________ 

 
8. How many cardboard boxes does your family use in 1 week?    _____________                                

            (Be sure to include boxes of food, etc.) 
 

9. How many bags of trash does your family produce in 1 week?    _____________ 
 
10. How many magazines does your family receive in 1 month?    _____________ 

 
11. How many newspapers does your family receive in 1 week?    _____________ 

 
12. Does your household recycle?  If so, what items?      _____________   

 
13. Does your family have old cell phones lying around?     _____________    

(Many zoos accept cell phones and recycle them.)
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Name: ______________________ 

 
 

Waste Audit Spreadsheet 
 

Total number of persons accounted for in data below:  _____________ 
 

Materials # of 
Items/week 

# of 
Items/month

# of 
Items/year Comments 

Plastic 
Shopping Bags 

 
 

   
 
 

Plastic Water 
Bottles 

    
 
 

Plastic Soda 
Bottles 

    
 
 

Aluminum Cans 
    

 
 

Glass 
    

 
 

Metal Cans 
(food, etc.) 

    
 
 

Cardboard Boxes 
    

 
 

Magazines 
    

 
 

Newspapers 
    

 
 

# of Bags of 
Trash 
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