
POLLUTION BUSTERS
In this lesson, students will investigate the sources and impacts of pollution on a local wetland. 

AUTHORS: Rachael Morris, Olivia O’Connor, Spencer Martin, Erika Woodard-Hamilton

GA standard: 

S3L2 (Grade 3)

Driving investigation question: 

What are the sources and impacts of pollution in 
our local wetland?

Learning goal: 

• I can describe the sources and impacts of pollution 
in our local wetland.  

Focal scientific practices:

• Collecting evidence and analyzing data

• Developing explanations 

Materials: 

• Wetland box
 (Fill a medium-sized container with wetland soil and a 
variety of natural and man-made pollution materials that are 
representative of the pollution found in the wetland or other 
chosen area.)

• Clipboards (for outside data collection activity)

• Pencils

Key science terms: 

Decaying/decomposing

Impact (positive/negative)

Pollution (natural and man-made)

Natural Resource

Wetland

Time: 45 minutes

Background information

Freshwater wetlands, or swamps, provide important habitat in coastal areas. A swamp is home 

a diverse array of plants and animals. Many kinds of pollution, both natural and man-made, 

can harm a wetland ecosystem.  

Pollution is the introduction of contaminants such as waste, chemicals and other harmful 

substances into an ecosystem. Some examples of pollution include runoff, pesticides, excessive 

amounts of decaying vegetation, and the disposal of plastic bottles, aluminum cans, candy 

wrappers, plastic bottle rings, and other types of trash items in the wetland. These sources of 

pollution negatively impact water quality and the habitats of plants and animals.   

Importantly, while the wetlands function as a natural filter for pollution, they can only absorb 

so much. Once damaged, a wetland cannot provide the same water quality benefits and are 

difficult to restore. Given the benefits of wetlands, it’s important to increase awareness of and 

protect them from pollution. 



Procedure

1. With students, brainstorm and discuss different types of natural pollution (e.g., fallen trees, 

harmful algae) and man-made pollution (e.g., plastic bottles, paper products, cans, straws), 

and their impacts on the wetland ecosystem. 

 
2. Hand out the “Pollution Checklist” and show students the wetland box. Take one item 

from the wetland box, hold it up for the students to see, ask what type of pollution the item 

represents, and prompt students to check it off on the “Pollution Checklist.” Ask students to 

think about how this item may impact wetland health.

Note: At this point, students can continue working with the Wetland Box or go outside to take a survey of the types of 

pollution that exist in the wetland or chosen environment. 

3. Explain the directions for the outdoor activity. Students will: a) walk on the boardwalk 

through the Discovery Trail, or other site, with their teacher; b) search for items that are 

polluting the wetland; and c) check items off on the pollution checklist. 

4. Guide the class to the Discovery Trail or chosen site. Encourage students to check off items 

of pollution or add new items they find for approximately 15 minutes.

Note: At this point, students can continue working with the Wetland Box or go outside to take a survey of the types of 

pollution that exist in the wetland or chosen environment.

5. When finished, direct the students back inside and discuss their findings. What were the most 

common sources of pollution? What sources of pollution can’t we see? How are these items impacting the 

health of the wetland? What can we do to help conserve the wetland? 

6. As a summarizing activity, students will develop a R.A.F.T. (see writing template). 

ROLE: Imagine that you are the wetland...

AUDIENCE: Talking to the students of your school...

FORMAT: In an advertisement, letter or Instagram post (#pollutionbusters)...

TOPIC: About how this pollution is impacting me...

Extensions:

• Sort the types of pollution found into natural and man-made sources.

• Make a one-page flyer that depicts the top three things the community can do to 
proactively preserve the wetland (humans can have a positive impact on wetland 
health!) 



Aluminum cans (soda cans)

Plastic bottles (water bottles)

Candy wrappers

Plastic rings

Straws

Paper products

Cardboard

Pencils

Notebook paper

Noise (e.g. cars)

Large amount of decaying vegetation

Other trash items

_____________

_____________

_____________

POLLUTION CHECKLIST
NAME:

While we walk through the wetland, check off the following items as you see them. 

We are only walking around the wetland once, so be sure to look closely. 



Vocabulary list

Pollution - When something is added to the environment that is harmful, or sometimes 

helpful, to living things.

Wetland - A transition zone between land and water.

Recycling - Collecting recyclable trash/materials (plastic bottles, paper, aluminum cans, etc.) 

and converting them into reusable items.

Natural resources - Something found in nature that can be used by people. Examples are light, 

air, water, plants, animals and soil.

Restore - To put or bring back to an original state.

Protect - To keep from being harmed.



R.A.F.T.

NAME:

WR I T I N G
T EM P L AT E

ROLE  The wetland AUDIENCE
Students and your 

school

FORMAT
Advertisement, letter 

or Instagram post 
(#pollution busters)

TOPIC
How the pollution is 

impacting me

DATE:
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