
Lesson Plan 

Cigarette butts: the most common form of plastic litter in the 

world 

Plastic pollution is in the news at the moment: single use coffee cups, bottles, plastic straws and 

cotton buds are under scrutiny. Yet many people are unaware that cigarette filters are the most 

common form of plastic litter in the world.  

Cigarette filters are made of cellulose acetate, a type of plastic, over many years they break into 

smaller fragments and leak toxic chemicals which can contaminate water, harm marine life and the 

environment. 

These filters are unnecessary and actively unhelpful from a health perspective and merely serve to 

make the smoke inhaled feel less harsh. 

These short, simple classroom activities have been designed to encourage young people to 

investigate and understand:  

 the environmental impact of plastic, including cigarette butts.  

 that cigarette filters make cigarettes easier to smoke, not less harmful. 

 the volume and cost of tobacco related litter for Scotland and the world. 

These activities can be delivered as a stand-alone activity or integrated into a broader programme of 

work on environmental issues and the impact of plastics. 

You can choose to deliver the whole lesson or select the most relevant elements for the group you’re 

working with. 

Time 45 minutes  

 
Subject Areas 

PSE 
Modern Studies 
Geography 
Citizenship 
Sciences 

 
Curriculum for 
Excellence Experiences 
and Outcomes 

 
I know that popular culture, the media and peer groups as well as my 
own attitudes and values can influence how I feel about substance use 
and recognise the impact this may have on my actions. HWB 2-39a / 
HWB 3-39a 
 
When I engage with others, I can make a relevant contribution, 
encourage others to contribute and acknowledge that they have the right 
to hold a different opinion. I can respond in ways appropriate to my role 
and use contributions to reflect on, clarify or adapt thinking.  LIT 3-02a / 
LIT 4-02a 
 
I can discuss the environmental impact of human activity and suggest 
ways in which we can live in a more environmentally responsible way. 
SOC 2-08a 
  
I can identify the possible consequences of an environmental issue and 
make informed suggestions about the ways to manage the impact SOC 
3-08a 
 

 
What you’ll need 

 

 Plastics Timeline Worksheet & Answers (scissors & glue sticks) 

 Plastics Facts and Figures Statements & Numbers Cards 



 Solutions cards 

 PowerPoint: Plastic Cigarette Filters: What’s the problem? 

 Flip chart and pens (if available) 
 

Instructions  
Timeline (5mins) 

 Divide the young people into groups or pairs.  

 Give each pair a copy of the plastics timeline worksheet (or set of 
cards & worksheet if you have cut these out beforehand). 

 Before you start check that the young people understand of the 
meaning of ‘degrade.’ 

 Ask them to place their item cards on the timeline, based on how 
long they think that item takes the item to degrade, if they were to 
throw it away. 

 Check answers and ask young people if they think it’s a problem 
that some things, particularly plastics, take years to degrade.  
 

Plastics Facts and Figures (10minutes)  

 Again in groups or pairs, give each group a set of ‘number’ cards 
and ‘statement; cards. Ask them to match the numbers to the 
corresponding statements.  Give 5 minutes for this task (it’s 
meant to be tricky!) 

 Go through the answers, prompting as you go. Was anything 
was surprising? Did they have the correct answers? 
 

PowerPoint: Plastic Cigarette Filters: What’s the problem? (10 
minutes) 

 Slide 2: Begin with a show of hand whether the young people 
believe the following statement to be true or false: Do cigarette 
filters make smoking less harmful? 

 Slide 3: FALSE – cigarette filters do not provide health benefits. 
Further explanation on slide 4. 

 Slide 5: overview of the environmental impact of plastic cigarette 
filters 

 
Solutions (15 minutes)  

 In groups ask young people to come up with ways to reduce 
plastic waste. Alternatively, give each group 2-3 solutions cards 
and ask them to discuss each, encourage them to  thinking about 
who’d responsible for making this change and how will it happen. 

 Ask the young people to discuss and list the positives and 
negatives of each solution and list on flip chart (if available). 

 Ask each group to feedback the key points of their discussion.  

 Round up by asking young people to vote for the solutions they 
think would be most effective.   

 

 

Additional resources: 

 Fast Facts: Cigarette filters do not provide health benefits 

 Fast Facts: Smoking related litter 

 National Geographic Video (2:44): Turning cigarette butts into park benches 

 Tobacco Free CA Video (4:22): The Environmental Impact of Cigarette Butts 

 Seven charts that explain the plastic pollution problem http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-

environment-42264788  

https://www.ashscotland.org.uk/media/749046/27-cigarette-filters-and-health-feb18.pdf
https://www.ashscotland.org.uk/media/7613/21%20Litter.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7VxMwKETtUg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n5K4olXrCo8
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-42264788
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-42264788

