
Benjamin L. Augustyn, M.A., M.A. 

Department of Social Sciences 

Wolfson Campus 

 

ISS 1120 The Social Environment (applicable to other social science courses) 

 

Getting Personal with Plastics: Taking a Plastic-Free Challenge 

 

Introduction 

Many students are introduced to the social sciences through ISS 1120 The 

Social Environment. As taught at the Wolfson Campus, ISS 1120 also 

incorporates elements of global citizenship and civic engagement. One area 

in which students can become more engaged is by taking personal steps to 

address the overuse of plastics that are polluting the environment and our 

bodies. The following lesson has two aims: first to show students that plastics 

are significantly impacting our environment, food supply, and our bodies; and 

second to empower them to take action in their daily lives to adopt practices 

that mitigate the use of plastics and the associated toxicity. By adopting daily 

habits that are more consumer-conscious, students will learn that they not only 

help their local and global environment, but also improve their physical, 

emotional, and financial well-being. 

 

Goals 

The use of petroleum-based plastics and by-products has proliferated 

exponentially since the end of World War II, so much so that oceans and 

landfills are clogged with plastics. The toxins in plastic are now in our food 

supply and water and are having a detrimental impact on our health.  The 

following lesson attempts to make plastic pollution personal by having 

students first explore how it impacts the environment and their physical 

health, and second by having them explore the changes they can make in 

their daily habits to reduce plastic use and adopt more sustainable practices 

through a plastic-free challenge. By getting personal with plastics, students 

will become aware that plastic use is reaching a true crisis moment. It is 

hoped that this knowledge will inspire and empower them as consumers and 

citizens to develop solutions they can enact in their daily lives to counter the 

overuse of plastics. Finally, they will become aware of the fact that by helping 

the environment they help themselves. The personal benefits of adopting a 

consumer-conscious lifestyle are numerous and include improved health, the 

emotional satisfaction of being an agent of positive change, and increased 

financial security as they adopt less wasteful lifestyles. 



Instructional Objectives  

At the end of the lesson, students should: 

1) Understand that plastic use has significant environmental and personal 

impacts; 

2) Understand that a multitude of individuals making  conscious consumer 

choices on a daily basis can significantly mitigate the impacts of plastic 

overuse; 

3) Understand that developing conscious consumption habits improves 

personal physical, emotional, and financial well-being; 

4) Explore a number of solutions that people are developing both at the 

local and global level to address plastic pollution; 

5) Explore government efforts to address plastic pollution and become 

empowered as an active voice in the political process. 

Assignment 

The following activity may be presented within the context of a discussion of 

pollution, economics and the environment, or local governance. Depending 

on the length of the challenge, it can be designed as either a short lesson 

encompassing a few class sessions or become a semester-long project.  

 

1. Students are introduced to magnitude of plastic pollution through 

lecture and the following sources: 

a. “Tough Truths about Plastic Pollution” (A talk about the scourge 

of single use plastics.) 

b. “Seas of Plastic” (A talk about the growing plastic trash island in 

the Pacific gyre and look at the role of plastic water bottles.) 

c. “Blue Vinyl” (A documentary about the toxic lifecycle of PVC.) 

d. “Surfrider Foundation” (an organization creating awareness 

about plastics with a Rise Above Plastics [RAP] program.)  

e. “The Myth of the BPA-Free Diet” (An article that examines the 

extent of bisphenol A [BPA] in food and the effects on the body.) 

f. “The Story of Stuff” (This brief documentary looks at the 

environmental and social impacts of our consumption practices.) 

2. Students will research alternatives to plastic use, organizations 

engaged in plastic use reduction, and identify the government 

agencies at the local, state, federal, and international levels responsible 

for regulating plastic use. They will report back to the class on the 

initiatives that have been identified to reduce plastic and government 

agencies responsible for addressing the issue and what they propose 

to do, if anything. 



3. Students will identify actions and habits they can take in their personal 

lives to address plastic use and note the benefits to the environment 

and their physical, emotional, and financial well-being. They will 

produce a list of concrete actions and facts and share these with the 

class. The larger list will be written on the board. 

4. Students will participate in a plastic-free challenge and document their 

degree of success. They will present their results to the class in either a 

standard presentation or a video format.  

5. Finally, students will write a reflection paper in which they explore the 

following questions: 

a. How does plastic use impact the environment and your personal 

health and what are issues that you feel need to be addressed 

politically? Which government agencies or officials can you 

contact to have your voice heard on this issue?  

b. What are some daily habits you can adopt to reduce your plastic 

use? How difficult did you find the plastic-free challenge? Why? 

c. How do you benefit from adopting consumer-conscious habits 

and reducing plastic use? How does your community benefit? 

How does the environment benefit? 

6. Students will be assessed relative to the lesson objectives through 

either the reflection essay, or a combination of the reflection essay and 

the presentation based on the plastic-free challenge. 


