
ENGINES OFF 
FOR CLEAN AIR!

CLASSROOM TOOLKIT



INTRODUCTION
Air pollution is an issue people are becoming increasingly concerned about, especially 
around schools, as children and young people are amongst the most affected. The Engines 
Off campaign is designed to reduce the number of cars idling around the streets near 
schools during peak times.  In a 2018 CAPIT report, Plymouth was in the top three cities 
for parents being worried about the long term health effects of poor air on children at 
school

In 2019, Public Health England published a study that showed between 28,000 and 36,000 deaths a year 
attributed to long-term exposure to air pollution. There is strong evidence that air pollution causes the 
development of coronary heart disease, stroke, respiratory disease and lung cancer and exacerbates 
asthma. 

A 2018 World Health Organisation report also points out that air pollution can also impact brain 
development and cognitive ability.

Children and young people are more at risk as their lungs are smaller and still growing and developing. 
They breathe faster than adults and their height can put them at the same level as car exhaust fumes. 

Emissions from road transport are the biggest single cause of air pollution and streets outside schools 
are especially bad, due to the volumes of traffic at drop-off and pick-up times.

So, what can we do to get cleaner air around our schools? The best solution is to get more people 
leaving their cars at home and walking, cycling, scooting or travelling to school in other active ways.

However, we understand that for some parents and carers, driving their children to school is the only 
practical option – and that’s where the Engines Off campaign comes in. 

Many drivers leave their engines on while stationary, especially when waiting to pick children up from 
school. An idling engine still burns fuel and produces emissions, and has a real impact on air quality as it is 
concentrating the pollution in one area.

This toolkit includes a lesson that introduces children to the problem of air pollution and how it affects 
us. It also sets them a challenge to create a banner to tackle engine idling in the streets around schools. 
In September 2021 we’ll be launching a citywide campaign and it could be your school’s design that will 
be on banners across Plymouth!



LESSON PLAN
(To be used alongside PowerPoint presentation)

Aims:

To understand what air pollution is and how it affects us

To discuss how air pollution around schools can be tackled and how drivers can be encouraged to 
change their behaviour

Outcomes:

For pupils to design a banner encouraging drivers to switch their engines off when waiting near schools. 
Each school will enter one design into a competition, with the winning entry being used for a banner that 
will promote the Engines Off campaign at schools across the city in September.

A reduction in the number of cars idling outside schools?

Age suitability:

The lesson is aimed at Key Stages 1 and 2, as the level of information given can be adapted by the 
teacher. Early Years Foundation Stage children can be introduced to the idea of clean and dirty air and 
encouraged to create a banner design and the presentation can be adapted/shortened.

Time needed:

At least 30 minutes for the presentation, depending on time given for class discussions. The design task is 
open-ended and can be done in class or set as homework.

Materials needed:

Paper drinking straws (optional)

Introduction (slides 1 to 4):

Open the presentation and get the class to think about their breathing. Why is breathing important? 
With older children, maybe introduce the idea of blood cells carrying oxygen to our brain and muscles. 
Ask them to put their hands on their chests and feel as they breathe normally. How many breaths can 
they count in 10 seconds? How many breaths do they think they might take in a day? 

What is air pollution? (slides 5 to 8):

Discuss what might make air dirty with the class – it’s not farts! With older children, introduce the idea 
of different things that make up air pollution: 

 � carbon dioxide (CO2), which is a gas that displaces oxygen, meaning we get less oxygen with each 
breath we take

 � black carbon and particulate matter (PM), which are tiny particles that can get into our bloodstream

 � nitrogen dioxide (NO2), which can irritate the lungs



How does air pollution affect us? (slides 9 and 10):

Explain how dirty air can affect our bodies and that clean air is especially important for children as they 
breathe at least twice as much as adults and their lungs are still developing.

Experiment: 

Explain that dirty air carries less oxygen (which is what our body needs from the air) and that we’re 
going to see how it feels when we breathe in smaller amounts of oxygen. 

Children who have asthma might like to share their own experience of how it feels.

Before they start, remind them that they should stop the activity immediately if breathing becomes very 
difficult, or if they feel dizzy. 

Give each pupil a straw. Ask them to put the straw in their mouth and breathe through their mouth only 
(they may find it easier to do this if they hold their nose). If straws are not available, they can purse their 
lips and breathe through a smaller gap. Time them for 30 seconds, then stop and talk about how it felt. 

Ask them to bite down on the end of the straw to flatten it and then repeat the activity, this time 
breathing for less time. This will be more difficult, so remind them again that they should stop if they feel 
dizzy or uncomfortable.

What can we do to get cleaner air? (slides 11 to 17):

Discuss with the class what could be done to reduce emissions from cars in the area around the school. 
Ask them for ideas on changing how we travel and changing how drivers behave. These may include 
parking further away from school and walking part way (which is a great idea) but explain that we’re 
focussing on the problem of drivers who don’t switch off their engines while waiting.

Introduce the banner design competition and discuss what might make a good image and message to 
drivers. Explain that the banner will measure six metres long and three metres high and will be displayed 
outside school, so will need to be clear and easy to see from a distance.

 � Focus on the solution (‘Engines Off’)

 � Keep it positive

 � Make the issue understandable and promote switching off engines as an easy and desirable change to 
make

Please select one design entry for your school and send it by email to plymotion@plymouth.gov.uk or by 
post to Plymotion, Ballard House, West Hoe Road, Plymouth PL1 3BJ.

The deadline for entries is Friday 16 July. 

All the designs will be published on the Plymotion website. 

An independent panel will select the one they think best captures the campaign message and this will 
be used for the banner that will be sent to all participating schools as part of our citywide campaign in 
September.


