
How much harmful 
particulate matter 
is in our air?
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Particles or particulate matter (PM) are tiny bits of solids or 
liquids in the air and can vary in size, shape and origin. These 
properties can also vary from place to place and time-to-time.

Types of particulate matter in the air include carbon 
emissions from car exhaust pipes, small bits of metal 
and rubber from car engines and tyres, dust from road 
surfaces, as well as particles in the air from building work 
and industrial processes.

Larger particles in the air are generally fi ltered in the nose 
and throat and do not cause problems to our health. 
However, the majority of particles that we breathe in are 
too small to see and can settle in the airway and deep in 
the lungs and cause health problems. Particulate matter 
can make you cough or have diffi  culty breathing, and 
can make asthma and heart conditions worse.

Surface wipe analysis is an easy way to measure how much 
particulate matter there is in the air at diff erent locations.

By using a piece of sticky tape or damp cotton wool ball, 
you can sample the particulate matter that lands on the 
surfaces around you, such as leaves on trees, poles, walls 

or doors around school. It also helps to see the levels of air 
pollution at diff erent heights and diff erent distances from 
roads. If there is a lot of pollution at low heights, this could 
be dangerous to children.

Materials you need:

• 2cm wide clear sticky tape or cotton wool balls 

• A tape measure at least 120 cm long

Sampling Steps

1.   Find the surfaces you want to measure (tip: avoid wet 
surfaces). This could be a door inside a school, a wall 
outside the school or a lamppost or street sign.

2.   Use the tape measure to identify 4 spots at diff erent 
heights: 120cm, 90cm, 60cm and 30cm. 

3.   For sticky tape – cut the clear tape into 10cm strips. 
Press the sticky side of the tape fi rmly onto the surface, 
leave for 10 seconds and then remove it. 

For cotton wool – dampen a cotton wool ball in a little 
water and wipe over a small area (about 10cm by 2cm). 

4.   Dirt and pollutants from the surface will have stuck 
to the tape or ball. Stick the tape or cotton wool ball 
on the record sheet. 

5.   Repeat the steps above, and then compare the levels 
of pollution at diff erent heights from the same surface. 

6.   Mark the pollution level from 1 to 4: 1 for the dirtiest 
sample and 4 for the cleanest sample. Can you tell 
if lower or higher heights are more polluted? 

7.   Repeat steps 1 to 6 for two other surfaces. Can you 
tell which surface is more polluted? 

Experiment: Surface wipe analysis

Surface wipe experiment instructions 



Sheet 2Surface Wipe Analysis 
Record Form

Height Paste your samples here Air Quality on 
a scale of 1-4

30cm

60cm

90cm

120cm

Date:

Location: 

Type of Surface:


