
 

 

Finding out what our clothes are made from 

What do we do? 

1. Each student or participant brings in items of clothing. The clothing should have a 

tag which states what fibre makes up the fabric. Try to get a mixture of different 

clothing types such as shirts, jumpers, pants, jackets, etc. The number of clothes 

used will depend on the size of the group or class.  

2. As a class, go through and look at the clothing tags to make a tally of the different 

fibres which make up the clothing. Common fibres you can expect to find are: 

- Natural fibres such as Cotton, Wool, Linen (Flax), Bamboo, or Silk 

- Synthetic Fibres such as Polyester, Nylon, Elastane, Polypropylene, or 

spandex 

3. Take a look at your tallies. Which fibre is the most common? This is most likely 

going to be polyester or a mix of cotton and polyester. Lead the discussion around 

why the students think material X is the most common. 

4. Prompt the students to think about how they can represent or present the data 

they have collected. This could include different ways of graphing the data, or 

separating clothes into different categories to look for patterns (e.g. socks vs. 

shirts). Get as creative as you like with this step. 

5. Discuss where the different fibres come from. In the educational checkpoint video 

#1 we will discuss what happens to cotton and other fibres when they break 

down.  

6. To get an idea of what these fibres look like, you can have a look at your Soil Your 

Undies flag: the edges will be frayed so you can see the cotton fibres in the flag.  

 

What do my results mean? 

The fibres which make up our clothing reflect many factors, chief among them being price. 

Polyester is much cheaper to produce than natural fibres like cotton which has led to an 

explosion in the number of polyester clothes. As an extra experiment, you could try looking 

up the price of similar style shirts that are made of different fabrics. Polyester is almost 

always the cheapest, and because of that it is what most people will tend to buy. This 

becomes a major issue when it comes to waste, as clothes that get thrown out mostly end 

up in landfill. 

If this clothing were made up of cotton the fabric fibres would eventually all break down, 

just like the undies that you buried. In healthy soil, cotton can completely break down in less 

than 8 weeks. Other natural fibres such as linen and silk can break down in less than a 

month, while others like wool and bamboo fibres can take one to two years. 
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However, synthetic fibres take much longer to break down. Polyester can take between 200 

to 400 years to break down in soil, depending on several factors. During the process of 

breaking down, synthetic fibres will physically break apart into smaller pieces, but will be 

very slow to chemically decompose. This is one source of the increasingly common 

microplastic pollution. 

When we buy new clothes, looking for fabrics made of natural fibres such as cotton will be 

better for the environment because when they are eventually old and get thrown away they 

will decompose into food for soil organisms, rather than becoming microplastic pollutants. 

The down side to this is that natural fibres require a more natural resources to feed and 

water the plants and animals that grow them, as well as taking more time to grow. Being 

more thoughtful about how often we buy or throw out clothes will result in a big impact on 

the environment.  

 

Further information 

 Figures from the Australian Bureau of Statistics from 2019-2020 estimate that 780,000kg of 

‘textiles, leather, and rubber’ are thrown away in Australian every year. Only about 7% of 

this gets recycled. It is worth noting that the figure for ‘Textiles, leather, and rubber’ 

includes things like furniture coverings, carpets, bags (i.e. backpacks) and is not entirely 

clothing but is typically materials with similar compositions to clothing. The way in which the 

waste is processed makes distinguishing between clothing and other textiles difficult. 

However these figures still indicate the enormous amount of waste which is produced from 

discarded clothing every year in Australia alone.  

https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/environment/environmental-management/waste-

account-australia-experimental-estimates/latest-release 
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