


People began domesticating teosinte plants over 9,000 years 
ago in southern Mexico (see pin on map), which was a part of 
Mesoamerica. Teosinte looked very different than the corn we see 
today.  The ear on the teosinte plant was small and its kernels were 
very hard and difficult to eat. The plant was mostly used for their 
husks to make items such as baskets, sleeping mats and clothes.

Over the years, the teosinte plant was adapted to grow in 
different environments and to produce bigger ears with edible 
kernels. The grain developed into what is now known as corn, 
also called maize. Corn became widespread as the native people 
became nomadic, traveling and trading both to the south 
through Central America and to the north through Mexico into 
what is now the United States. Corn was very important to the 
Mayan and Aztec civilizations and to the native Americans.  
Archaeologists have found corn in the southwest U.S. dating back 
to 5,000 years ago.

HISTORY OF CORN

MESOAMERICA is a historic 
region that extends from 
central Mexico through 
Belize, Guatemala,  
El Salvador, Honduras, 
Nicaragua and northern 
Costa Rica. 
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Activity
• Pretend you are a plant breeder! 

• Your teacher will give you corn kernels, and a sheet with an ear of corn 
and a trash can printed on it. 

• Place the corn kernels with desired characteristics and glue them on 
the ear of corn. 

• Place the corn kernels with non-desired characteristics and glue them  
on the trash can. 

Materials Needed
• Paper corn kernels 

• Paper ear of corn

• Paper trash can

• Scissors

• Glue 

Plant Breeding Activity

Plant Breeder

Plant Breeders like Dr. Sarah McNeil, use 

science and technology to study seeds. 

They find the best characteristics in a 

seed and combine those characteristics 

with other seeds to make a stronger, 

healthier plant. With the help of science, 

plant breeders can create plants that 

produce more grain, can grow in dry 

environments and even plants that 

insects won’t want to eat. 

CORN RESEARCH CAREERS

Plant Breeder (studies plants and seeds)

Geneticist (studies genetics)

Agronomist (studies soils and crops) 

Entomologist (studies insects)


