


WATCH FOR THESE VOCAB WORDS! Maize, Teosinte, The Three Sisters, Mortar, Pestle, Traits, GMO, Selective Breeding

Corn is native to North America and has a prominent role in many native cultures. It was first domesticated 
from the grassy plant called teosinte about 9,000 years ago in southern Mexico. Archaeologists determined 
that corn came to what is now the United States about 5,000 years ago. Corn is one of the Three Sisters, 
(corn, beans and squash) which were three key crops for many Native American cultures. Corn was easy to 
dry and use during the winter months for foods like hominy which is preserved dried corn.

Corn Was Key in North American History

Why Does Corn Look Like It Does Today?
You learned corn has evolved from a grass to its modern 
form over 9,000 years of modification. These changes 
were made possible by ancient people who used 
selective breeding by selecting and breeding plants 
with preferred traits, which led to the domestication and 
development of corn. Corn is also known as maize. 

In the 1960’s, archeologist Richard McNeish traveled to 
Mesoamerica and found preserved corn cobs almost 
5,300 years old having roughly 50 kernels. Selective 
breeding and cross-pollinating early corn plants 
produced desired traits such as larger kernels and bigger 
ears. These plants were then used to breed the next 
generations of crops. The plants with undesirable traits 
were not selected. 

The process of choosing desired traits in a crop still 
exists today. In addition to conventional plant breeding, 
scientists can genetically modify the DNA of corn crops. 
These genetic modifications in corn generally include 
herbicide tolerance, insect protection, drought tolerance 
and other beneficial traits.

CAREERS IN CORN
• Plant Breeder
• Agronomist
• Molecular Geneticist
• Plant and Cell Biology Researcher
• Regulatory Affairs Manager

What do you know about GMOs? 
If someone asked you what a GMO is, would you know 
the answer? Your teacher will introduce you to an 
activity where you will research genetically modified 
organisms (GMOs). You will then have a discussion 
with your classmates to share what you learned. 
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Dent, sweet, flint and popcorn make up four of the most common varieties of corn. Within these four 
groups seeds can be used to create modifications to color. Today’s investigation will focus on Glass Gem 
Corn. This corn is similar to flint or Indian corn but usually is much more vibrant and typically smaller in 
size. Farmers of glass gem corn will often choose the brightest colored seeds to grow their future colorful 
crop. Glass gem corn grows multiple cobs on a stalk versus other types of corn that may grow just one. This 
contributes to their smaller size. 

GLASS GEM CORN
PROCEDURE
• Lay out a piece of vellum or graph paper in a sheet protector on a 

flat surface. 

• Using small containers with water and food coloring, create various 
colors mimicking the seed selection process when growing glass 
gem corn.

• Using a pipette create your own varieties of glass gem corn.

• You can mix colors, dilute colors, or add more color to the water. 

• When you are done creating your cob, write about your selection 
process for color and creation. 

MATERIALS
• Water

• Small containers

• Food coloring

• Micro or disposable 
pipettes

• Vellum or graph paper 
in a sheet protector
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