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HISTORY

Corn was first domesticated by native peoples in Mexico about 10,000 years ago with the domes-
tication of an ancient grass called teosinte. Native Americans taught the European colonists to
grow the indigenous grains, and, since its introduction into Europe by Christopher Columbus and
other explorers, corn has spread across the world. It is grown from 58° N latitude in Canada and
Russia to 40° S latitude in South America. Corn is popped and eaten on the cob, made into syrup
and flour, and even used for fuel and plastic. Between 2016 and 2017, about a billion tons of corn

were produced around the globe, and corn yields more than six percent of all food calories for
humans.

FUN FACTS

\With the exception

of Antarctica, corn is
produced on every
continent in the world.

Corn is called maize
by most countries,

this comes from the
Spanish word ‘maiz.

In a Mayan creation
myth, humans were
made by mixing the
blood of the gods
with dough made
from corn.

Due to the large
surface area of leaves
on a corn stalk, corn
is more effective at
photosynthesis than
many other plants.

BOOK RECOMMENDATIONS

Micucci, Charles. The Life and Times of Corn. 2009.

Building upon his successful series of creative science for the younger grades,
the author-illustrator of the LIFE AND TIMES series focuses on the science, uses
and history of American's most prevalent crop. A master of fascinating trivia, he
knows just how to draw readers in and expand on a seemingly small topic.

Heos, Bridget. So You Want to Grow a Taco?. 2016.
A young boy wants to grow his own tacos, learns where the many ingredients

come from, and learns how to grow corn and make tortillas. Includes kid-friendly
taco recipe.
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OBJECTIVES
- Students will be able to identify the events
that led to the evolution of corn over time.

- Students will be able to analyze how muta-
tions led to a change in corn structure over
time.

MA STATE FRAMEWORK(s)

+ LS3.A Inheritance of traits
+ LS3.B Variation of traits
+ LS4.B Natural selection

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

+ How have humans directed the evolution of
corn through artificial selection?

+ How has corn evolved over time?
- What mutations led to the change in corn?

MATERIALS NEEDED

- Computer
- Projector

+ Printed student handouts

INTRODUCTION

Note from Educator: | have taught variations or parts of this lesson in my biology classes at the
freshmen and AP level. | enjoy teaching this when teaching about evolution, as an introduction to
something so ‘common’ to us all as corn, even though, our ancestors would not have ever seen

a corn cob as big as the ones we grow today. The ancestral teosinte is much smaller, and not as
sweet as today's corn. I have also used this lesson in environmental science by planting corn, hav-
ing students measure growth over time, learn about pollination, and then compare today's corn
yields to our ancestors. Of course, today's agricultural industry relies much more on machines
and herbicides to improve yields, so it can be an interesting discussion. | also plan on teaching
this lesson when introducing genetically modified organisms, so students can compare artificial

selection, evolution, and debate the use of GMOs in our food supply.
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LESSON

1) Teachers should ask the students what corn is. What does it look like? They may choose to bring an
ear of corn to get the students asking questions.

2) Teachers should ask students where corn is found. Maybe they eat popcorn, corn on the cob, or
cornmeal products.

3) Teachers should ask students, "Has corn always looked the way it does? How has it changed over
time?”

4) Teachers should show students the film “Popped secret: mysterious origins of corn. (https./bit.
ly/3ECKGED)"

5) After the film, students should answer questions on the attached handout: Stalking the genetic basis
of a trait.

6) Teachers should have students reflect on the importance of corn in regards to our economy and
industry. Corn is one of the United States' major crops! (https./bit.ly/3rO1AZh)

7) Teachers should end with a discussion of the future of corn, as they see best for their class. Use this
article from National Geographic for discussion ideas: U.S. Corn Production is Booming - But not for the
Reasons Scientists Hoped. (https://on.natgeo.com/3g4s31S)

Sample Questions
a) Is genetic modification to corn beneficial?
b) How will corn crops continue to evolve?
c) What are the benefits & drawbacks of GMOs?
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'/ Stalking the Genetic Basis of a Trait Activity

Student Handout

INTRODUCTION

The Biolnteractive short film Popped Secret: The Mysterious Origin of Corn describes how the evolution of corn
was mostly a mystery until George Beadle proposed a bold new hypothesis in 1939: corn evolved through
artificial selection from a central American grass called teosinte. Researcher John Doebley continued Beadle’s
work and demonstrated, at the molecular level, how the differences between corn and teosinte were largely the
result of just a handful of genes. One of these genes studied by Doebley is called teosinte branched1, or tb1.

In this activity, you will participate in a trail of discovery in which you will propose experiments, analyze data,
and build an explanation for how changes in DNA cause corn to have a different phenotype than its ancestor,
teosinte.

PART 1: How does the tb1 gene relate to corn having one main stalk?

1. Examine Figure 1, which shows drawings of corn and teosinte. List at least three differences in phenotype
between the two plants.

Teosinte Plant Corn Plant

Figure 1. Drawings of teosinte and corn.

2. The text below is part of the transcript from the film Popped Secret: The Mysterious Origin of Corn. Read the
text and then write a short summary in your own words of the experiment Dr. Doebley performed and what
the results indicate about the genetic control of branching in corn and teosinte.

Narrator: So, another really obvious difference between teosinte and corn is that teosinte produces
dozens of these little tiny ears on a plant that branches a lot, and corn just produces a couple of ears on
a plant that hardly branches at all. So what’s going on there?

Dr. Doebley: There is one gene that we’ve identified that plays a central role in that process. And you
call it the branching gene.

Narrator: Dr. Doebley explained how putting the teosinte version of the branching gene into maize
made the maize plants more branched, like teosinte. And putting the maize version of the gene into
teosinte made the teosinte plants less branched.

3. One of the genes studied by Dr. Doebley is called teosinte branched1, or tb1. This gene codes for a protein
called TB1. Expression of the th1 gene affects the number of the plant’s side branches. In this activity, you

Artificial Selection Updated July 2019
www.Biolnteractive.org Page 1 of 9
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Stalking the Genetic Basis of a Trait

Activity
Student Handout

will take on the role of a researcher whose goal is to determine the effect that specific changes to the
tb1 gene have on the phenotype of teosinte and corn plants to answer the overarching question: How
did changes to the tb1 gene influence the phenotype of teosinte and corn plants?

Before beginning your research, you should first review how genes affect proteins and ultimately
phenotypes. Recall that the flow of genetic information starts with DNA, which is transcribed into RNA,
which is then translated into protein. Summarize your understanding by making a sketch of the flow of
genetic information in the box labeled Figure 2 and include a caption.

Figure 2. Caption:

4.

There is a lot more to genes than just the region that codes for a protein. Figure 3 illustrates the basic
structure of a gene that is being actively transcribed. Review your understanding of gene transcription and
DNA regions that can affect gene transcription by labeling the boxes in Figure 3 with the letters a—e, which

correspond to the terms listed below. For example, write the letter “a” in the box pointing at the coding
region of a gene.

a. Protein-coding region d. mRNA
b. Regulatory region e. RNA polymerase
c. Promoter
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Stalking the Genetic Basis of a Trait Student Handout

5. Keeping in mind the information illustrated in Figures 2 and 3, discuss some different ways that a mutation
could affect the expression of the tb1 gene. Record your ideas.
e How could mutations in the protein-coding region affect tb1 expression?
e How could mutations in regulatory regions affect th1 expression?
e How could you design an experiment to determine whether the mutation that led to corn’s shape is in
the coding region or the regulatory region?

PART 2: Analyze Investigations of the th1 Gene

Researchers have conducted a number of experiments to decipher how specific changes in tb1 led to changes in
the branching pattern in corn to answer the overarching question:

How did changes to the tb1 gene influence the phenotype of teosinte and corn plants?

In Part 2, you will review the questions guiding different aspects of the research and analyze and interpret the
results by answering the discussion questions. Make sure to include the evidence that supports your answer.

Artificial Selection Updated July 2019
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RESEARCH QUESTION A: Is the TB1 protein different in corn and teosinte?
Experiment A: Compare the amino acids in teosinte TB1 and corn TB1.

Result A: 120 of the amino acids from the TB1 protein in corn and teosinte are shown below.

ICTAGGUMRDRRYRLSLOVARKF FALQDMLGFDKASKTVQWLLNTSKSAIQEIMADDASSE  TB1 amino acids corn,
ICTAGGMRDRRMRLSLIVARKFFALGIMLGFDKASKTVWLLNTSKSAIQEIMADIASSE  TB1 amino acids teosinte

CVEDGSSSLEVDGKENPAEQLGGEGDQKPKENCRGEGKKPAKASKARATPKPPRKSMINA  TB1 amino acids corn
CVEDGSSSLAVDGKHNPAELGGEED)KPKENCRGEGKKPAKRSKARATPKPPRKSAINIA  TB1 amino acids teosinte

Figure 4. A comparison of 120 amino acids from the TB1 protein in corn and teosinte. Different amino acids are represented
by letters of the alphabet.

Discussion questions:

1. How would answering the research question “Is the TB1 protein different in corn and teosinte?” help you
determine the role specific changes to the tb1 gene play in affecting the phenotype of teosinte and corn
plants?

2. Carefully examine the amino acids found in the TB1 protein from the two species. What do you observe?

3. Do you predict that the two proteins function differently? Why or why not?

4. Based on the amino acid data, what do you predict about the similarity in the DNA sequences in the coding
region of the gene in the two species?

5. Do the data from the amino acids making up TB1 support the claim that teosinte and corn are closely
related? Why or why not?

Artificial Selection Updated July 2019
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RESEARCH QUESTION B: Is the coding region of the th1 gene sequence different in corn and teosinte?

Experiment B: Compare the DNA sequences of the teosinte tb1 and corn tb1 coding regions.

Result B: 120 nucleotides from the tb1 gene in corn and teosinte are shown below.

GEAGGAGGAGGAGATCAGAAGCCCAAGGGTAATTOCCGCGaACGAGGGGARGAAGCT
goaouUoATOAOOACA Ll LADAADLLLARDOTO Ll AN oULoLoolLoanOUOoOAR AR TUL
FEELTEEEEr et errrer e e e e e e e e e et ererrend
GEAGGAGGAGGAGATCAGAAGCCCAAGGGTAATTGCCEGCEEGCEAGGREAAGAAGCC
ToAUsoADoADUOACAl LADAALDLLLARLOEl AN rlLlLoLouolLbanoLoansanoULL
AT AT R A A AR A A A A N T AT
MGGLMCII‘.&G\:\.L'.'L:\..\.'.'\.T\...\...ﬂ\..\..\..\...L'.'l'l.l".\_'.'\...\.thf_ﬂﬂﬂf_ﬂ.ﬂIhGGhLﬂﬂIr‘.ﬂhG\.
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Figure 5. A comparison of 120 nucleotides from the tb1 gene in corn and teosinte.

Discussion questions:

aO—0

11—

tb1 sequence from corn
tb1 sequence from teosinte

tb1 sequence from corn
tb1 sequence from teosinte

6. How would answering the research question “Is the coding region of the tb1 gene sequence different in corn
and teosinte?” help you determine the role specific changes to the tb1 gene play in affecting the phenotype

of teosinte and corn plants?

7. Carefully examine the nucleotides found in the tb1 gene from the two species. What do you observe?

8. Recall that Dr. Doebley put the teosinte version of the branching gene tb1 into corn and it caused the corn
plants to have more branches. He also put the corn version of the gene into teosinte, which caused the
teosinte plants to have fewer branches. Do the data for Result B support the claim that the difference in
branching in the two species is caused by differences in the coding region of the tb1 gene? Why or why not?

9. Do the data from the nucleotides in the tb1 gene from the two species support the claim that teosinte and

corn are closely related? Why or why not?

Artificial Selection
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RESEARCH QUESTION C: Is there a difference in the regulatory region for the tb1 gene in corn and teosinte?

Experiment C: Compare the DNA sequences of the regulatory regions of the teosinte tb1 and corn tb1
genes.

Results C: The sequence of the regulatory region of the tb1 gene differs between corn and teosinte.
e There are differences in the upstream regulatory region of the gene.
e The regulatory region for the corn tb1 gene has an insertion of 4,900 nucleotides (called Hopscotch)
compared to the regulatory region for the teosinte tb1 gene.
e The insertion is estimated to have occurred about 28,000 years ago.

“Extra” DNA
Regulatory region th1 gene corn
Regulatory region tb1 gene teosinte
— | =

Figure 6. lllustration showing the regulatory region of the tb1 gene in corn and teosinte.

Discussion questions:

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

How would answering the research question “Is there a difference in the regulatory region for the tb1 gene
in corn and teosinte?” help you determine the role specific changes to the tb1 gene play in affecting the
phenotype of teosinte and corn plants?

What are possible functions of the regulatory region of a gene?

What are some ways that mutations in a regulatory region can affect the amount of protein product made
from a gene? What ideas do you have for how you could further test this question?

Do the data for Result C support the claim that the difference in branching in the two species is caused by
differences in the regulatory region of the tb1 gene? Why or why not?

What is the significance of the date at which the Hopscotch insertion is thought to have occurred?

Artificial Selection Updated July 2019
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RESEARCH QUESTION D: Does the Hopscotch insertion in the corn tb1 regulatory region affect the expression of

the gene?

Experiment D: To answer this question, researchers made DNA regions that mimicked the regulatory region
of the tb1 gene from both corn and teosinte. They made the corn regulatory region both with and without
the large DNA insertion (Hopscotch). They then created larger DNA regions that also contained the gene that
gives off light when it is expressed (luciferase) and other elements needed for gene expression. Researchers
put these three different gene constructs into the leaf cells of corn. They measured the amount of light
given off for the three different types of regulatory regions. The amount of light is a measure of the degree

to which the gene is expressed.

Results D:

Gene constructs
“Extra” DNA

| Regulatory region corn -:-

@ulatory region corn -
| Regulatory region teosinte-
]

Luciferase gene

Discussion question:

Relative gene expression

=

I
I

1.0

2.0

Figure 7. Gene constructs and the

resulting gene expression levels. Error
bars represent 95% confidence
intervals (margins of error) on the
means for each construct. Non-
overlapping error bars suggest that
the difference between means may be
significant. Formal statistical tests
confirmed that the difference in
expression for the regulatory region
from corn with the “extra” DNA is
statistically different than the levels of
expression from the other two
constructs.

15. Use the data in Figure 7 to answer the research question “Does the Hopscotch insertion in the corn tb1
regulatory region affect the expression of a gene?”

Artificial Selection
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RESEARCH QUESTION E: What is the function of the TB1 protein?
Experiment E: See whether the TB1 amino acid sequence is similar to sequences from proteins of known
function.

Result E: The TB1 protein is a member of a family of proteins that bind to DNA. More specifically, the protein
is a transcription factor.

Discussion questions:
16. Does the TB1 protein determine the phenotype directly, or does it work indirectly by influencing the
expression of other genes? Explain.

17. For a plant to make a branch, many cellular processes must take place. For example, the plant needs to
make new cells. With this in mind, brainstorm ideas for possible functions for genes that are regulated by
the tb1 gene.

Artificial Selection Updated July 2019
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Synthesis:

Reflecting on the original overarching question, “How did changes to the tb1 gene influence the phenotype of
teosinte and corn plants?”, construct an explanation based on evidence for how the structure of DNA in a
regulatory region determines the expression of proteins that can affect the phenotype. Your explanation should
include a claim, evidence that supports the claim, and the scientific reasoning or logic that links the evidence to
the claim.

Artificial Selection Updated July 2019
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