NEH Oaxaca Summer 2010 

6th Grade Social Studies Unit on MAIZE

by Jake Sproull

Overall Unit Goal:  Students will be introduced to the cultures of Mesoamerica by examining the history of maize from ancient times to the present day.

Time:  2 weeks

Objectives:  

Students will learn about the cultural relevance of maize by reading historic Mesoamerican folk tales and then creating skits based on these stories.  Students will learn to compare and contrast cultures, and gain an appreciation for the diversity of peoples who lived in ancient Mesoamerica.

Students will read secondary texts about maize in order to understand its history, biology, and culinary uses.

Students will learn about the impact of corn in today's environment and world trade markets by participating in a global trade simulation.

Opening "sponge" activity:

1.  Show photos of a metate and a mano to the class.  Brainstorm with students what they think the objects are used for.  Discuss what students might infer about the culture of the people who use these objects.  How are these tools different from the tools one might use in a modern American kitchen?

2.  Bring in samples of several types of corn, or photographic images that display different types of corn.  Then brainstorm with students the various uses of corn in the past.  Make a list on the board.  

3.  Next brainstorm with students what products contain corn today.  (Provide students with a complete list afterwards - this will help bring relevance the world simulation later in the unit.  A possible source for this product list can be found at:  "A Zillion Uses for Corn" http://www.ontariocorn.org/classroom/products.html)

4.  Class discussion:  compare and contrast the uses of corn in the past to the uses of corn today. 

5.  Define and discuss with students the difference between "MAIZE" and "CORN."  Source information for this discussion can be found in Betty Fussell's article "Translating Maize into Corn:  The Transformation of America's Native Grain" (see NEH readings).   More information can also be found at Iowa State University's "Maize Page":  http://www.ag.iastate.edu/departments/agronomy/general.html
Introduction Lecture:  Outline of corn history in Mesoamerica.  Students will read excerpts from The Mystery of the Maize (Mark Meirhenry & David Volk).  The Mexicolore site is also a great resource for background info.  Students will answer questions based on the reading (questions still to be determined, once I get to review the student reading material more thoroughly).

Lesson 1:  Cultural History

Students will learn about the history of corn by reading stories that detail the origins of corn in Aztec, Maya, and other Mesoamerican cultures.  (See Mexicolore site:  http://www.mexicolore.co.uk/index.phpone=azt&two=sto&tab=two&typ=reg&id=332)

Other Possible Reading Options
People of the Corn by Mary Joan Gerson (this Maya story is at the elementary level, but could be used for students to read and act out as a skit).

The Legend of Food Mountain by Harriet Rohmer.  This book recounts the story of how Quetzalcoatl brings corn to earth.

Birth of the Fifth Sun and Other Mesoamerican Tales by Jo Harper.  This looks like a great middle school book!  It includes many different folktales, including "Corn Mountain."  The book also includes a Nahuatl glossary of important names and terms!
Break students into groups of 4 - 6.  Students will read one historical tale and then act out the story to the class.  After all skits have been performed, students will compare and contrast the similarities and differences among the various cultures presented.  Essential discussion questions:  Analyze each historic tale to determine how corn was valued in the past.   Why do you think corn was so important to ancient Mesoamerican cultures?  What similarities and/or differences do you notice among the stories?

Lesson 2:  Geography & Production

Students will learn about where corn is grown today, the climate and geological conditions needed for successful production.  

more facts available at:  http://www.campsilos.org/mod3/students/index.shtml  (Maps and images are still needed)

Possible idea:  Watch clips from "King Corn," which documents how two men grow corn and the changing face of corn production in the USA.

Lesson 3:  World Simulation

Break students in teams that represent the following countries (the countries represented here are either major world importers or exporters of corn):  USA, Mexico, Japan, China, Argentina 

Round 1:  Students will receive a information sheet with facts about their country in 2010.  Facts to include:  Population, per capita income, geography facts (in regards to the country's ability to produce corn), annual corn production, annual corn needs.  The goal for each team is to successfully meet its "corn needs" by 2050.  Students will have three rounds (2020, 2030, & 2040) to reach their goal, followed by a final discussion, or "Corn Summit of 2050."  During each decade, students will draw a fate card that details what is happening in the world market regarding corn production.  Students can earn corn by trading with other countries, or earning "corn kernels," which can be earned by answering "Corn Questions" at the beginning of each round (I still need to make up the "Corn Questions," which I will do after I review and finalize the student readings.)

Facts to present to students (info from US Grains Council.  www.grains.org/corn):

Corn is grown in more countries than any other crop.

The USA is the top corn producer in the world today.

Corn is the USA's largest crop in both value and production.

Top World Corn Production:  USA (39%), China (21%), EU (8%), Brazil (6.5%), Mexico (3.1%), India (2.3%), South Africa (1.6%), Argentina (1.6%)

Top World Corn Exporters:  USA (59%), Argentina (10.5%), Brazil (8.9%), Ukraine (6.8%), South Africa (3.1%)

Top World Corn Importers:  Japan (35%), Mexico (16.5%), Korea (11.3%), Taiwan (7.1%), Egypt (5%)

Country A (USA)

1. Your population is 350 million.

2.  Your available agricultural land is 922 million acres.

3.  About 1% of your population works in agriculture.

4.  Your per capita income is $46,380

5.  You produce 39% of the world's corn and your corn yield makes up 59% of the world's exports.

6.  Your annual yield is 20 corn kernels.

7.  Your population needs 40 kernels by 2050.

Country B (China)

1. Your population is 1.2 billion.

2.  Your available agricultural land is 1.4 million sq. kilometers

3.  65% of your population works in agriculture.

4.  Your per capita income is $6,567

5.  You produce 21% of the world's corn, but rarely sell any of your corn for export.

6.  Your annual yield is 10 corn kernels.

7.  Your population needs 40 kernels by 2050.

County C (Mexico)

1. Your population is 111 million.

2.  Your available agriculture land is 54 million acres.

3.  18% of your population works in agriculture.

4.  Your per capita income is $13,600

5.  You produce 3.1% of the world's corn and your country buys 16.5% of the world's imports.

6.  Your annual yield is 5 corn kernels.

7.  Your population needs 20 kernels by 2050.

Country D (Japan)

1. Your population is 122 million.

2.  Your available agricultural land is 4.65 million hectares.

3.  About 5% of your population works in agriculture.

4.  Your per capita income is $32, 600

5.  You produce 0% of the world's corn and your country buys 35% of the world's exports.

6.  Your annual yield is 0 corn kernels.

7.  Your population needs 35 kernels by 2050.

Country E (Argentina)

1. Your population is 41 million.

2.  Your available agricultural land is __?__ million hectares.  (I haven't been able to find this yet!)

3.  About 7% of your population works in agriculture.

4.  Your per capita income is $14,560

5.  You produce 1.6% of the world's corn and your corn yield makes up 10.5% of the world's exports.

6.  Your annual yield is 5 corn kernels.

7.  Your population needs 10 kernels by 2050.

Corn Fate Cards:  For each decade in the simulation (2020, 2030, & 2040), the teacher will read a "Corn Fate Card" to the group.  Students will need to respond to the directions on the card, and then proceed in a round of trading.  After each round, the teacher and students can discuss how the Fate Cards affected each country's supply of corn.

2020

A new distributor is selling genetically modified seeds and chemical fertilizers that can increase your crop yield up to four times the regular output.  Before collecting your country's annual corn kernels, roll the die to find out this year's crop yield.  For a roll of 1, 2, 3, or 4, multiply your annual yield by the number on the die to receive your increased amount.  If you roll a 5 or 6, you decide not to purchase any modified seeds, and you will grow your regular annual corn yield. 
2030
Over the past decade, some farmers have been utilizing genetically modified seeds and synthetic fertilizers to grow corn.  As a result, on those farms the land is becoming depleted of natural resources and your corn crop is at risk of destruction by disease and pests.  If you used genetically modified seeds and fertilizers in Round 1, your annual corn production has now dropped to just one half of your original annual yield.  Return 1/2 of your total corn kernels to the WMSC (World Maize Supply Center).   If you did not use genetically modified seeds in Round 1, collect your regular annual amount.  Note:  All farmers will benefit from integrated, sustainable land management.  Find out 5 facts about sustainable and/or organic corn production for tomorrow, and your country will regain 1/4 of its annual yield.  Bring in your facts to begin restoring your land and replenish your corn supply! 
2040

Over the past decade, the standard of living around the world has improved, and therefore the corn demand for livestock and industry has increased.  Currently, the supply of corn cannot meet the worldwide demand.  All countries produce only 1/2 of their traditional annual output.  After you receive this year's reduced supply of corn kernels, talk to your group to plan how you will meet your corn needs in 2050.  Is is possible to meet every country's needs by 2050?   What problems might develop over the next decade?
