
On Level Biology Summer Assignment 

OmnivOre’s Dilemma – YOung reaDer’s eDitiOn 

Everyone eats. But what Americans eat today looks very different from the diets of our parents and grandparents. Did 

you ever wonder where your food comes from, or what you should eat and why? Michael Pollan did. He called the 

problem of choosing what to eat – meat or vegetables? packaged or organic? local or international? – the omnivore’s 

dilemma. To discover how to make the best choices, he became a food detective. And now you can, too Before you 

chomp on a cheeseburger, slurp up your soda, or take a bite from a shiny apple, join Michael Pollan behind the scenes 

of your meals. 

To learn more, visit www.michaelpollan.com 

Objective: to better understand the food industry in America and how it relates to the on level Biology content by 

reading The Omnivore’s Dilemma: The Secrets Behind What You Eat (Young Reader’s Edition).  For your summer 

assignment, you will read the chapters, answer the guiding questions, and then analyze your own eating habits and 

choices. 

Summer Assignment Part 1 – Guiding Questions 

We suggest reading a chapter at a time and then answering the questions immediately after reading. You will keep your 

answers to these questions and use them in class throughout the year, but this will NOT be a graded portion of the 

assignment. 

Introduction:  

1. Explain what Michael Pollan believes is the “Omnivore’s Dilemma.” 

2. Briefly summarize the four food chains that Pollan follows in the book. 

Chapter 1 – How Corn Took Over America: 

1. Explain how corn is found in a variety of foods in the supermarket. 

2. Choose an item from your pantry and make a list of the hidden corn ingredients found in your food item. Use 

the chart “Hidden Corn” on page 11 to help identify corn derivatives. 

3. Defend this statement. All food begins with photosynthesis. 

4. Explain how biologists are able to tell how much corn we eat. 

5. Summarize how corn has become the most widely planted crop in America by tracing its spread from early 

Native Americans to the present. 

6. Define agribusiness. 

7. What is the industrial food chain? 

Chapter 2 – The Farm: 

1. How has the typical farm changed from the early 1900’s to the present day? Be 

sure to include typical crops and animals and average number of people fed. 

2. Identify the second most planted crop in the industrial food chain. 

3. What is hybrid corn? 

4. List the advantages of hybrid corn. 

5. Explain genetically modified organisms (GMOs). 

6. How are companies like Monsanto able to patent corn? 

7. Explain the advantages to a diversity of crops on a farm. 

8. Explain the role of feedlots in industrial corn production. 

http://www.michaelpollan.com/


Chapter 3 – From Farm to Factory:  

1. Summarize the role of the United States government in the 

development of industrial corn. 

2. What is the role of fossil fuels on an industrial farm? Is the use of 

fossil fuels to grow industrial crops, like corn, a sustainable method of 

farming for the next 10 years? 50 years? 100 years? 

3. What causes the “Dead Zone” in the Gulf of Mexico? 

4. Define farm subsidies. How do these government policies hurt 

farmers? 

5. Why do George Naylor, and other industrial famers, continue to grow corn and soybeans rather than other 

crops? 

Chapter 4 – The Grain Elevator: 

1. Identify the main corporations that buy the most corn grown in the United States. 

2. After looking at the graph on page 58, explain how corn is used in this country. 

Chapter 5 – The Feedlot, Turning Corn into Meat: 

1. What is a CAFO? 

2. Explain the costs of raising cattle of CAFO’s. 

3. Why are cattle fed corn/grain instead of grass? 

4. Describe the impact of the feedlot diet on the average cow. 

5. Identify the illnesses that can be caused by cows eating a grain based diet. 

Chapter 6 – Processed Food 

1. Counting all the corn we eat, how much corn does the average American eat each year? 

2. What are the 3 parts of a corn kernel? 

3. What happened in the 1960’s that is now the most valuable food product from corn? 

4. What is the highest profitable food for General Mills? How much does it cost to make? 

5. Describe what is meant by “adding value”? 

6. What is resistant starch? What health problems do you foresee with this being introduced into our diets? 

Chapter 7 – Fat From Corn 

1. In your own words, summarize the obesity issue in America. 

2. What is type-II diabetes? (Answer this in scientific terms – you make have to do some outside research.) 

3. What was the relationship between corn and soft drinks in 1980? How has this changed soft drink production 

and human consumption? 

4. Summarize the evolution of human eating habits. What is this a problem for us in today’s society? 

5. What is the omnivore’s dilemma? 

Chapter 8 – The Omnivore’s Dilemma 

1. Define omnivore, carnivore, and herbivore. Give an example organism of each.  

2. What adaptations does the human body have to be an omnivore? 

3. Why did we evolve a sweet tooth instinct? How is it harming us today? 

4. Why was the discovery of cooking important? 

5. Why are there so many food fads in America? 

6. On page 113, what does the book mean by “science” keeps changing? 



Chapter 9 – My Fast-Food Meal 

1. Why is it important for fast food places to have healthy (i.e. salad) options from a business perspective? 

2. What is TBHQ? What are the side effects? Why is it still found in our food? 

3. How many ingredients are in a McNugget? How many of these are corn? 

4. Which food item surprised you the most with its corn percentage from p. 123? 

5. Look at the graph on page 124, explain the relationship between high fructose corn syrup and childhood 

obesity? 

Part Two – Industrial Organic Meal (Ch. 10 – 11) 

1. Summarize the timeline of organic food’s introduction into society.  

2. What do you think, is there actually such a thing as organic processed food? 

3. Why does organic industrial farming still harm the environment? 

Part Three – The Local Sustainable Meal (Ch. 12 – 17) 

1. After reading chapter 12, write your own definition of what organic means to you.  

2. What does the term biodiversity mean? What effect does biodiversity have on Polyface farms? 

3. What is meant by the phrase “birds following herbivores”? List two other examples in nature, not already 

mentioned in the book.  

4. Grass-fed animals have higher levels of beta-carotene, vitamin E, folic acid, omega-6’s, and omega-3’s. Why do 

our bodies need each of these things? (You may have to look some of these up online.) 

Part Four – The Do-it-Yourself Meal (Ch. 18 – 22) 

1. What is the moral debate regarding the suffering of animals? 

2. How were wild pigs introduced to the California environment? Would you consider these pigs to be invasive 

species? Why or why not? 

3. What is the relationship between morels and forest fires? 

4. Why was the do-it-yourself meal the perfect meal? 

 

Part 2 – Research Activities and Questions for Discussion 

This is the graded portion of your summer assignment. Because these are critical thinking questions, your answers 

should be your own thoughts and reflections. No two individual’s answers should be the same. You will want to type 

your answers in Google drive on a Google doc and then submit them using the Google form on the Lassiter website. To 

submit your answers you must follow these important steps outlined below.  

 Go to your Google drive and create your answer document. Note: You must have a Gmail account to proceed, if 

you do not have a Gmail account you will need to make your own first. 

 To create a document click the red “New” button, then click “Google docs” and begin typing your answers. 

 Once your answers are complete, right click the document and select “get shareable link” and copy this link. 

 Now go to this link: https://goo.gl/t3EmKS 

 This link will open a Google Form: Please follow the directions on the form and click submit. 

 Bring a printed copy of your answers to school with you on the first day of school. 

 You are responsible for submitting your assignment digitally and on paper in order to receive credit for this 

assignment 

 

https://goo.gl/t3EmKS


Question 1 – Food Chain 

In biology class, you might be presented with a simple food chain (sun  grass  mouse  hawk). But most people in 

the United States are removed from this simple food chain found in nature. Instead, our food takes a variety of paths 

from the farm to our fridge.  

1a. The next time you eat a meal, think about the path it took to get to your plate. Where did all the parts come  

                           from? Write a list of the food, its components, and, if you can, trace them back to their farm, state, or  

                           country of origin. 

Define the following food chains in your own words: 

1b. Industrial 

1c. Industrial Organic 

1d. Local Sustainable 

1e. Hunter- Gatherer  

Question 2 – Corn: It’s What’s for Breakfast (and Lunch and Dinner) 

According to the Omnivore’s Dilemma, “There are some forty-five thousand items in the average American supermarket 

and more than a quarter of them now contain corn.” You may recognize corn on the cob, or in a can, or even as a bag of 

chips, but corn sneaks into all kinds of food. Manufactures also turn corn hydrogenated oil, corn syrup, sweeteners for 

your soda, cornstarch, ethanol, plastic, animal feed…and the list goes on. 

2a. Study the ingredients on a cereal box. What are they? Where do they come from? Are there any hidden corn  

                         ingredients in your cereal? Use the internet to help you. 

2b. How did all this corn get into our food? Government subsidies, shifting populations, and scientific advances  

                         have made corn our most plentiful crop and common ingredient. Create a timeline that charts the rise of  

                         corn in the U.S. Be sure to include political and technological milestones. 

 

Question 3 – Put Your Money Where Your Mouth Is 

Food production is a profitable business. Define the following terms and how they relate to the omnivore’s dilemma. 

3a. Added Value 

3b. Agribusiness 

3c. Annual Crops v. Perennial Crops 

3d. Food Miles 

3e. Hybrid 

3f. Subsidies 

3g. “Voting With Your Fork” 



 

Question 4 – Organic? Oh really? 

Many large corporations have organic brands. Some organic produce is shipped 

thousands of miles before it reaches your supermarket. 

4a. Choose an “organic” process food from the grocery store. Use the USDA 

chart to find out and describe how  

                            organic your chosen item really is. 

 

Question 5 – Case Closed? 

5a. Will your discoveries as a food detective change how you make food choices? Why or why not? 

 

  

 

 

 

 


