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Introductory Storyline

Overview
Introduc$on/Background:
This case study is being designed to explore claims made about modern food produc6on
and labeling prac6ces to help students dis6nguish the science from the pseudoscience. It
is geared towards a general audience and could be used in high school or undergraduate
Introductory Biology courses. The opening storyline focuses on a family at the grocery
store shopping for ingredients for a meal, when they become confused by all of the
op6ons for seemingly simple food items. This ini6ates ques6ons about terms and labels
such as non-GMO, organic, local, cage-free, an6bio6c-free, gluten-free, and others.
ANer ini6al reﬂec6on and discussion of what they know and what they need to know,
students will be asked to explore food terms to determine how they are deﬁned, how
labeling is regulated, the eﬀect on human health or the environment, how they aﬀect
price, and the science behind the term. The goal is to help students make informed
decisions by asking ques6ons, seeking answers, and ﬁnding and cri6cally evalua6ng
sources of informa6on. Teaching methods, follow-up ac6vi6es, and assessments are s6ll
being considered, but may include jigsaw, student presenta6ons, taste tes6ng, and
exploring family recipes. This project is s6ll early in its development, so we welcome
feedback and ideas for poten6al topics, mechanisms of implementa6on, or resources.
Audience:
High School Biology, Introductory Biology, Non-Majors Biology
Objec$ves:
Students will be able to:
• Deﬁne common terms related to food produc6on.
• Iden6fy how these are labeled on products and how that labeling is regulated.
• Describe the science behind food produc6on prac6ces and their impact in terms of
health, environment, and cost.
• Find and u6lize credible sources of informa6on about a scien6ﬁc topic.
• Evaluate the evidence and scien6ﬁc reasoning to make a decision about an important
health topic.

Poten$al Topics to Explore

[Amari is a college freshman coming home to visit family over winter break, and is at the grocery store with her mom and younger brother Cameron]
Amari: What’s for dinner tonight, Mom? I can’t wait for a home-cooked meal.
Mom: I’m making chicken tacos. I need to get some good food in you while I can. Who knows what kind of junk you eat when you’re away at school.
Amari: Sounds good!
Mom: Can you guys go grab the chicken, le_uce, and tomatoes? I’ll get the cheese and sour cream and will meet you at the tor6llas.
[Amari and Cameron walk to the meat department]
Cameron: How’s school? Going to lots of par6es?
Amari: Please, no one actually has 6me for that in college with all of the school work and studying to
do. It’s not what the movies make it out to be. College is a lot diﬀerent than high school.
Cameron: Mom said to get chicken breasts but look at all of these op6ons! Hormone-free, cage-free,
an6bio6c-free, free range. What does all of this mean?
Amari: It means it is more expensive! Look at the prices! Let’s just grab the cheapest one.
Cameron: Hold on a minute. Mom may want one of those other op6ons. We be_er just wait and ask
her. Let’s go get the le_uce and tomatoes; how hard could that be?
[Amari and Cameron head over to the produce department]
Amari: Really!? Four diﬀerent kinds of tomatoes? These just say tomatoes, but the others are labeled
non-GMO, organic, or locally grown.
[Amari and Cameron return empty-handed to Mom in the aisle near the tor6llas]
Cameron: Mom, we were overwhelmed with all the choices! It was so confusing; we didn’t know what
any of it meant. We couldn’t tell what it was that you actually wanted.
Mom: What do you mean? I just asked for chicken breasts, le_uce, and tomatoes.
Cameron: There were all of these labels like an6bio6c free, free range, non-GMO, and organic.
Mom: Hmm. I’m having the same problem here with the tor6llas; should I get the regular ones or
gluten-free?
Amari: Do any of these labels really mean anything? Isn’t food just food?
Mom: Why would they put it on there if it doesn’t ma_er? I want to make healthy choices for my
family, but I also don’t want to spend a fortune. When did going to the grocery store
become so complicated?

Seeking Feedback and Advice

Organic

Hormone free

Does the opening storyline work well to introduce the topic?

GMO

Fair trade

Sugges6ons for opening ac6vi6es?

Local

Probio6c

Gluten-free

Ar6ﬁcial dyes/preserva6ves

An6bio6c-free

High fructose corn syrup

Cage free/Free range

MSG

General Issues to Address
What does the term mean?
What types of food items does the term apply?

- generate ques6ons
- deﬁne terms
- ranking/sor6ng of terms
How to structure student research of topics?
Mechanisms of implementa6on?
- student presenta6ons
- in6mate debate

What is the science behind the prac6ce?

Is it okay that the case is broad or should it be more focused?

What are the issues related to this term?

Other poten6al topics to explore?

How is deﬁning/labeling regulated?

Useful references or resources?

How does it aﬀect cost?
What are the eﬀects? human health, environment, etc
(Along with topic-speciﬁc ques6ons)

