
Who Took My Bag of Chips? 
Instructor Background 

 
Subject:  Biology, biotechnology and bioethics 
Grade Level:  High school 
 
 This project is a culminating activity after a unit of study biotechnology and 
genetic engineering. Students should have been introduced to the following concepts 
before engaging in this activity: DNA, protein synthesis, genetics, biotechnology, 
manipulating DNA, electrophoresis, cell transformation, plasmids and transgenic 
organisms.  
 
Day 1: Review transgenic organisms and GMF’s with students.  Have them complete the 
“Genetic Manipulation” activity found at the following web address:   
 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/harvest/engineer/transgen.html 
 
Students’ should briefly outline what occurred in each step. 
 
Pose the question:  Is your favorite processed snack food genetically modified? 
Have students discuss what their favorite processed snack food is.  Make a list on the 
board and discuss how the food ingredients are grown and processed.  Students should 
copy this list to their own paper.  Using the following database, have students look up 
each food and indicated if they are genetically modified or not by writing either GM 
(genetically modified) or N (natural) after each. 
 
http://www.truefoodnow.org/shoppersguide/guide_printable.html 
 
Count and calculate the % of GM foods on the list. 
 
Day 2 and 3: Introduction of the problem:  Should foods containing GMF’s be available 
to students at HHS? 
 
Students will research and write a position statement dealing with the pros and cons 
surrounding the issues of health, the environment and the economics of GMF’s. 
 
The following problem should be introduced to the students: 
 
The staff at Helena High School has decided to eliminate all foods containing genetically 
modified ingredients from the cafeteria, vending machines and snack bars.  The student 
body is very divided about this issue.  Some students have had a sit-in to protest the 
removal of chips and M and M’s from their school diet.  The biology classes have been 
asked by the HHS Student Council to research the issues surrounding GMF’s.  Class 
findings and positions will be presented at a school board meeting. The Helena Public 
School Board will make the final decision on whether “Twinkies and other GMF’s” 
remain on the menu. 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/harvest/engineer/transgen.html
http://www.truefoodnow.org/shoppersguide/guide_printable.html


 
Researching the Problem: 
 

1. Divide the class into three working groups: health, environment and economics.  
Students can work in pairs to find evidence supporting the pro and con arguments. 

2. Hand out the 3-pro/con sheets to each student. 
3. Explain to students that they are responsible for completing one of the sheets for 

their assigned group. 
4. Prepare a classroom set of folders containing articles pertinent to each working 

group. 
5. In addition, provide the following databases/sites for further research: 

http://www.agbios.com/news.php 
http://www.pbs.org/now/science/genedebate.html 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/harvest/exist/arguments.html 
 

6. Have groups’ access folders and complete research. 
 
Day 4:  Have a round table discussion where each student presents his/her findings in a 
one – two minute summary.  Students need to take notes on all working group findings. 
 
Suggested roles: 

• Senior Citizen (Mr./Mrs. Smith):  You are on a fixed income and concerned about 
the noise and pollution from the new recycling center proposed to be built near 
your neighborhood. 

• Senior Citizen (Mr./Mrs. Smith):  You are on a fixed income and concerned about 
the noise and pollution from the new recycling center proposed to be built near 
your neighborhood. 

• College Professor (Dr. Knowitall):  You are a tenure track sociology professor 
from the local university and have researched environmental justice issues for 
some time. 

• Graduate Student (Iam Smart):  You are a graduate student of Dr. Knowitall and 
will complete your thesis research within a year.  You come from a low income 
family and are the first to graduate from college. 

• Newspaper Reporter (Nancy Nosey):  You represent the local newspaper and are 
interested in environmental, public health and employment issues in the county. 

• Local Environmental Group Member:  You have been active in the local 
environmental group for years and are concerned about maintaining the pristine 
ecological preserves in the area from development. 

• Job Training Center Supervisor:  You are always looking for job placements for 
trainees and wish to place at-risk youth in some type of program. 

• City and County Landfill Board Member:  You know the landfill is at capacity 
and there is not room for expansion.  You would like to have the county consider 
incineration rather than a recycling center. 

• President of an Independent Hauler:  You are the President of an independent 
hauler that picks up trash from businesses in the area.  You would like to expand 
your business. 

http://www.agbios.com/news.php
http://www.pbs.org/now/science/genedebate.html
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/harvest/exist/arguments.html


• Union Representative:  You are a union representative for city employees and are 
concerned about maintaining the health, economic and job base from your 
workers. 

• President of the recycling firm in the next county:  You have a successful program 
and would like to expand into the next county.  You would provide trucks and 
workers to haul the materials to your site. 

•  Boys and Girls Service Clubs in the County:  You represent the local service 
clubs in the county that have regular recycling drives to raise funds for youth 
clubs in the area.  You also recently became involved in politics, as a Local 
County Commissioner. You were elected to the commission on the platform of 
“more jobs for the community”. 

• Department of Natural Resources Representative:  You are attending the meeting 
because the proposal has the recycling center located near a pristine wetland area. 

• Tribal Interests:  You represent the Native American Tribe in the area that has 
large landing holdings containing pristine wetlands and wildlife areas.  You are 
interested in preserving the land and water resources while at the same time 
developing economically viable businesses for your community. 

• Railroad Interests:  You represent the local railroad which has a rail line next to 
the proposed new recycling center. 

• Local Marketing Firm:  You represent a local marketing firm that has had success 
with selling anything to anyone. 

• Visiting Resident of Chicago Area:  You are willing to share your background 
and experiences in dealing with community based environmental issues.  

 
Day 5-6:  In the computer lab, students will write a position statement on the problem 
(Should foods containing GMF’s be available to students at HHS?) based on the 
presentations of their classmates.  The paper should be two-pages in length, double-
spaced and in MLA format.  The paper should answer the question, give supporting 
evidence from each area, and be addressed to the school board. 
 
The following structure may be used to organize the students’ letters: 
 

Helena School District #1 
55 S. Rodney  
Helena, MT  59601 
 
Dear School Board Chair: 
 
Introduction: State the problem and your position. 
 
Paragraph 1: Write the pro or con health statement and give the supporting evidence. 
 
Paragraph 2: Write the pro or con environmental statement and give the supporting evidence. 
 
Paragraph 3: Write the pro or con economic statement and give the supporting evidence. 
 
Conclusion: Restate your position, summarize your main points and thank the School Board for 
reading your letter. 
 



Sincerely, 
 
After submission of the letters, students can informally vote with a show of hands there 
they approve the use of GMF within the schools. 


