
Seeds to Plate Nutrition Grades 6-8

High Fructose Corn Syrup: 
Understanding Ingredients 

Overview:  
Students will practice reading food labels to 
determine what ingredients are present in a 
product.  They will watch an excerpt from the 
film Food, Inc. to learn about the prevalence of 
high fructose corn syrup in our food system 
and its impact on the public’s health. 

Objectives: 
At the end of the lesson students will be able 
to:  

Define high fructose corn syrup 
(HFCS) 
Understand the statement from Food 
Inc.: “corn is in everything!” 
Think critically about the ingredients 
that are added to their food.  
Describe why the food industry has 
switched to using HFCS (instead of 
using sugar cane and beet sugar) as the 
main source of sugar in many packaged 
foods. 

Vocabulary: 
abundance 
monopoly 
obesity 

processed food 
capitalization 
subsidy  

accessibility 
mass production 
high fructose 
corn syrup 

Learning Activities: 
1. Warm- Up (5 min.) 

A. Ask students to recall the definition of processed food: any food that has 
been altered before consumption.  Tell students that while some processed 
food can be healthy, processing food can also cause whole foods to lose 
some of their natural nutrients.  Other ingredients are often added to 
processed foods that are not healthy.  
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Materials: 
Film: Food, Inc.; use the 
corn segment. 
Food, Inc. Discussion 
Guide (pages 31-36). 
Several food items (and 
non-food items) with 
labels that list high 
fructose corn syrup as an 
ingredient 

On the Board: 
Vocabulary 
Student Reflection 
Questions 

Suggested Snack: 
A very lightly sweetened 
beverage, like iced green 
tea 
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B. Ask students what they know about high fructose corn syrup. Call on 1-2 
students to share. 

C. Review vocabulary terms: 
- high fructose corn syrup: corn syrup to which enzymes have been added 

to change some of the glucose to fructose, making the product sweeter 
than regular corn syrup 

- mass production: the manufacture of food items in large quantities by 
machinery and the use of techniques such as the assembly line: mass 
production 

- abundance: an extremely plentiful quantity or supply 
- monopoly: exclusive control of a commodity or service in a particular 

market 
- capitalization: to provide a company with capital (profit) 
- subsidy: money given from a governmental body to a business 
- accessibility: how easy or difficult its is to get a product or resource 
- obesity: the condition of being very overweight 

2. Activity: Food, Inc Screening (15 min.) 
A. Play Chapter 2: “A Cornucopia of Choices” from the film. (Run time: 7:54 

minutes) 
B. Lead a discussion on HFCS. 

- Challenge students to think critically about the ingredients that are in 
the foods they eat.  Ask students: Do you believe people have a right to 
know what is in their food? 

- In recent years corn has been added to various commodities, not just 
food. It can be found in common processed foods and beverages as 
well as shampoos and batteries.   

- Discuss why the food industry has switched to HFCS, and ask 
students why corn is in so many of our edible, and non-edible 
products in the US.  

- The food industry’s switch to HFCS particularly has impacted 
Americans born after 2000. Some think the surge in early onset 
diabetes and obesity is partly related to increased consumption of 
HFCS.  

- Tell students that the obesity epidemic will be covered in an upcoming 
lesson. 

3. Activity: Looking critically at ingredients (10 min.) 
A. Pass around food items (and non-food items) that have HFCS listed in the 

ingredients— especially those that might surprise students (e.g., bread, 
tomato sauce, fruit juice, etc.).   
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B. Ask students to review the ingredients list of one of the items being passed 
around.   

- Have them write down any ingredients that they do not know. 
- Have students share their findings with the class. 
- Tell students that HFCS is just one example of a food additive.  There 

are many, many different chemical preservatives, sweeteners and other 
additives that are present in packaged foods. 

C. Discuss the importance of reading ingredients labels before consuming a 
product. 

- Despite making health claims on the front of a package, it is up to the 
individual to determine if a product is really healthy.    

- If there is a long list of ingredients added to what is usually a simple 
food, that is often a good indicator that the product does not contain 
much “whole food,” but instead is heavily processed and potentially 
high in sugar, fat and sodium. 

4. Snack: Serve an alternative to soda, like lightly sweetened iced tea. (5 min.) 

5. Have students answer the reflection questions in their garden journals. (5 min.) 

Student Reflection Questions: 
1. Is there anything you eat every day that you think might contain high fructose 

corn syrup? If yes, what is it? 
2. What do you think about food manufacturers adding non-food ingredients to 

food? Is it a good idea or not? 

Assessment Questions: 
1. What is high fructose corn syrup? 

- A sweetener made from corn starch that is processed to convert some of 
the glucose into fructose.  It is often added to processed foods. 

2. What is the effect of large amounts of high fructose corn syrup in our food 
system? 

- There may be linkages between the addition of high fructose corn syrup 
to our food system and rising rates of obesity and diabetes. 

Standards: 
NGSS 
-MS-LS2-1 Ecosystems: Interactions, Energy, and Dynamics 
Analyze and interpret data to provide evidence for the effects of resource 
availability on organisms and populations of organisms in an ecosystem. 
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http://nextgenscience.org/pe/ms-ls2-1-ecosystems-interactions-energy-and-dynamics
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CCSS 
 Key Ideas and Details: 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.1 
Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary 
sources. 
Integration of Knowledge and Ideas: 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.7 
Integrate visual information (e.g., in charts, graphs, photographs, videos, or 
maps) with other information in print and digital texts. 
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https://www.ecoliteracy.org/sites/default/files/CEL-Foodinc-Discussion-
Guide.pdf 
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http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/6-8/1/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/6-8/7/
https://www.ecoliteracy.org/sites/default/files/CEL-Foodinc-Discussion-Guide.pdf
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