
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Statistics_by_State/Illinois/Publications/County_Estimates/2020/IL-Corn-Yield-Map.pdf
https://youtu.be/MQiszdkOwuU
https://youtu.be/jsVNkA7F1qo


Corn-Based Products...Corn-Based Products...
All corn is not the same. All corn is not the same. 

Did you know that 95% of all corn farms in 
America are family owned? In fact, those family 
farms produce 90% of all corn grown in the 
United States. Family farmers throughout Illinois 
and around the United States are committed to 
raising crops that are nourishing and healthy for 
not only your family, but theirs, too. To do this, 
they are devoted to taking care of the land on 
which these crops are raised. This is important 
not only because of the responsibility farmers 
feel to take care of the environment, but also 
because they want to ensure the land 
on which they farm is there for future 
generations. 

To keep family farms running and 
to guarantee they are around for 
years to come, every member of 
the family is involved. Whether 
it is driving the combine, picking 
sweet corn, running a roadside 
fruit and vegetable stand or 
delivering meals to the field, each 
family member has a job. Farm kids 
learn about hard work, dedication, 
and family loyalty from an early age. 

This helps prepare them to come back to the 
farm to continue the legacy of their family. 
Therefore, many farms have been around for 
several generations. Modern day family farms 
carry on the traditions of their ancestors, but 
continue to grow and learn about technology and 
practices that make their farm more efficient 
and sustainable while being good stewards of 
the land. This ensures their farm will continue 

to raise safe, healthy 
food for our growing 

population.

95%
 of all corn farms are family owned

.

FAMILY FARMS: A Tradition...
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sweet corn

Sweet corn is the kind of corn that is grown in gardens and is 
sold on the cob in the grocery store and at farmers markets and 
roadside stands. You will also find this type of corn in the canned and 
frozen veggie aisles at the store.

Popcorn is another type of corn that we eat. Illinois ranks 3rd in the nation for 
popcorn production. Popcorn is also the official Illinois snack food. There is a little 
bit of water in every kernel of popcorn. When the kernel is heated, the water inside 
heats and builds up pressure. The pressure makes the water take up all the available 
space. When enough pressure builds up, the kernel pops and turns inside out. 

Field corn, or dent corn, is a special type of corn that has a hard outer-shell and is full 
of starch. 94% of the corn grown in the United States is field corn. There are over 4,000 
uses for corn products and more are being found every day. Corn is used in everything 
from livestock feed to cereal, wallpaper, skateboards, cosmetics, and even plastic! Today, 
some brands of carpet, as well as the stuffing in pillows and bed comforters, are made 
from corn plastic that has been spun like cotton.

  popcorn

 field corn

Transportation and  Transportation and  
the World Marketthe World Market
Illinois and the United States are great places to grow corn. We actually grow 
more than we can use. We sell this extra corn to other countries. This is called 
exporting. The Illinois and Mississippi Rivers play a very important role in the 
exporting of Illinois corn and other commodities. Corn can be loaded onto large, 
flat boats, called barges, and shipped south, down the river to New Orleans. This 
is cheaper and more environmentally friendly than if it was hauled by semi-trucks 
or trains. 

Along the Illinois River, between Lake Michigan 
and the Mississippi River, barges pass through 
a series of eight locks and dams. Dams 
help maintain water levels as depths 
and elevations change. Locks are like 
elevators which help barges and other 
ships navigate these dams. Locks 
force water in or out, underneath the 
barge, to raise or lower it to the proper 
level. These locks are important as the 
elevation at Lake Michigan is about 578 
feet higher than at the Mississippi River. 

Once in New Orleans, the corn is loaded 
into large ships and sent around the world. 
The United States produces about 34% of the 
world’s corn, and exports to countries all over 
the globe.

2.8 gallons of ethanol fuel

17.5 pounds of distillers dried grains

13.5 pounds of gluten feed

2.6 pounds of gluten meal

1.5 pounds of corn oil

31.5 pounds of starch 33 pounds of sweetener 22.4 pounds of PLA 
fiber/polymer

OR

OR

One Bushel of Field One Bushel of Field 
Corn Can Produce One Corn Can Produce One 

of the Following...of the Following...

OR

https://www.seriouseats.com/guide-to-corn-styles-shopping-types
https://www2.illinois.gov/dnr/education/Documents/AquaticIllinoisRiverNavigation.pdf


Ethanol is a high-performance fuel made from 
corn. Most gas stations sell gasoline that is 
mixed with ethanol. How do you know which 
gasoline at the station has ethanol in it? 
Just look for the sticker on the fuel pump 
that says “10% ethanol.” Some vehicles, 
referred to as Flex-fuel vehicles, use fuel 
mixed with 85% ethanol, or E•85. These 
vehicles have a yellow gas cap to let the 
driver know that they can use gasoline 
mixed with more ethanol. Today, ethanol 
makes up 10% of the U.S. gasoline supply.

Challenge: Air Quality  
Solution: Ethanol

So why is it important for us to use this 
fuel made from corn? Ethanol is better  
for the environment and the economy. 
Here’s how:

•  Ethanol is a renewable resource. 
When we need more fuel, we grow 
more corn. Can you name other 
renewable resources?

•  Gasoline is made from crude oil, 
which is not a renewable resource. 
Producing 20 barrels of ethanol 
requires just one barrel of crude oil. 
So, making ethanol helps Earth’s 
limited supply of crude oil last longer, 
and reduces the need to import oil 
from other countries.

•  Ethanol reduces greenhouse gas 
emissions by up to 48% when 
compared directly to gasoline.

•  The ethanol industry supported over 
400,000 U.S. jobs in 2015.

•  Ethanol reduces gasoline prices, 
saving American families 
approximately $1,200 in gas bills 
each year.

•  Biorefineries return about 1/3 of 
every processed bushel of corn, to 
be used as more nutritious livestock 
feed, distillers’ grains, or corn gluten.

Challenge: Water Quality  
Solution: Best Practices
Like other plants, corn requires water 
to grow. At its earliest stage, the corn 
seed will begin to absorb moisture from 
the soil in which it is planted. This is 
the seed’s cue to germinate. Then the 
roots sprawl out into the soil in search 
of more moisture to satisfy the needs of 
the plant as it grows larger. 

Illinois receives about 32-48 inches of 
rain per year. This is more than enough 
to grow a healthy corn crop. Any excess 
moisture becomes a part of the water 
cycle through soil drainage, evaporation, 
or a process called transpiration. 
Through this process extra water 
is evaporated from the leaves as 
water vapor, which goes back 
into the atmosphere.   

This is all part of the water cycle.  
Can you describe the parts of the water 
cycle?

Most farmland in Illinois is tiled to 
provide proper drainage for crops 
to grow.  Farmers carefully monitor 
the nutrients they add to the soil and 
work to keep these nutrients helping 
their crops and away from streams 
and rivers. Farmers are continuing to 
monitor best practices as they evolve.     

CHALLENGE: TOO MUCH TRASH 
Solution: Corn Bioplastic
Take a moment to look around 
your classroom and home and 
notice how much plastic we 
use. From packaging to cups to 
grocery bags, you can find plastic 
just about everywhere, including 
our oceans and landfills. The 
problem is that traditional plastic 
is made from petroleum-based 
materials. Petroleum is a non-
renewable resource, meaning 
there is a limited amount of it. 
Petroleum based products also 
take centuries to break down, if 
they break down at all.  

Luckily, Illinois farmers are 
growing an alternative: corn. 

Corn is a renewable resource, 
meaning we can grow more 
each year. As Illinois farmers 
aim for global sustainability, it is 
important to learn more ways to 
rely on renewable alternatives.

Biodegradable means that 
the products break down and 
decompose in months, rather 
than the centuries that it can 
take traditional plastic products 
to degrade. Under the right 
conditions microorganisms 
can completely break down 
biodegradable plastic into water, 
carbon dioxide, and compost.  

Bioplastics produce significantly 
fewer greenhouse gas emissions 
than traditional plastics over 
their lifetime. A recent study 
determined that switching from 
traditional plastic to corn-based 

bioplastic would cut U.S. 
greenhouse gas emissions by 
25 percent. 

You can find bioplastic 
straws, cups, bags, as well 
as packing materials easily. 
Want to make your own 
bioplastic? Check out this 
recipe.

Directions:

1.  Add all the ingredients into the plastic baggie and 
seal the bag.

2.  Mix the ingredients by rubbing the outside of the 
bag with your fingers until the ingredients are 
thoroughly mixed.

3.  Slightly open the baggie, creating a small vent, 
and place it in your microwave.

4.  Microwave for 15-20 seconds on high.

5.  Carefully remove the baggie from the microwave 
and let it cool for a few minutes. 

6.  Now that it is cooled but still warm, take it out of 
the baggie and create a fun shape!

Corn, like all plants, requires nutrients to grow. Soil 
provides much of the needed nutrients. The three main 

nutrients needed for healthy plant growth are Nitrogen 
(N), Phosphorus (P), and Potassium (K), and are absorbed 

through the roots of the corn stalk. To help make sure each 
corn plant gets the nutrients they need, farmers will sometimes 

apply extra nutrients, often called fertilizer, to their fields.

It is important for farmers to provide their plants with enough 
nutrients, without applying too much. Extra nutrients can find 

their way, through soil erosion or 
run-off, into creeks, rivers, and the 
greater water system. Farmers 
practice different strategies to keep the 
nutrients they put on their fields, in their 
fields. Some of these strategies include 
creating buffer strips of land between crops 
and the water way, applying cover crops in 
the off season to hold soil in place and restore natural 
nutrient levels, and by following the 4 R’s of nutrient stewardship.

4R Principles of Nutrient Stewardship
 RIGHT SOURCE:   Matches the fertilizer type to crop needs.

 RIGHT RATE:   Matches amount of fertilizer to crop needs.

 RIGHT TIME:   Makes nutrients available when crops need them.

 RIGHT PLACE:   Keeps nutrients where crops can use them.
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buffer strip between crops

CHALLENGE: SOIL HEALTH  
SOLUTION: NUTRIENT STEWARDSHIP 

Cornstarch Plastic

Materials Needed:

•  1 tablespoon of cornstarch

•  1 tablespoon of water

•  2 drops of corn oil

•  2 drops of food coloring

•  Resealable sandwich-size plastic 
baggie

https://youtu.be/UNdgyQXRpq4
https://youtu.be/koc9Obhcg_I
https://nutrientstewardship.org/4rs/


https://www.farmweeknow.com/crop_conditions/hastings-shifts-gears-often-while-managing-family-farm/article_700b9386-1f72-11eb-b6b4-ff3bfe674fdb.html
https://www.ilcorn.org/
https://www.corteva.com/

