
History of Whole Grains

The following whole grains are members of the true grass family: 
Poaceae.
Wheat Berries—remains of the original wheat species 
(Triticum monococcum), from which our present varieties arose, 
were found in Mesopotamia and southwestern Asia; it is possible 
that humans have consumed wheat for over 12,000 years. Part 
of wheat’s success across the globe is its exceptional adaptability. 
There are varieties that thrive in long, hot summers and 
varieties that are frost-resistant. In recent human history, hardy 
varieties have been developed, allowing them to grow successfully 
in northern, colder regions like Vermont! 
Oats are native to Asia. Present-day varieties derive from the wild 
red oat. Records date its first use at the beginning of the 
Common Era. Oat thrives in cool, moist climates and can survive in 
poor soil conditions, where most other cereals would not survive.
Corn Kernels originate in the Mexico-Central America region; it 
was the staple food of pre-Columbian civilizations: Aztec, Incan, 
Mayan, where it was used in religious ceremonies, to make 
jewelry, as fuel and as construction material.

Note: Buckwheat (Polygonaceae) and quinoa (Amaranthaceae) are
psuedo grains, meaning they are not in the true grass family, 
Poaceae. However, they are often treated like whole grains in the 
culinary community.

  Fun Facts

 Wall paintings in tombs located in the Nile valley of Egypt, 
   dating to 5000 B.C., depict images of wheat. Egyptians were the 
   first society to produce leavened bread, which requires the 
   addition of an agent to dough, such as yeast. Yeast ferments 
   carbohydrates in the flour, creating gas—this helps give bread a  
   light, airy texture.

Before oats became a staple food crop, they were primarily used 
   for medicinal purposes.

Corn is the most widely grown grain crop in the Americas; 
   nearly 40% of it is used for corn ethanol.

Harvest of the Month provides resources 
for the cafeteria, classroom, and community 
to promote the use of local, seasonal foods. 
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Sources: VT Food Bank, The Visual Food Encyclopedia, http://www.choosemyplate.
gov/food-groups/grains.html and http://wholegrainscouncil.org/.

© Green Mountain Farm-to-School

TYPES OF WHOLE GRAINS:
Barley*

Brown Rice

Corn
whole cornmeal, popcorn

Millet

Oats*
inherently gluten-free, but 
can be contaminated during 
growth and processing

Rye Berry*

Sorghum

Wheat*
bulgur, einkorn, farro, spelt, 
wheat berries

*Contains gluten



Reading Corner
Elementary School
» Corn, by Gail Gibbons
» Pancakes, Pancakes!, by Eric Carle
» The Little Red Hen, by Paul Galdone
» Tick, Tock, the Popcorn Clock, by Jane Moncure
Middle School
» Anna’s Corn, by Barbara Santucci
» Everybody Bakes Bread, by Norah Dooley 

Art | Build a Bird Feeder
Supplies needed:
Toilet paper/paper towel rolls or pine cones, peanut butter 
(without hydrogenated oils), cornmeal (optional), bag of bird-
seed, twine/yarn, plates, scissors, plastic knives or popsicle sticks 
and newspaper. Note: to stretch the peanut butter supply, it can 
be mixed with cornmeal. 

Directions:
1. This can be a messy project, so lay down newspaper first. 
2. Cardboard rolls can be cut to fit over porch railings or the 
   rolls may naturally fit over tree branches. Otherwise, use 
   a 2-3 foot piece of string to hang the feeders. It is easiest to 
   string feeders before applying peanut butter. 
3. Coat the tubes or pine cones in peanut butter, about 2-3 
   Tbsp. per tube or pine cone, using knives or popsicle sticks, 
   then roll in birdseed. Place birdseed in plates to make 
   rolling easier. You could also choose to premix the seed with 
   the peanut butter and then apply.
4. If the space is available, place completed feeders in a fridge 
   until students take them home. 
5. Encourage students to hang the feeders on smaller branches, 
   so squirrels can’t get to them! 

History | Grains of the World
Directions:
1. Have students delve into the history of various staple and/or 
   native grains from different regions of the world. 
Examples:
Corn: native to Mexico-Central America | staple in China and 
the United States.
Millet: native to Africa or Asia | staple in Africa and India.
Rice: native to East Asia | staple in Asia.
Wheat: native to Mesopotamia | staple worldwide, except 
Africa.

Source: GMFTS.

Homeroom | Match the Grains
Supplies needed: 
Plastic bags and various whole grains (see list included in 
this resource).

Directions:
1. Pass out bags (2 of each) containing: barley, brown rice, 
   buckwheat, corn kernel, millet, oats, quinoa, rye berries, 
   sorghum and wheat berries.
2. Have students walk around the room and visually find 
   their match.
3. Once everyone has found their match, have students sit 
   in a circle. Now identify the grains by name as a class. See 
   UVFTS supplement for a list of whole grain descriptions.
4. For older students, you can make this activity more 
   challenging by:
   a) Adding processed whole grains: cornmeal, oatmeal, 
       popcorn, brown rice cakes, whole wheat flour.
   b) Asking them to differentiate between whole grains and 
       refined grains.

Source: GMFTS.

Science | Draw a Kernel of  Wheat
Supplies needed: 
Blank paper, colored pencils and/or markers.

Directions:
1. Have students draw and label each component of the 
   wheat grain seed. Refer to the diagram in this resource.
2. Use this opportunity to help explain the importance 
   of consuming whole grains and how vitamin and mineral 
   content differs between parts. 

Source: Upper Valley Farm-to-School, GMFTS.
Note: For an extended, standards-based version of this 
lesson plan, please visit Upper Valley Farm-to-School’s Harvest 
Lessons: http://www.uvfts.org/fts-tools/classroom/harvest-lessons/.

  Whole Grain vs. Refined Grain

Wheat is consumed both as a whole grain (whole 
   wheat flour) and as a refined grain (white flour). Whole 
   grain maintains all of the critical parts and naturally 
   occurring nutrients of the entire grain seed. By consuming 
   whole grains, no nutritional value is lost. In contrast, when 
   you consume white flour, only the endosperm of the grain 
   seed is used, thus eliminating the nutrients contained within 
   the bran and germ. 
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CLASSROOM CONNECTIONS
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Bran:

Endosperm:

Germ:

KERNEL OF WHEAT DIAGRAM


