
© 2019 University of Utah Updated May 27, 2020   1

Teacher Guide
The Trait Continuum
Genes & Environment

Abstract
Students sort examples of traits along a continuum based on how much they are shaped by genes vs. 
environmental factors. Most examples are influenced by both.. 

Learning Objective
•	 Most traits are influenced by both genes and the environment.

Estimated time
•	 20 minutes

Materials
•	 Copies

Instructions
1.	 Print and cut out Trait cards to create 8-card sets. Make enough copies to give one set to each 

group or pair of students. 

Note: works best when printed in color.

2.	 Distribute sets of cards.

3.	 Instruct students to group their cards across a continuum. At one end is “genes,” and at the other 
is “environment.” Encourage students to read the cards, not just draw upon what they already 
know.

4.	 Have students share what they did, either through a whole-group discussion or by having each 
group put their cards on display.

Discuss: 
•	 Do you think the nature vs. nurture question is useful to debate? How would you re-frame this 

debate?

•	 Can you think of any other traits that are most strongly influenced by the environment? 
(Examples: spoken language, musical taste, disease caused by an environmental factor—for 
instance skin cancer from sun exposure, cancer from smoking) 
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•	 For traits with a strong environmental influence, how easy is it to change a trait once you have 
it? 

•	 Note: A common misconception is that if a trait is environmental, then it can be controlled. 
Many examples counter this. For instance, after a certain age, most people cannot learn a 
new language and speak it accent-free. Similarly, growth problems from malnutrition cannot 
be corrected once growth has stopped, and we can’t un-do exposure to environmental 
toxins.  

•	 With enough creative thinking, it’s possible to come up with genetic and environmental 
factors that could possibly influence just about any trait that we can come up with. Encourage 
your students to play with this idea.

Notes
Students may come to different conclusions about some of the in-between examples, and that’s ok. 
We have intentionally chosen examples that are muddy and challenging. What’s more important 
is that the examples on the extremes (traditions and nutrient deficiencies on the environment end, 
and  Huntington Disease and hair color on the genes end) are arranged correctly, that students have 
fruitful discussions, and that they can explain their choices.
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