
4     Connections

Tassel and Ear shoot
The corn plant has separate male and female flowering parts. 
The tassel is the male part, while the ear shoot is the female. 
The flowering stage of the corn plant takes place when the tassel 
opens and drops, or sheds, pollen and the ear shoot produces silks. 
Ideally, silks will emerge one or two days after the tassel begins to 
shed pollen.  
Pollen shed typically begins once the tassel is completely emerged 
and opened, and lasts about 5-8 days.

Corn pollen
The anthers of the tassel produce 
pollen grains, which are a very light, 
yellowish dust. Grains of pollen are 
only shed when the tassels are dry. 
Pollen can travel quite a distance by 
wind, but much of it settles within 
20-50 feet. Corn is often referred to as 
a “self-pollinating” plant. However, 
most of the kernels produced by indi-
vidual plants in a cornfield are pol-
linated by other plants. Pollen grains 
only remain viable for a day or less 
under ideal conditions.

Corn Pollination
Sex in the cornfield

It’s happening across the country-
side at this very moment… corn 
reproduction.
It is pollination time—the most 
critical time of the season for corn 
plants. Conditions in the fields 
during these few weeks will play 
a large part in corn yield this fall. 
This is partially due to the fact that 
corn pollination takes place in a 
different manner than that of many 
flowering plants.
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Ear shoot with  
ovules/kernels
When a viable pollen grain falls 
on a fresh silk, a pollen tube forms 
down the silk to fertilize the ovule, 
or female flower. The fertilized 
ovule will become a kernel. A fully 
developed ear shoot should have 750 
to 1,000 ovules, or female flowers, 
each with its own silk. When an 
ovule has been successfully polli-
nated, the silk will detach from the 
kernel and begin to change color. ►
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Developing ear  
after pollination
When pollination is complete, the 
silks dry up and turn brown. The ear 
continues to fill and enlarge as the 
kernels grow.

Silk clipping by  
Japanese beetles
Pest pressure can also impact 
the pollination process. 
Adult corn rootworm beetles, 
Japanese beetles, and grass-
hoppers will all feed on 
green silks. In high enough 
numbers, this feeding—
known as silk clipping—may 
limit or prevent the silks 
from capturing pollen.

A fine day for reproduction
Weather conditions can be decisive to the success of polli-
nation. The right balance of moisture and temperatures will 
ensure that the corn plant’s tassels and silks emerge in the 
correct sequence, and that viable pollen will be shed on equally 
viable silks. Daytime temperatures in the mid-80s are ideal. 
Temperatures in the mid-90s and higher, especially combined 
with drought, will cause silks to dry and can kill pollen.
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Sources: DuPont Pioneer, Ohio State Univer-
sity Extension, Purdue Extension, University 
of Delaware Cooperative Extension, Universi-
ty of Illinois Extension, University of Missouri

As you can see, corn reproduction is 
tricky business! It’s also all-important 
to what will happen this fall as the 
combines rumble back into the fields.  
So, as you take a deep breath of  
summer air filled with the sweet scent  
of corn pollen, think good thoughts about 
sex—reproduction—in the cornfields. ■


