The Annoying Little Brother
It was a beautiful sunny afternoon in Winnipeg.  One of those afternoons where the sky was blue and dotted with big, white, puffy clouds. The temperature was a balmy 26 degrees. The afternoon found 10-year-old Kevin and his three younger brothers busy trying to create a new ‘civilization’ in their backyard sandbox. As usual, Kevin’s three brothers, Phil, Timmy and Mark were more hindrance than help. 

“They’re just so annoying,” thought Kevin “I can barely handle it.”


It was just then that the boys heard their mother calling them from the patio door asking them to come inside and hear some wonderful news. As the boys reluctantly trudged inside, Kevin thought to himself, “at least Timmy, Phil and Mark won’t be able to mess up any more of my new civilization for the next few minutes.” As the boys sat down at the kitchen table, their mother, who had a huge smile on her face, began talking.


“I just wanted to tell you boys the wonderful news. We’re going to have another baby! You boys will soon have another sibling!”


The news hit Kevin like a ton of bricks. He didn’t hear anything else his mother said because his mind was distracted with thoughts of another annoying little brother getting in his way and wrecking all his stuff. 


“Great,” Kevin thought sarcastically as he walked back to the sandbox, “just what I needed!”


Soon it all began again for Kevin. Mark, Phil and Timmy were messing up his civilization and despite his best efforts to tell them to buzz off, they continued to be a huge pain in the… Phil interrupted Kevin’s thought as he lost his balance and fell right onto the middle of the new superhighway he had just finished building. 


“That’s it! I’m going in right now to tell mom and dad that they should give the new baby up for adoption because I can’t take any more little brothers! Why would they do this to me?” Kevin lamented. Suddenly, he stopped. Could it possibly be that mom is going to have a girl? Kevin’s mind began to fill with wonderful images of being able to create a fantastic new civilization while his SISTER was off doing whatever SISTERS do. Kevin didn’t care what that was, just as long as she did it far away from him.


As quickly as those beautiful images entered his mind they were gone. Mom and Dad already have four kids and they’re all boys, thought Kevin. Why would they have a girl now? Kevin began to think about some of the families his parents were friends with. Some of them, like the Smiths, had two boys and two girls. Others, like the McMillan’s, had three girls and no boys. (Kevin hated visiting that family!) Still another family, the Edwards’ had four boys and no girls. This was confusing!


Kevin continued to think about this dilemma and what might be in store for his future. I guess some parents can only have girls, others can only have boys and a few can have both boys and girls, reasoned Kevin. That makes sense to me, he thought.


Only then did the reality of that reasoning dawn on Kevin. “I guess I’m doomed to a life with four annoying little brothers since Mom and Dad can only have boys,” Kevin stated out loud. Then he sighed and thought about the years of torture he would face in the future. It was enough to make Kevin cringe.

After supper that evening, Kevin’s father, a science teacher, was previewing a video he wanted to show his class. Kevin wasn’t paying much attention, but a few key words caught his attention. He was sure that the narrator had said the words “chromosome,” “x,” “y,” “determines,” “boy” and “girl.”  

Suddenly Kevin was very interested and asked his Dad about the video.

“Well, son, it’s funny you should ask about this considering we’re going to have another brother or sister for you soon,” his Dad said.

Kevin’s spirits rose slightly.

“Brother OR sister?” he asked. “You mean it could be a girl?”

“That’s right, Kevin,” his Dad replied, “Anytime a woman becomes pregnant there is an equal chance that the baby will be a boy or a girl. It’s almost like flipping a coin!”

“But why have you and Mom had four boys then? I thought maybe that was all you guys could have.”

“No, son,” his Dad replied. “Each baby has an equal chance to be a boy or a girl. You see, when the woman becomes pregnant both the mom and the dad contribute sex chromosomes to the baby. That is what determines if it is a boy or girl. The mother always contributes an “X” chromosome but the father can give either an “X” or a “Y” chromosome. If he gives an “X” the baby will be a girl. But, if he gives a “Y” it will be a boy. Either scenario could happen each time a woman gets pregnant. Does that make sense, son?”

Kevin didn’t answer. He was beginning to feel really good because he realized there was a chance he might not be in for all the torture he first though he was. I guess it pays off to be related to a science teacher!

Study Questions 

1. Explain the process of fertilization and the role of the “X” and “Y” chromosomes using your own language.

2. Some organisms (such as bees) lack sex chromosomes altogether. Using the textbook or the internet, research how sex of offspring is determined in these organisms.

3. What does the term “parthenogenesis” refer to? How does it relate to sex determination in bees?

4. Based on your research in question #2, what are some advantages and disadvantages of this type of sex determination?

5. If a man and a woman have ten babies together, what is the probability that all ten will be girls?

Dave Tjart


