
Understanding Heredity: The Traits We Inherit 

Heredity is the process by which traits are passed from parents to their 

offspring. This fascinating aspect of biology explains why children often 

resemble their parents, not just in appearance but also in certain 

characteristics. But how does this work? The answer lies within our 

chromosomes and genes. 

Chromosomes are long strands of DNA that contain our genetic information. 

Humans have 23 pairs of chromosomes, for a total of 46. Half of these come 

from our mother and half from our father. Each chromosome carries many 

genes, which are the basic units of heredity. Genes come in different forms 

known as alleles. Alleles are variations of a gene that determine specific traits, 

such as eye color or height. 

Traits can be categorized into two types: dominant and recessive. A dominant 

trait is one that will appear in an offspring even if only one parent contributes 

the allele for it. For example, if one parent has a dominant allele for brown 

eyes, the child will likely have brown eyes, regardless of the other parent's eye 

color. On the other hand, recessive traits only appear when both alleles are 

recessive. So, if both parents carry a recessive allele for blue eyes, there’s a 

chance their child will have blue eyes. 

To represent these traits, we use capital and lowercase letters. A capital letter is 

used for a dominant allele, while a lowercase letter represents a recessive 

allele. For instance, "B" might represent a dominant allele for brown eyes, 

while "b" represents the recessive allele for blue eyes. The combination of 

alleles an individual has for a specific gene is called their genotype. For 

example, a person with a genotype of "BB" or "Bb" would express the 

dominant trait (brown eyes), while "bb" would result in the recessive trait (blue 

eyes). 

The observable characteristics of an individual, such as height, hair color, and 

eye color, are known as the phenotype. While the genotype provides the 

genetic blueprint, the phenotype is what we can see. It is important to note 

that not all traits are determined by a single gene; many traits are influenced 

by multiple genes and environmental factors. 

In summary, heredity is a complex yet fascinating process that shapes who we 

are. Our chromosomes hold the secrets of our traits, passed down from our 

parents through alleles that can be dominant or recessive. Understanding these 

concepts helps us appreciate the biological connections we share with our 

family and the diversity found in our traits. 
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