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Classroom Connections: A Brief History of the Sunshine State 

Background for Teachers 

 Florida is an important state for many reasons. As the third most populous state, it wields 
significant political power in national elections. It is the home of a sizable population of senior 
citizens who have relocated after retiring. It is also a hotbed for tourism, the former home of 
many relocated Native American tribes, and an important battleground for conservationists. 
Florida’s rapid changes in demographics throughout the 20th century make it a fascinating 
historical and sociological case study. 

 This lesson, and the corresponding BackStory episode, focus on how Florida has changed 
over the last two centuries. These shifts highlight historical collisions between different cultural 
groups, including: 

• Native Americans and United States settlers 
• Urban planners and environmentalists 
• Retired Americans and younger Florida natives 

As a result, Florida has a unique and multifaceted identity that is representative of the entire 
United States. 

    



Procedures 

1. Guiding Question: 
a. Ask students to write down an initial response to this question: 

i. In 1940, Florida was one of the least populated states in the South. 75 years later, it became 
the 3rd most populated state in the U.S. How has the identity of Florida changed during 
this time? 

b. As the lesson progresses, ask students to revisit this question.  
2. Classroom Connections: Listen to Backstory 

a. Have students listen to the Backstory episode on the history of American women and white 
supremacy. This can be also be assigned before class. Have students focus on the following 
comprehension questions for each segment: 

i. Florida Man 
1. How have the demographics of Florida changed in the last 50 years? 
2. How has Florida appealed to the significant tourist population? 

ii. “Those Who Camp at a Distance” 
1. What does the word “Seminole” mean? 
2. Why did the U.S. government choose to engage in the “Seminole Wars”? 

iii. A Mirror of America: Retirees in the Sunshine State 
1. How did the city of St. Petersburg respond to the increasingly older population of 

its residents in the 1960s? 
2. What role did air conditioning play in Florida’s population growth during the 20th 

century? 
3. According to Gary Mormino, how have retirees shaped Florida in the last 75 years? 

iv. Grandmother of the Glades 
1. Who was Marjory Stoneman Douglas? 
2. What environmental issues did Douglas raise about the state of Florida? 

3. Document Analysis 
a. Pass out the document set and graphic organizer to students. The documents focus on the work of 

Marjory Stoneman Douglas. 
b. Have students review each document individually or in small groups.  
c. For each document, students should fill out the following information in the graphic organizer: 

i. Historic Context: What is the context of the document? What was happening in history 
around the time it was created? How does this impact what it says? 

ii. Intended Audience: For whom was the document created? How does this impact what it 
says? 

iii. Point-of-View: Who created the document? What is their perspective? How does this 
impact what the document says? 

iv. Purpose: Why was the document created? How does this impact what it says? 
d. After groups have been given enough time to craft their arguments, participate in a class discussion 

to summarize key themes and learning points. 
4. Return to the Guiding Question 

a. To conclude the lesson, have students revisit the initial guiding question. Ask students to reflect on 
how their opinions have shifted based on new information. Encourage students to write down one 
key takeaway from the lesson.  
 

  



Standards 

AP US History Themes: 

Theme 1: American and National Identity 

Theme 3: Geography and the Environment 

Theme 4: Migration and Settlement 

Theme 7: America and Regional Culture 

Theme 8: Social Structures 

C3 Framework: 

Change, Continuity, and Context 

D2.His.1.9-12. Evaluate how historical events and developments were shaped by unique circumstances of time 
and place as well as broader historical contexts 

D2.His.2.9-12. Analyze change and continuity in historical eras 

D2.His.3.9-12. Use questions generated about individuals and groups to assess how the significance of their 
actions changes over time and is shaped by the historical context. 

Perspectives 

D2.His.5.9-12. Analyze how historical contexts shaped and continue to shape people’s perspectives. 

D2.His.6.9-12. Analyze the ways in which the perspectives of those writing history shaped the history that they 
produced. 

D2.His.7.9-12. Explain how the perspectives of people in the present shape interpretations of the past. 

Historical Sources and Evidence 

D2.His.11.9-12. Critique the usefulness of historical sources for a specific historical inquiry based on their maker, 
date, place of origin, intended audience, and purpose. 

D2.His.12.9-12. Use questions generated about multiple historical sources to pursue further inquiry and 
investigate additional sources. 

Causation and Argument 

D2.His.14.9-12. Analyze multiple and complex causes and effects of events in the past. 

D2.His.16.9-12. Integrate evidence from multiple relevant historical sources and interpretations into a reasoned 
argument about the past. 



Document Analysis: Graphic Organizer 
 

Source Historic Context Intended Audience Point-of-View Purpose 

Doc A: “The 
Galley” 

    

Doc B: Article on 
infant starvation 

    

Doc C: Article on 
poverty and cities 

    

Doc D: “The Flight 
of Ibis” 

    

Doc E: The 
Everglades: River of 
Grass 

    

Doc F: Marjory 
Stoneman Douglas: 
Voice of the River 

    



 



Classroom Connections: A Brief History of the Sunshine State 

Part I: Guiding Question 

Consider this question throughout the lesson. 

1. In 1940, Florida was one of the least populated states in the South. 75 years later, it became the 3rd most 
populated state in the U.S. How has the identity of Florida changed during this time? 

 

 

 

Part II: Backstory – Seminoles, Retirees and Florida Man 

As you listen to the Backstory episode, answer the following questions for each segment. 

1. Florida Man 
a. How have the demographics of Florida changed in the last 50 years?  
b. How has Florida appealed to the significant tourist population?  

 

 

2. “Those Who Camp at a Distance” 
a. What does the word “Seminole” mean? 
b. Why did the U.S. government choose to engage in the “Seminole Wars”?  

 

 

3. A Mirror of America: Retirees in the Sunshine State 
a. How did the city of St. Petersburg respond to the increasingly older population of its residents in 

the 1960s? 
b. What role did air conditioning play in Florida’s population growth during the 20th century? 
c. According to Gary Mormino, how have retirees shaped Florida in the last 75 years? 

 

 

4. Grandmother of the Glades 
a. Who was Marjory Stoneman Douglas? 
b. What environmental issues did Douglas raise about the state of Florida?  

 

 

 

 

 



Part III: Document-Based Question 

Directions: Using the information from the podcast and the documents below, formulate an argument in response 
to the following prompt: 

• In what ways does the writing of Marjory Stoneman Douglas reflect the social and cultural changes 
of the 20th century? 

In your response you should: 

 Craft a thesis statement that takes a stand on the question above 
 Structure a response that follows a clear format and uses logical argumentation 
 Contextualize your response in your knowledge of US History 
 Use at least four of the documents 
 Use the graphic organizer to outline your thinking 

 
  



Document A 
 

 

 

 

Excerpt from “The Galley” in The Miami Herald by Marjory Stoneman Douglas 

November 21, 1922 

  



Document B 
 

 

 

Article on Infant Starvation in The Miami Herald by Marjory Stoneman Douglas 

July 21, 1923 

 
 
 
 

  



 
Document C 

 

Article on Poverty and Cities in The Miami Herald by Marjory Stoneman Douglas 

February 23, 1923  



Document D 
 

 

 
 

  
Excerpt from “The Flight of Ibis” in the Saturday Evening Post by Marjory Stoneman Douglas 

December 21, 1935 
 

 
 
 

  



Document E 
 

 

 

 Excerpts from The Everglades: River of Grass by Marjory Stoneman Douglas 

1947  



Document F 
 

One of the aspects of life in South Florida that I detested was the condition of the blacks. I had no sympathy with 
the old white Southern attitude. To me, slavery was the greatest crime ever committed, which we are still suffering 
to expiate. If my father taught me anything it was that. As a magistrate in Miami when he started the newspaper, he 
had a reputation for absolute fairness between black and white.  

I was particularly shocked in the auditorium of the high school where the American flag was on one side and the 
Confederate flag on the other. Now that I think of it maybe it wasn’t the Confederate flag, maybe it was the state 
flag of Florida, which looked Confederate. Anyway, my stepmother was a Southern lady and as I often joked, she 
made the mistake of marrying a damn Yankee and got corrupted. Actually, she thought the Southern obsession 
with the Civil War, the Daughters of the Confederacy and so forth, was silly. She could think for herself. 

Miami was not a typical old-fashioned Southern city. There were many Yankees here, so the feelings were 
complex. Still the early settlers had set the civic tone, one of complete disregard for blacks. The men who built the 
city installed the usual Colored Town around Fifth Street. Blacks were servants but otherwise kept out of public 
life. Meanwhile, the best white families made a lot of money putting up shacks they rented to blacks at high prices.  

There were neither toilets nor running water in the shacks. The inhabitants got their water from a standpipe stuck 
out in the street. When blacks didn’t pay their rent, the doors of their houses were removed so they had to leave. 

 

Excerpt from Marjory Stoneman Douglas: Voice of the River, an autobiography 

1987 
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