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The Role of the Humble Sea Grape 

 

                    

Topic:  Sea Grapes and the Role They Play in Florida’s Ecosystem 

Time:   One 75-minute lesson 

 

I. Goal: In this lesson, students will be asked to take a second look at a familiar plant located 

here in Florida – the Coccoloba uvifera or Sea Grape  – in order to recognize both its beauty 

and its vital role on our beaches and within our communities.   

 

II. Instructional Objectives: Students will: 

 

1. Identify the Sea Grape by its leaf, its fruit, and its shrub/tree form. 

2. List four vital roles the sea grape plays within Florida’s ecology. 

3. Incorporate twenty new vocabulary words into conversational English 

4. Practice reading skills 

5. Practice oral communication skills during discussion of the topic 

6. Demonstrate an understanding of syllables 

7. Write a haiku poem  

 

III. Instructional Strategies 

 

Pre-Lesson Activity:   
The instructor shows students a collection of images of sea grapes (leaves, blossoms, 

fruit, trees) and asks students if they’ve ever seen this plant before and if so, what they 

already know about the plant.  Students are asked to locate such a plant before the 

following class and bring in one of its leaves.   

 

     Day of Lesson 

Activity 1:  (10 minutes) Ask students to clear their desks of everything except their 

leaves and then ask them where they found their sea grapes.  Make a list on the board (a 

hedge in a gated community, a median on the road they live on, a giant tree near a sand 

dune).  Have students describe their leaves using adjectives.  Write them as a list on the 

board and explain any terms that are new (mottled, leathery, flexible, durable).  Ask 

students how the leaves that they brought in are the same and how they are different.  

Ask, “How might such leaves be well-suited for Florida’s climate?” and encourage 

critical thinking with “Why might these trees be protected by the government?” 

 

Activity 2:  (40 minutes) Distribute the handout and have students take turns reading it 

aloud.  Correct any mistakes in pronunciation and explain any confusing areas.   When 

students encounter the twenty vocabulary items, have them tell you what the word likely 

means based on the context and the reading skills they’ve already picked up in class. 

 

Activity 3:  (25 minutes) Show a series of pictures depicting sea grapes as inspiration for 

art.  Tell students that it was once popular for Florida tourists to use sea grape leaves as 



postcards.  They would write a note, address it, add a stamp, and send it through the U.S. 

Postal Service.  Post office regulations are more stringent today, but that wouldn’t keep 

us from using the leaf as the paper for a poem.  If students don’t already know the haiku 

5-7-5 syllabic pattern, explain this to them and have the students think for a bit of how 

they could incorporate one piece of information from today’s lesson into a haiku.  If they 

need an example, use “Mottled red and green, the sea grape leaf is my roof. I thrive 

beneath it.”   Students may gather in groups to assess the syllabic structures of their 

classmates’ haiku before the homework is announced. 

    

Homework: 

 Write your haiku on a sea grape leaf, and bring it to the next class.   

 Review the reading along with the underlined vocabulary and come prepared to 

be quizzed on it. 

 

In the Following Class:  

Students each read their haiku and reflect on the meaning of their peers’ work. 

 

 

IV. Assessment: Informal appraisal of subject comprehension 

                      Quiz on vocabulary  

 

V. Materials:  

 

1.   Photos of the Sea Grape  (See the Gallery at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coccoloba_uvifera) 

 

2.   Handout (See Below) 

 

3.   Photos of Sea Grape Art and Sea Grape Postcards (Google “Sea Grape Art”) 

 

4.  Quiz (See Below) 

 

 

VI. Miami Dade College General Education Outcomes: 

 

Outcome #1: Communicate effectively using listening, speaking, reading, and writing 

skills 

Outcome #9: Demonstrate an appreciation for aesthetics and creative activities. 

Outcome #10: Describe how natural systems function and recognize the impact of  

  humans on the environment. 

 

 

 

Resources:   Sea Grape Trimming and Sea Turtles 

http://www.dep.state.fl.us/beaches/publications/pdf/turtle.pdf 

 

Sea Grapes by the University of Florida Lee County Extension 

http://lee.ifas.ufl.edu/Hort/GardenPubsAZ/Seagrape.pdf 

  

http://www.dep.state.fl.us/beaches/publications/pdf/turtle.pdf
http://lee.ifas.ufl.edu/Hort/GardenPubsAZ/Seagrape.pdf


The Role of the Humble Sea Grape 
 

What happens when a coastal community wants more tourists?  They make sure that the people who drive 

through that community get a nice view of the ocean.  This often means cutting down and clearing out all of the 

natural vegetation that grows between the highway and the beach.  Yes, this gives the ocean a nice manicured 

appearance, but what are the repercussions of such policies?   

 

Let’s say, for example, that a line of sea grapes grows along the shore.  These sea grapes serve many functions.  

First of all, they stabilize the sand dunes.  When a storm comes through, the high branches of the sea grapes 

protect the town from the worst winds coming off of the sea.  The waves may douse the sea grapes, but these 

hearty plants are resistant to salt water, and their roots keep the sand from being washed away.   In other words, 

if there are no sea grapes, there is no protection from the storm.  The sand would wash away, and residents 

would likely pay hefty taxes to pay for the equipment necessary to haul the sand back onto the beach.   

 

When sea grapes (and plants like them) are allowed to stabilize dunes, an ecosystem forms and dozens of plant 

species spring up in the area creating a safe haven for wildlife.  Hawksbill turtles often choose to lay their eggs 

in a hole that they dig among the roots of sea grapes.  Birds nest in the branches, and many types of lizards 

make the tree their home.  Without sea grapes, many creatures would struggle to survive.   

 

Sea grapes bear edible fruit,  and birds, deer and squirrels find this fruit irresistible.  Ground iguanas happily 

consume the fruit and disperse the seeds.  Researchers have found that the iguana and the sea grape have a 

symbiotic relationship. The presence of iguanas significantly reduces the insect damage to the sea grapes, and 

the presence of sea grapes improves the health of the iguanas.   In other words, the two species rely on each 

other to survive.  

 

Finally, sea grapes protect the ocean from the artificial light of town.  This is essential if you want turtles to 

come to the beach to nest.  When the hatchlings emerge from their underground burrow, they’re drawn to the 

brightest light they can see.  Under normal situations, that would be the moon reflecting off of the water.  The 

sea grapes have such dense, thick, leaves that they block the man-made light from confusing the young turtles.  

Remove the trees, and the young hatchlings would likely head for the busy road instead of the life-saving ocean.   

 

The next time you hear of a proposal to cut down a strand of sea grapes to make way for a wide-open stretch of 

unobstructed beachfront, think of the bigger picture.  Of course it’s understandable that a beachfront community 

would like to see the beach, but without native species, there might not be a beach (or a community) at all! 

  



The Role of the Humble Sea Grape   Name __________________________________________ 

Handout 

Vocabulary Quiz     Date ___________________________________________ 

 
nest symbiotic hearty struggle strand 

dig emerged make way douse drawn 

 

1.  Sea turtles ____________________ a hole in the sand to lay their eggs. 

2.  Before you leave a campsite, you must ______________________ the fire with plenty of water. 

3.  My family moved to Florida because we were ______________________ to the ocean. 

4.  There is a ____________________ relationship between iguanas and sea grapes. 

5.  David planted a ___________________ of trees to mark the border between his property and his neighbors’. 

6.  The college is building a new parking garage to _____________________ for incoming students. 

7.  Make sure to eat a ____________________ breakfast before you come to school every day! 

8.  A new language is definitely a ____________________ for me.  It’s not easy! 

9.  A senator from our state ____________________ as a top contender for the presidency. 

10.  Look at that huge _____________________ up in the tree! 

 
haul repercussions hefty manicured spring up 

deer unobstructed haven hatchlings burrow 

 

11.  Rabbits often live in a ________________________ underground. 

12.  My neighbors always have a_________________________ yard.  By comparison, ours is a mess! 

13.  We need to ____________________ all of these rocks away before morning. 

14.  There are always _______________________ to everything that we do. 

15.  Yesterday we saw two ____________________ in our yard.  When they saw us, they leaped into the forest. 

16.  I find that I always find solace in the library.  It is my safe ________________________ , 

17.  After the winter, the flowers _______________________ right through the snow. 

18.  Mike spent a ____________________ amount of money on his new truck. 

19.  Special volunteers make sure that turtle _____________________ make it safely to the ocean. 

20.  Roads were cleared, and relief workers were able to get through the ______________________ streets. 


