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The Atala and the Coontie 

Practice with Adjective Clauses 

 

Course:    

EAP 1560 – Level 5 Grammar  

 

General Goals:   

 To inspire students to take a closer look at the world around them right here at the college 

 To raise awareness of two native species of South Florida 

 To bring a little Florida history into the classroom 

 To ignite a conversation about conservation 

 To provide a context in which to study adjective clauses 

 

Course Competencies: 

 Competency 2:  The student will use a variety of sentence structure patterns appropriate to the level 

and containing grammatical forms covered in this and previous levels. 

 

 Competency 3:  The student will recognize and use the following grammatical structures in context:   

a.  Reduction of adjective clauses with relative forms to phrases. 

 

Miami Dade College Learning Outcomes: 

1.  Communicate effectively using listening, speaking, reading and writing skills. 

 

5.  Demonstrate a knowledge of diverse cultures, including global and historical perspectives. 

 

10.  Describe how natural systems function and recognize the impact of humans on the environment. 

Anticipatory Set:   

Bring a bag of arrowroot flour, a photo of the Florida atala butterfly, and a World War I gas mask to class.  Ask 

students what these things could possibly have in common and start a conversation going.  

 

Step by Step Process: 

 In a prior class you will have used the textbook and your own material to study adjective clauses and 

the reduction of adjective clauses. 



 Distribute photocopies of the lesson, “The Atala and the Coontie” 

 Have students read the passage either out loud or to themselves and quiz them on their understanding 

of it.   

 Lead a class discussion of the interrelationship of the atala and the coontie – note that the World War I 

gas mask refers to the fact that the first food that soldiers were able to eat after being gassed in WWI 

was a gruel made from Florida Arrowroot.  The U.S. Army commissioned A. B. Hurst to provide 

“comptie”  starch for its soldiers fighting overseas.   

 Put students into groups to locate the adjective clauses within the passage.  (Not an easy task.) 

 Review their answers and have them complete the rest of the worksheet. 

 

Assessment:   

Students turn in their worksheets to be graded – not only for their use of adjective clauses, but for the accuracy 

of the content of their sentences. 

Encourage students to actually seek out the coontie plant shown in the photo.  (If you are on another campus, 

you likely have coontie growing there, too.)  Depending on the season, students may find the eggs, the larvae, 

or the actual atala butterflies hovering over the plants.  Ask that they share the story of the atala and the 

coontie with at least one other person who is not part of the class.  

 

  



The Extraordinary Stories behind  

Seemingly Ordinary Things  

at Miami Dade College 

The Atala and the Coontie 

The next time that you’re at the Kendall Campus and you pass under Building 

M, take a closer look at a little plant that grows on the corner of the Pine 

Rockland Restoration Area, just south of the parking garage.  A hundred years 

ago, Dade County was full of these plants that look like ferns but are actually 

cycads – a type of plant that was around during the time of the dinosaurs.  

Scientists call this plant “zamia pumila”, but most people here in Florida know it 

as “coontie”.  This name comes from the Seminole Indians who called the plant 

“conti hateka” meaning “white flour root”.  The stem or root of this plant was a 

major source of food for several Native American tribes who once prospered 

here in South Florida.  

In the 1500s, Spanish explorer Hernando 

de Soto reported that one of his men died 

of coontie poisoning.  He hadn’t realized 

that the root contains a toxic chemical, cycasin, which must be  

thoroughly washed out before the starch can be eaten.  

When white settlers arrived in South Florida, they saw that the coontie could become 

a profitable industry.  By the 1840’s they were already digging “comptie”, as they 

called it or “Florida arrowroot”.   The starchy flour from coontie turns clear when it 

dissolves, so it can be added to dishes without changing the color of the dish itself.  

Europeans and Northerners recognized the benefits of coontie starch, and they were willing to pay a high price for it.  

Florida arrowroot production became the first major industry of Dade County and remained a strong economic force until 

1926 when the last factory, owned by Mr. A. B. Hurst, closed its doors.  Because coontie grows so slowly, manufacturers 

never actually cultivated coontie; they just harvested the coontie that had been growing wild.  After all the wild coontie had 

been harvested, companies were forced to close up shop.   

The disappearance of one species almost always means the disappearance of another.  In this 

case, it was the disappearance of the Eumaeus atala butterfly, also known as the Atala hairstreak 

or Florida atala.   The only place where the atala lays its eggs is on the coontie, for the only food 

that the young caterpillars eat are the fronds of the coontie plant.  By the mid 1930’s, this butterfly 

was rare, and after 1965, everyone thought it was gone for good.  In November of 1979, however, 

a small population of atala butterflies was discovered on Key 

Biscayne, and local conservationists brought in cultivated coontie 

plants to provide food for the larvae.  After ensuring that the 

population on Key Biscayne was safe, some of the larvae were 

transported to other parts of South Florida in hopes that the 

population would expand there as well.   

Today, if you stop in at Kendall Campus’s Environmental Center, you’ll find a small 

population of atalas being raised there.   When the butterflies leave the Environmental 

Center, they fly across the street, where, with any luck, they find the coontie plants that are 

scattered across the main campus.  Take a closer look at the fronds of the coontie, and 

you may just see the eggs of a species that was almost lost forever.    



The Atala and the Coontie     Name _______________________________________ 

A Lesson in Adjective Clauses 

 

Part 1   

Put brackets around all of the adjective clauses in this story.  Then underline the nouns they modify.  Some of 

the adjective clauses have already been reduced.  Be careful!  Don’t highlight the noun clauses!   

You should find a total of 19 adjective clauses.  The first three have been done for you:   

The next time [that you’re at the Kendall Campus and you pass under Building M], take a closer look at a little plant [that 

grows on the corner of the Pine Rockland Restoration Area,]  [just south of the parking garage.]   

 

Part 2   

Match the first part of the sentence with the best adjective clause to complete it. 

1.  Atalas are a type of butterfly _____ a.  that can be lethal. 

2.  Cycasin is a chemical _____ b.  that atalas were re-discovered on Key Biscayne. 

3.  Mr. Hurst’s factory produced Florida arrowroot starch, _____ c.  that atala caterpillars eat. 

4.  The fronds of cycads are the only things _____ d.  who developed an intricate method of extracting 
toxins from it. 

5.  1979 was the year _____ e. that almost disappeared in the 1960’s. 

6.  Coontie flour was an important food source for Native 
Americans _____ 

f.  which was then sent to World War I soldiers in 
Europe. 

 

Part 3 

Write sentences with adjective clauses that modify these nouns.  Use information from the passage. 

1.  Hernando de Soto 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________  

_______________________________________________________________________________________________  

2.  Mr. A. B. Hurst 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________  

3.  Key Biscayne 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________  

_______________________________________________________________________________________________  

4.  atala larvae 

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 


