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Professor Victoria Zusman 

Miami Dade College, North Campus 

Biology 

                                                                 

  

Subject: General Biology            

Topic: Virginia Key Beach Park: Civic, Social and Environmental History 
Grade: College Level 

Time:  1hr 20 minutes 

 

Learning Outcomes addressed:  

LO# 1. Practice oral and written communication skills.  

LO# 3.  Critical thinking  

LO#4. Information literacy 

 

Instructional Objectives: 

 

     The goal of this lesson is to combine learning Biology with an awareness of civil rights and 

social changes. This topic will take two lessons. The first one involves a field trip and the second 

part is about research and classroom work. The lesson will help students understand the 

important changes that have happened in society since the 1940’s and since this is a Biology 

class we will study the changes in the Virginia Key Beach Park ecosystem and its lush, beautiful 

natural setting. The lesson will have a historical perspective by describing how Virginia Key 

Beach became a “colored beach” and how it became integrated later on. This lesson explains and 

brings awareness of the “separate but equal” doctrine that was applied here. The Houlover Beach 

protest, one of the earliest acts of civil disobedience staged in the United States was the 

beginning of the Civil rights movement. It led to having an integrated beach in the south about a 

decade earlier that anywhere else when 7 black people went in the water at the all-white 

Houlover Beach. To include the study of Biology, the flora and fauna of the park will be 

observed and discussed. The Virginia Key Beach Park Trust is a group of people dedicated to the 

preservation of its civic and social history as well as preservation of its natural history. They are 

trying to promote sustainable ecofriendly practices to maintain the park. 

     This activity will also promote cooperation and teamwork as well as increase the ability of the 

students to find a solution to a situation or question and draw conclusions from their findings.   

It will help develop the ability to express themselves both orally and in writing. 

It will teach students how to find information within a text and to use references.                       

Students  will be encouraged to volunteer their own time to work in the park removing invasive 

species such as the Brazilian pepper and the Australian pine which are invasive and abundant in 

the area after all the years of neglect.               

 

 

Instructional Strategies and Activities:  
      This lesson includes a field trip to Virginia Key Beach Park. The second day of this lesson is 

dedicated to research the organisms found and present it to the class by the group. 

It will start in a conference room where there will be a 5 minutes quiz from the previous lesson 

materials at the beginning of the class. 
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-There will be a video presentation to provide a basis for the historical facts relating to Virginia 

Key Beach Park and provide a foundation for the class activities that will be done today. These 2 

short videos will be shown: 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I75TMBtk88k 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T8_xbIorNhw 

 

-Form groups of 4 students. Teacher will act as a facilitator. The teacher will not answer 

questions that the students can answer themselves. 

 

Content Outline: 

-Show a video of the history of Virginia Key, how it came to be, how it closed for 26 years and 

how it reopened in February 2008.  The Beach Park was dedicated in 1945 to be a segregated 

recreational space to the black community. It was to be equal to the white beach across the road. 

It was given the same carousel, and the same train and it was called “separate but equal”.  It 

existed like that until the Civil Rights Act of 1968 desegregated it.   

 

Have the groups answer questions about the video. Activities can be assigned to different groups 

in different areas of the park or if time permits each group can do all 3 activities. During the 

second day of this lesson one student from each group with do a short presentation of their 

findings to their classmates. 

 

- Activity 1:  

       Take a walk on the park, use the boardwalk that goes over the restored wetlands and notice 

the wildlife, what types of organisms have their habitat here. Take pictures to identify and 

research later.  Notice the mangroves and the organisms that make their home there.  Virginia 

key have one of the oldest mangrove areas in the Miami area. Notice the giant Red Mangrove 

(Rhizopoda mangle) in the park. Find out what sustainable ecofriendly practices are put in place 

here for the park’s maintenance. Ask the caretakers. 

 

-Activity 2:  

      Have students take pictures of the plants and animals found in the area. We’ll use this for 

each group to identify and learn more about each species that lives in the park. What are the 

plants and animals of the fresh water wetlands and the tropical marine hammocks found here. 

The students will be asked to identify those species that are indigenous and those that are exotic 

invasive species that must be removed. If we are lucky they might see the West Indian manatee, 

the loggerhead and Hawksbill turtles, the Gopher tortoise and many birds. 

Student will also identify the threatened and endangered species that live in the area. If there is 

time they will also study the lake and see if they can spot a crocodile. 

 

-Activity 3:  

      Another group will concentrate on the beach area collecting pictures and studying star fish, 

sea urchins, and shells of mollusks to identify and study them. They will do library research of 

the fish most abundant in the area since a lot of fishermen come here. If possible collect and 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I75TMBtk88k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T8_xbIorNhw
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identify sea grass as well. Take pictures and identify the many sea birds found here. Look for 

falcons, eagles, spoonbills, storks, piping plovers and many others. 

 

Homework. 

 

After watching the videos of the history of the Virginia Key and visiting the park answer the 

following questions. 

1. What was the situation of black people in the 1940’s in the United States. 

2. What is the meaning of “separate but equal”? Was this fair? Why? 

3. Were there any other black beaches in Florida in the 1940’s and 50’s? 

4. What led to the integration of the beaches in Florida? 

5. List three exotic invasive plant species found at the Virginia Key beach park and explain 

why is it damaging 

6. List three animal exotic invasive species found at the Virginia Key beach park and 

explain why is it damaging 

7. What is unique to this barrier island? What are some endangered species found in 

Virginia Key and what is being done to protect them? 

 

 

 


