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Organization name Winter Garden Heritage Foundation 

Lesson title Economic Changes in Central Florida – pre or post-field trip exercise 

Length of lesson 30 minutes 

Grade levels 4-5 

 

Objectives 

Students will: 

• examine a graph depicting the number of acres of orange groves in Orange County in the 
20th century. 

• identify information from the graph to answer a series of questions. 

• trace the influences that caused Orange County to change from an agriculture area to an 
urban center. 

• make inferences about how population increase and weather conditions affected the area.  

• pretend they are citrus farmers in Central Florida and evaluate their choices following the 
freezes of the 1980s. 

• understand how scientists solved problems associated with shipping citrus. 
 

 

Common Core Standards 

SS.4.A.6.1 Describe the economic development of Florida's major industries. 
SS.4.A.7.3 Identify Florida's role in World War II 
SS.4.A.8.4 Explain how tourism affects Florida's economy and growth. 
SS.4.A.9.1 Utilize timelines to sequence key events in Florida history. 
SS.5.A.1.2 Utilize timelines to identify and discuss American History time periods. 
SS.5.G.4.2 Use geography concepts and skills such as recognizing patterns, mapping, graphing 

to find solutions for local, state, or national problems. 
LAFS.4.SL.1.2: Paraphrase portions of a text read aloud or information presented in diverse 
media and formats, including visually, quantitatively, and orally. 
LAFS.5.SL.2.4: Report on a topic or text or present an opinion, sequencing ideas logically and 
using appropriate facts and relevant, descriptive details to support main ideas or themes; speak 
clearly at an understandable pace. 
MAFS.5.G.1.2: Represent real world and mathematical problems by graphing points in the first 
quadrant of the coordinate plane, and interpret coordinate values of points in the context of the 
situation. 
 

 

Vocabulary and definitions 

Rural – having characteristics of the country. 
Urban – having characteristics of the city. 
Suburb – a district lying outside a city or town. 
Decade – a period of ten years. 
Century – a period of one hundred years. 
Acre – a unit of land measure. 
Line graph – a diagram of lines made by connecting data points. 
 

 

Materials needed  
Economic Changes in Central Florida worksheet for each student or group (attached). 
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School-based equipment/materials 
(be sure to ask for this in advance) 
None needed 

 

 

Background information for teachers (suggested max ½ page) 
At one time, Central Florida was mostly rural farmland.  The graph shows the number of acres of 
citrus groves in Orange County in the 20th century.  Orange County, from 1925 through 1950, was 
the top-producing area for citrus in the world.  Now Polk County produces more oranges and 
grapefruit than Orange County.  Two main factors caused the citrus industry to move further 
south. 

 
The population boomed after the 1971 opening of Walt Disney World.  Walt Disney’s theme park 
attracted people from around the world.  As a result, other tourist attractions, as well as hotels, 
restaurants, and shopping centers, opened nearby.  Many people moved here to work in the new 
businesses.  The people coming here needed homes.  As more people moved here, demand for 
housing increased.  Soon people were buying grove land to build houses and apartments.  Many 
citrus growers sold their valuable land here and moved their groves to places where the demand 
for land was not as great and land prices were lower. 

 
In addition, weather changes affected the citrus industry.  In the winters of 1983, 1985, and 1989, 
temperatures in Central Florida fell below freezing.  Orange trees cannot survive below freezing 
temperatures.  In these three winters, most of the citrus trees in Orange County died. With each 
freeze, growers had to make a choice.  They could plant new trees on existing grove land in the 
spring and possibly face another cold winter the next year.  Or they could sell the land to people 
wanting to build houses and move their groves to land further south in Polk County, where the 
temperatures are a few degrees warmer.  With each freeze, more farmers decided to move.  Now 
Central Florida is considered an urban center rather than a rural area. 
 

 

Lesson process (suggested max 1 page) 
Students, working alone or in small groups: 

• study the “History of Orange County Citrus Acreage” graph. 

• answer questions below the graph. 

• discuss the choices farmers in Orange County had as more people arrived. 
 
After giving time to answer the questions among themselves, the teacher leads a class 
discussion guiding students’ understanding of what Orange County was like before Disney World 
and how the area is different now. 
 
Students are asked to pretend that it is 1990 and they own 100 acres of Orange County citrus 
farmland.  They have lost all of their orange trees due to cold temperatures in December 1989. 
Evaluating options open to them, they must decide what they will do after the 1989 freeze. Will 
they replant the orange trees (it takes three years for newly planted trees to produce fruit)? Will 
they sell their land in Orange County and buy cheaper land in Polk County where temperatures 
are warmer and continue to grow oranges? Will they enter a new business and quit farming? 
 

 

21st Century Skills to Increase Rigor  
In this exercise, students analyze and interpret a large amount of information on a graph to 
determine how Central Florida changed from a rural area to an urban center. They use critical 
thinking and problem solving skills to decide what they would do as a citrus farmer in Orange 
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County after the third freeze of the 1980s. 
 

 

Assessment  
Students’ understanding of the lesson content can be analyzed by either written or oral answers 
to the questions listed with the graph and by communicating their plan of action as a citrus farmer 
in the 1980s. 
 

 

Reflection/follow-up activities 

Discussion questions that can be used following the presentation include: 
In what ways did technological advances and product development spur growth in the citrus 
industry? 
What were the factors that caused the change of Central Florida from a rural community to an 
urban center? 
 
Activities: 
Students write a narrative as though they are Central Florida citrus farmers in 1989, describing 
the choices they must make after the third freeze has destroyed crops in the last 6 years and how 
the choices affect their families.  
Students plan and perform a simple play depicting their character and his plan of action. 
 

 

Additional information for teachers 

Scott Foresman Social Studies – 4th grade textbook, pages 246-247, Compare Line and Bar 
Graphs. 
 

 

Cross-curricular connections  
This lesson covers standards in Social Studies, English Language Arts, Theatre Arts and Math. 
 

 



 

  

Economic Changes in Central Florida 
 

 
Study the graph 
1. In approximately what year was the number of acres of citrus in Orange County at 

the highest point? At the highest point on the graph, approximately how many acres 
of citrus were present? 

2. Approximately how many acres of citrus were in Orange County in the year 1910?  In 
2000?   

3. In what three decades do you see the steepest increase in number of acres? (Hint: 
this is where the graph increases sharply.)  In what decade do you see the steepest 
decline? (This is where the graph decreases sharply.) 

 
Think and Apply 
1. Prior to 1970, Central Florida was mostly farmland.  After Walt Disney World opened 

in 1971, Central Florida changed.  How do you suppose the population of Orange 
County changed after the opening of Walt Disney World?   

2. What do new people arriving in the area need? 
3. What, besides people, did Disney World bring to the area?   
4. What happens to the graph after Disney opened in 1971? Why do you suppose that 

happened? 
5. Notice the graph drops dramatically in the 1980s.  Several winters during the 1980s 

temperatures dropped to below freezing.   What happens to orange trees in below-
freezing temperatures?   

6. Pretend you own 100 acres of orange groves in West Orange County and the price 
per acre of land in Orange County is $10,000.  How much is your land worth? 

7. In Polk County, just south of here, an acre of land costs $5,000.  If you sold your land 
in Orange County, how much land could you buy in Polk County? 

8. Three times in the 1980s, all of the orange trees died because of cold weather.  If 
you were a farmer growing orange trees and you lost your trees three times in one 
decade, what would you do?  

 

History of Orange County Citrus Acreage
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