
Module #  4 

***Students who drop a field course should not expect a refund of any field course costs.   
     Students are encouraged to purchase cancellation insurance if airline tickets are required. 
 

UNIVERSITY OF WATERLOO 
Ontario Universities Program in Field Biology 

 
Course Title: Costa Rica: Rainforest and Reef 

Instructor(s): Samantha Burke (s5burke@uwaterloo.ca) 

Dates: May 1- May 15, 2015 (15 days) 

Location: Various locations in Costa Rica, beginning and concluding in San Jose 

Cost: Estimated $3700*** from Toronto (includes airfares, accommodation, surface transportation, 
meals). Registration deposit of $350 required at home university. Balance required before March 
10; cheque for $3350 payable to University of Waterloo sent to Sue Whyte, Department of Biology, 
University of Waterloo, 200 University Ave. West, Waterloo, Ontario N2L 3G1 

Prerequisites: Completion of second year biology program and a credit in an introductory course in ecology. 
Students must be prepared for moderate physical activities such as snorkelling on coral reefs and 
hiking (2 – 4 h) in rainforest and on lava flows. 

Enrolment: 16 STUDENTS/ minimum 12 (3 spots reserved for Waterloo) 

Description: This course is an introduction to neotropical ecology.  Costa Rica provides the ideal atmosphere 
for learning the fundamentals, since it is a biodiversity hotspot and is comprised of several distinct 
life zones (e.g. costal rainforest, cloud forest, dry forest).  The primary goal of this course is for 
students to become familiar with the terrestrial and marine ecosystems of Costa Rica, while 
learning techniques of ecological observation.  Additionally, students will be encouraged to 
evaluate the local conservation efforts made to preserve native habitats and biodiversity.  To see a 
variety of ecosystems, we will cover a large area over two weeks.   The course commences in San 
Jose (the capital city), in the central highlands.  From here we will head east toward the Caribbean 
coast and to the Cahuita Marine Reserve.  In Cahuita students will undertake an independent 
research project on coral reef ecology, and have the opportunity to snorkel and explore lowland 
coastal rainforest.  Following this we will head north to Parismina, near Tortuguero National Park. 
Here students will observe and participate in sea turtle research at the Parismina Turtle Research 
Project.  Next we will head into the interior highlands to La Fortuna, and the Arenal volcanic region.  
Here we will experience a variety of land use and vegetation zones, the volcano and surrounding 
montane rainforest, and primary succession on recent lava flows.  From Arenal, we will head 
higher in elevation into the Tilarán mountain range and Monteverde.  Here students will be 
exposed to cloud forest ecology, and have some excellent bird and wildlife viewing opportunities.  
Monteverde has the greatest known diversity of orchids (over 500 species), and is home to rare 
bird species, including the elusive resplendent quetzal.  Following this we will head to the 
Organization for Tropical Field Studies field station in Palo Verde National Park.  Palo Verde is 
home to one of Central America’s most ecologically significant wetlands, the Tempisque River, and 
houses examples of the widely threatened seasonal dry forest biome.   The course will wrap up in 
San Jose.  Travel will be by minibus, with accommodations at a combination of quality hotels and 
well-run (yet basic) field stations.  The instructor of this course (Samantha Burke) previously 
worked as a naturalist in Monteverde making her very familiar with the local flora and fauna.  
Additionally, we will also be accompanied by a bilingual naturalist/guide throughout the trip.  
Students will be expected to keep a natural history journal describing the ecosystems visited, and 
detailing the diversity of flora and fauna.  The main research project for this course will take place 
at the Cahuita reef site.  Suggestions on suitable reading materials and field guides will be 
distributed with the course package in early 2015. (Note: Itinerary and details of evaluation scheme 
are subject to change). 

Evaluation: Natural History Journal and participation: 50%  
Mini-research project and class presentation: 25% 
Essay on neotropical ecology or biology (choose from a list of topics), due no later than June 15, 
2015: 25% 

 


