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Welcome to your EPI course! During your time with us in the field, you’ll 
experience life as an ecologist, explorer, and ambassador. Prepare to be 
amazed!

A little about us: We started working in Costa Rica because of our 
passion for conservation and education. And what we learned is that the 
best chance for positive, long-term impact is young people, like you, 
who are engaged and empowered. Two decades later, we have seven 
program sites, dozens of student-scientist partnerships, and YOU.

We’re thrilled that you’re joining us in Costa Rica. There’s nothing quite 
like seeing a gigantic leatherback sea turtle crawl out of a dark ocean 
to lay its eggs. You’ll be there. And the nightly turtle census you do will 
mean these creatures and their palm-sized hatchlings have a better 
chance of survival.

In the end, we hope this is more than just a trip - that your experience is 
a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. We hope you look back on this journey 
for years to come. Once you’ve returned home, we look forward to 
your connection as an EPI alum through on-going student-led activities, 
social and professional networking, and lifelong stewardship of the 
planet we all share. Welcome on board! 

Table of Contents
Welcome to the World of EPI .................................................... 1

Where You’ll Go .............................................................................. 2

What You’ll Do  ................................................................................ 3-5

The Big Five: Rules to Live By ..................................................... 6

Top Tips............................................................................................... 7-8

Making the Most of Your Adventure ....................................... 9-10

Oh, the Places You’ll Go .............................................................. 11

EPI Exclusive: Be in the Know .................................................... 12

Scott Pankratz    
Co-founder &  Executive Director

Julie Osborn    
Co-founder & Advancement Director



EPI Student Handbook: Costa Rica Sea Turtle Ecology

2 www.ecologyproject.org | 406.721.8784 | info@ecologyproject.org

Where You’ll Go
Costa Rica is one of the most geographically and ecologically 
diverse countries in the world, even though it only covers 0.03% of 
the Earth’s surface. Approximately 4.5% of the world’s biodiversity 
is held in that small area, which means you’ll see a lot of unique 
wildlife coupled with amazing landscapes!

Your EPI instructors will meet you once you arrive in San Jose, the 
capital of Costa Rica. Depending on when you arrive, you will either 
head to a hotel close by to catch some sleep before the journey really 
begins or take a 3 hour bus drive out to one of our field sites.

At our field sites, you’ll stay in comfortable but rustic cabins with 
bunk beds. All accommodations have running water, but not all 
accommodations have hot water or electricity – be sure to pack a 
headlamp and extra batteries!

Lodging is single gender, with 2-4 participants in a room, and 
sometimes including a chaperone of the same gender.

Pacuare Reserve
Rainforest Site
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What You’ll Do
We have two primary EPI field sites in Costa Rica: one on the beach and one 
in the rainforest. Once your group’s participation is finalized, we work with 
our partners and your chaperone to decide on field sites and set a detailed 
itinerary. 

Beach sites are located on the Caribbean coast and are only accessible by 
a 30-minute boat ride through beautiful jungle canals on very calm water. 
At the rainforest field site, you will experience and learn about the amazing 
biodiversity of this unique ecosystem. Day hikes and exhilarating night walks 
through the rainforest will leave you with memories for a lifetime!

Days (and nights!) will be action-packed with sea turtle and rainforest field 
research, games, turtle census data collection, and much more. You might also 
find a little free time to relax and draw or journal about your experience.  

Sometimes EPI-ers are surprised that we don’t do any swimming. There are 
strong rip tides at the beach site and crocodiles in the canals, so we like to play 
it safe and stay on dry land.

At the end of your trip, you’ll enjoy a day full of adrenaline while white river 
rafting or zip lining in the rainforest. 
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What You’ll eat
While on course, EPI provides three meals a day. Feel free to bring along a few individually 
wrapped or re-sealable energy bars or snacks, but please avoid candy, as we will be 
surrounded by wildlife with a sweet tooth (e.g. ants, insects, rodents, and more!).

Costa Rican cuisine is characterized by rice and beans, with meat, salad, vegetables, sweet 
plantain, and delicious fresh fruit on the side.

Meet Your Peers
For many EPI-ers, one of the best parts of the course is the cultural exchange – a day where 
you meet your Costa Rican peers and exchange stories about home, school, travel, and 
conservation. For about three hours, you’ll get to chat with local students, learn about their 
culture, play games, and break down language barriers. These exchanges depend on local 
school schedules and aren’t always possible, but we try to include them on each course. 

Weather prediction: Costa Rica is pretty 
pleasant all year round, and you’ll probably 
get lots of sunshine. However, rainy season 
begins around mid-March, so don’t be 
surprised if it rains a little. (bring a raincoat 
just in case!) Average temperatures are 70-
90° F with 60-90% humidity.

Closer to your course date, check in with your chaperone for a more detailed itinerary.
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real research

Before you begin your 
research, your instructors will 
train you in data collection 
techniques, protocols, and 
safety. Then you’ll dive in, 
collect and analyze data, 
and turn it into research that 
might just change the world.

Pacuare Beach is one of the most important nesting sites 
for leatherback sea turtles on the Caribbean coast. After 
you learn about the turtle census protocol and how to 
work with sea turtles, you’ll spend some late nights walking 
along a nesting beach, collecting data on adult female turtles 
and helping protect their nests. If it’s hatchling season, you’ll 
participate in a nest excavation and turtle release.   

The nighttime beach walks usually last between 4-6 hours and have 
to be done without lights, including camera flashes. We encourage 
you to get fit before heading on course so you aren’t too tired to 
participate in this amazing experience.

You already know you’ll be doing hands-on research while you’re on 
course. But do you know what happens to that research? 

It doesn’t sit quietly in a file, waiting for a final grade. Nope. 

Your EPI research is used by scientists to make recommendations, 
influence government officials and resource managers, and create new 
policies that promote conservation and species protection!

Your IMPact
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Here’s what you need to know about The Big 5: First, we’re serious about them. 
Second, we will enforce them. And third, if you violate any of them, you may be sent 
straight home (the cost of which will be your and your parents’ responsibility).

NO TOBACCO PRODUCTS
The use and/or possession of cigarettes or tobacco products of any kind   
is not allowed and is grounds for dismissal from the course. 

NO ALCOHOL
The use and/or possession of alcohol is not allowed and is grounds   
for dismissal from the course.

NO SEXUAL BEHAVIOR OR COUPLING
Sexual activity of any kind is prohibited while on course. Coupling or 
pairing off can divide the rest of the group, create cliques, and cause 
unnecessary tension. We also want the trust of your parents and schools 
(call us crazy), and we don’t think they’d appreciate this kind of activity. 
And yes, this is grounds for dismissal from the course.

NO ILLEGAL DRUGS
The use and/or possession of illegal drugs is not allowed and is grounds 
for dismissal from the course. (This one’s a no-brainer – remember that 
it’s illegal and dangerous, considering that we travel in really remote 
environments.)

NO DISRUPTIVE BEHAVIOR
We’ll admit, this is a pretty broad category. Basically, we don’t want to 
see any behavior that jeopardizes the safety of other participants or our 
instructors or that negatively affects your group’s learning while on 
course. If there’s a tiny voice in the back of your head telling you it 
might not be a good idea, then whatever you’re thinking of doing 
probably falls under this category. Disruptive behavior can be grounds 
for dismissal from the course.

the BIG 5

1
2
3

4
5
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a lIttle PreP Goes 
a LONG WaY
After more than seventeen years of packing, repacking, and leaving stuff 
behind, we’d like to think we finally have this packing thing down. Here are 
a few tips to help you get it right the first time:

You’ll be carrying your luggage through airports, between buses,   
 and maybe even onto boats, so make sure weight, comfort, and   
 functionality are your top three goals when packing.

Use our Costa Rica Sea Turtle Ecology packing list (on your Login 
Page) to help you stay on track – everyone likes to check things off 
a list, right?  

Stick to synthetic-cotton blends, whenever possible. Your   
 100% cotton clothing (like jeans) are likely to get wet and stay wet   
 for the whole course, and that’s no fun.

If you have as much fun as we hope you do, you’re going to get   
 dirty, wet, and sweaty, so pack two sets of the really important   
 items – you won’t have a chance to wash any clothes until you get  
 home.

Buy travel size toiletries. This will help keep your bag light and 
make organization a snap.

Check your airline’s baggage regulations online for weight limits 
and liquid and gel restrictions – you don’t want to get   
to the airport and have to toss important items. 

1
2
3
4
5
6

http://www.ecologyproject.org/forms
http://www.ecologyproject.org/images/uploads/documents/GA_Packing_List_2014.pdf?
https://www.ecologyproject.org/student-area
https://www.ecologyproject.org/student-area
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Cameras 
Trust us, you’ll want your cameras at the ready throughout your trip. So, please bring them along, but be sure to pack them in a Ziploc bag or 
waterproof case, since they’ll be exposed to water, sand, and a whole host of other elements. Keep in mind, though, that there might be times 
when we ask you to put your camera away so we can focus on data collection, safety, or fun!

Money
We’ve got your food and lodging covered while you’re on course with us, and you’ll be working in pretty remote places, so you won’t need a 
lot of extra cash. However, sometimes we do stop to buy snacks, and you may want a little ($50-100 should be plenty!) for your travels to and 
from Costa Rica. No need to change currency-American dollars are accepted!

Communication with Home
Parents worry sometimes, and we don’t want them to worry about you when you’re with us. So, when you arrive in Costa Rica, EPI will 
communicate with a pre-identified person back home who will let everyone know you’ve arrived and are in good hands! Remind your parents 
that when you’re on course, our policy is “no news is good news!” and that you will be Unplugged for the duration of course. Check out our 
Unplugged Policy to learn more!

Travel
Travel can be a bit tricky with 10-15 students. Just be sure to keep these things in mind as your course draws near:

• Checked baggage fees are not covered under your course tuition, so check your airline for any fees you might incur at check-in.

• We encourage you to purchase travel insurance, since flight delays, missed connections, and cancellations sometimes happen. In 
such cases, we do our best to still get you on course and having fun, but travel insurance may cover any costs passed down to you 
from the airline.

Prescription Drugs
Under 18? Your meds are collected on Day 1 and administered throughout the course by instructors (except bronchodilator inhalers, 
epinephrine, and injectable insulin). Over 18?  You’re responsible for your meds, unless you want instructors to store them for safety. 

• Remember: Bring enough for the full course; keep meds in their original, labeled containers; & record all your meds on your Medical 
Health History form.

$

What We’ve Learned About Staying Healthy on Course:
     •   Wash your hands…a lot. Put those germs in their place!
     •   Dehydration ain’t pretty. Keep your water bottle filled and on hand at all times. 
     •   Red is not the new black. Sunburns don’t go well with anything – bring and wear a hat, sunglasses, and sunscreen any time you’re in the sun.
     •   You’ll be hiking, swimming, and walking in a hot climate – is your body ready? Add some extra exercise to your routine in the weeks before your course.
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MakInG the Most of 
Your aDventure

Changes in Latitude, Changes in Attitude
You’re going on a once-in-a-lifetime trip to an amazing place with 
incredible wildlife. You’re also doing it with a group of your peers. On 
most of our trips, this means the beginning of lifelong friendships. 
But occasionally, tight spaces and spending 24/7 with a group can be 
challenging. All we ask is that you keep a little patience and flexibility in 
your back pocket for those challenging moments. 

EPI Unplugged
EPI courses are awesome. They’re so once-in-a-lifetime, and jam-
packed with unique experiences that we refuse to let screens interrupt 
them. That’s right: while on course your thumbs, eyes, and scrolling 
fingers will get a break from all your devices. No cell phones, tablets, 
mp3 players, portable video games, or electronic devices of any kind 
(except cameras!) are allowed on any EPI course. 

Trust us, we get it – it’s hard to leave those connections behind. Our 
instructors, staff, and leadership team leave their personal devices 
behind while on course too. 

Here’s the deal, though: We make it our job to make sure you’re having 
so much fun that you won’t even notice that device missing from your 
hand. If you bring one of these devices for the plane ride, just keep in 
mind that you’ll have to hand it over to your instructor for the duration 
of the course.

The Thrill of Adventure
Adventure and unpredictability might as well be synonyms. We try very 
hard to do two things for you: Create a full and exciting schedule and 
be flexible enough to change when we need to. We’re headed out into 
Nature’s territory, and sometimes she throws a lot our way. But if you 
bring a sense of humor and a go-with-the-flow attitude, you’ll definitely 
find the adventure you’re looking for! 

Meet Your Instructors
EPI instructors are the heart of our courses. They come from all over 
the world, and they teach our courses because they love conservation, 
wildlife, teaching, science, and wilderness training. Collectively, they 
have a wicked sense of humor and love the thrill of outdoor education. 
Learn more about your Costa Rica Ecology Instructor Team by visiting 
our website!

*Please note that our instructor list can sometimes change before courses begin. 

Show us some ♥ after your trip! 
Share your photos & memories on social, tag us, 

and use our favorite hashtags: 
#EPIinspired, #EPICostaRica

http://www.ecologyproject.org/about/staff/
https://instagram.com/ecologyproject/
https://twitter.com/ecologyproject
https://www.youtube.com/user/pezsapo08
https://www.facebook.com/EcologyProject
https://www.linkedin.com/company-beta/2035370/
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froM  
once-In-a-lIfetIMe 
to ePI-for-lIfe
Where Adventure Meets Education
EPI co-founders (and husband & wife) Julie Osborn and Scott Pankratz 
launched EPI’s first program in Costa Rica in 2000. Scott, a teacher, and 
Julie, a scientist, realized that despite the amazing scientific studies and 
federal protections offered in Costa Rica, many critical habitats and species 
were on the decline. They also recognized that the scientists and big 
conservation organizations needed more help in the field and more local 
support on the ground. And just like that, EPI was born. 

Want to learn more about how we got started, what we’re working on, and 
what our goals are? 

Check out our website: www.ecologyproject.org/about.

In a nutshell, we want to help you learn authentic, on-the-
ground science so that you can go out and change the world 
with it one day. We want to inspire you to become a scientist, 
a conservation journalist, an artist, a volunteer who inspires 
others to pitch in, and more. We want you to know that you 
can make a difference - not just when you get your degree 
or land a job, but right now and for the rest of your life.

EPI engages youth from Latin America and the U.S. in hands-on 
science and conservation projects in five countries. With your help, 

we hope to create an ecologically literate society where you and 
your peers are empowered to change the world.

http://www.ecologyproject.org/about
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We clearly think the Costa Rica Sea Turtle Ecology Program is great, but we try not to play 
favorites. So you should probably check out our other great programs, too. We hope this trip 
is just the beginning of your EPI journey!

oh the Places You’ll Go

Baja, Mexico
Snorkel and survey marine invertebrates in the Sea of Cortez or capture, tag, 
and release juvenile green sea turtles.

Belize
Observe dolphin behavior, monitor coral reef health, and control the spread 
of invasive lionfish.  

Hawaii
Immerse yourself in the incredible beauty of the Hawaiian Islands and 
learn about ridge-to-reef resource management. 

Andes to Amazon
Venture to the heart of South America with EPI - study spectacled bears 
in the Andean highlands, and explore the headwaters of the Amazon.

New in 2017...

Yellowstone
See the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem in its short summer season, tracking 
bison, pronghorn, and more! Or visit in the pristine quiet of winter to observe 
wolves and track bison and moose.

Galapagos Islands, Ecuador
Explore these richly diverse islands while working with the endemic 
Galapagos tortoise.



EPI Student Handbook: Costa Rica Sea Turtle Ecology

12 www.ecologyproject.org | 406.721.8784 | info@ecologyproject.org

ePI exclusIve

Contact EPI – Any Time, Any Reason
Have questions about your trip? Looking for a specific item or gear you 
can’t find in our website? Just want to chat with someone else who is as 
excited as you are about your trip? Contact us! 

(Seriously. We’re real people, and we want to hear from you!)

US Phone: (406) 721.8784  (M-F, 9a.m.-5p.m. MST)

Email: info@ecologyproject.org

Website: www.ecologyproject.org 

Address: 315 S. 4th St. E., Suite 101, Missoula, MT 59801

Planning on taking photos?
Enter the #MyEPIMoment Photo Contest

All EPI students and chaperones are eligible to enter.  
#MyEPIMoment

Contest Categories:
EPIc Selfie: We want to see your adventure face! Show us what the 
EPI world looks like with you in it!

WILDlife Encounters: You saw incredible animals while on course - 
some small, some mighty - show us what the animal kingdom looks 
like from your perspective on an EPI course!

Sense of Place: We want to know what the country you visit 
represents to you! Did you capture the landscape, the culture, the 
people? Share your sense of that place with us!

Science in Action: You work hard on course, even if that hard work 
is wrapped up in fun! Show us what science in the field looks like on 
your course.

Receive up to $500 to fund a 
conservation project in your hometown!
Apply for an EPI Leadership Award! As an EPI alum, you 
are eligible to apply for a small grant from EPI to start or 
participate in a conservation-related project. Like what? 
Here are some examples of what we might fund:

• Attending a conservation workshop or class to learn new marine 
ecology or conservation skills.

• Organizing a community event, like a park, river, or beach clean-up.

• Starting a youth Eco-Club at your school.

• Organizing a school or community fair to raise awareness about a 
conservation issue.

• Developing a small research project about Climate Change and 
presenting those results to your school or community.

Deadline for submission of proposal: 
 October 15, 2018

mailto:info%40ecologyproject.org?subject=Email%20from%20EPI%20Alum%21
http://www.ecologyproject.org
https://www.ecologyproject.org/programs/alumni/alumni-leadership-award

