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INTRODUCTION

The Department of Biological Sciences at Dartmouth College has sponsored a tropical

foreign study program in Costa Rica and Jamaica since the 1970s, allowing hundreds of
undergraduate students to develop and pursue pilot studies in a variety of ecosystems. Each winter
term, fifteen upperclass biology students, two graduate students, and three professors take
intellectual curiosity beyond the classroom, conducting research, presenting relevant literature, and
living at eight different field sites. This book is the culmination of our efforts.

In Costa Rica, we conducted seven small-group field studies. Five were student inspired; the
two others (Acacia-ant and Atta cephalotes) complemented and enhanced previous years' research
from the program. Each pilot study involved the formulation of questions and hypotheses by
students, critical evaluation of methods and practicality of testing, obtaining data, analysis of
findings, and written and oral presentation of the projects. Students also conducted three comparative
studies (forest profiles, arthropod abundance, and avifaunal communities) to assess the change in the
forests over the years of the foreign study programs. While only five names appear as authors for
each comparative study, all students were involved in the data collection of each study.

In Jamaica, we lived and worked at the Discovery Bay Marine Laboratory; exploring the
waters of Discovery Bay and the surrounding area. Students learned the difficulty of working and
communicating underwater through student-initiated studies of turtlegrass herbivory, and used this
knowledge in pursuit of two-week investigations, involving snorkeling, laboratory research, and/or
SCUBA diving.

In addition to the field projects, students presented nightly lectures of current research in
tropical terrestrial and marine ecology, and participated in discussions with individuals conducting
research at the various sites. This program challenged us to investigate our curiosity of the tropics;
using creative applications of theory to find an answer. Through our work in small groups, and by
expaining our findings to others, we learned the value of approaching a problem from a variety of
viewpoints, and some of the wonder of being a field biologist.
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