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This past summer, | had the incredible opportunity to study abroad in Monteverde, Costa Rica,
where | delved into the intersection of environmental policy, conservation, and community
development. The program promised an immersive experience that would expand my
knowledge of tropical ecology while offering hands-on research and a chance to strengthen my
Spanish skills.

Although | was initially nervous about the journey and the unknowns that come with new places,
| was reassured knowing I'd be surrounded by a supportive group of my peers from CMU. This
sense of community quickly became one of the most valuable aspects of the experience. | made
so many friends and got to connect with locals.

A defining feature of my time in Monteverde was participating in community-led research
projects. | had the chance to engage in a variety of activities, from bird-catching initiatives to
assessing the water quality of local streams. Each project provided me with a direct role in the
scientific process, and the hands-on nature of the work helped deepen my understanding of the
local ecosystem in a way that classroom learning alone could never achieve.

One of my most memorable experiences was our exploration of the Monteverde Cloud Forest.
As we wandered through this biodiverse wonder, | could see firsthand the positive impacts of
reforestation efforts. The local community’s dedication to preserving their natural environment
was so visible. Their approach to conservation, deeply rooted in local knowledge and



community participation, inspired me to rethink how environmental solutions can emerge from
the ground up.

My primary research project during the program focused on evaluating the health of
Monteverde's streams. This region is celebrated for its biodiversity, and the vitality of its streams
is essential not only for the ecosystem but for the community that depends on them. Using a
dataset that spanned several years, | analyzed various indicators of stream health, including
water and air temperatures, pH levels, turbidity, and conductivity.

One of the key insights | gained was how crucial biodiversity is to the health of these streams. |
discovered that streams with a more diverse range of macroinvertebrate species were
consistently healthier, with higher water quality scores. Conversely, streams with elevated
conductivity levels, often linked to pollution, tended to show poorer health metrics.
Encouragingly, over the years, the data indicated a gradual improvement in stream health—a
testament to the ongoing efforts of the Monteverde community to safeguard their environment.

The process of analyzing this data was equally enriching. | used the R programming language
to manage and interpret the information, further honing my data analysis skills. This project not
only deepened my understanding of environmental data but also reinforced the importance of
applying scientific research to inform real-world policy decisions.

What truly set this program apart was the deep integration of community engagement into every
aspect of the experience. Working alongside local residents who are so deeply invested in the
conservation of their natural surroundings was both humbling and inspiring. The passion and
commitment | withessed in Monteverde reaffirmed my belief that community-driven efforts are
central to successful environmental conservation.

As | reflect on my time in Monteverde, | am struck by how transformative the experience was—
not just academically, but personally as well. Every day brought something new, whether it was
spotting an unfamiliar species of bird or engaging in meaningful conversations with local
residents. My Spanish improved through daily interactions, and | developed a deeper
appreciation for Costa Rican culture and the natural beauty surrounding us.

This study abroad experience has reinforced my passion for environmental research and policy.
| leave Monteverde with a clearer understanding of the complex challenges facing ecosystems
like the cloud forest and the important role that communities play in driving sustainable
solutions. Moving forward, | am eager to apply the skills and knowledge I've gained toward a
career that focuses on protecting biodiversity and preventing ecosystem loss.



