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I. Welcome and Program Overview                  Studies in Latin American Culture & Society, Fall 2009     
 

 
Congratulations on your acceptance to the ACMõs program on Studies in Latin American Culture & Society in Costa Rica.  
You will be participating in a program that has been in existence over forty years and has graduated many distinguished Latin 
Americanists.   
 
This ACM Costa Rica program handbook is intended to help prepare you for your semester in Costa Rica and to give you an 
initial sense of what to expect academically and personally while you are there.   It is revised each year based on comments 
from the previous program participants to include more current information and contains information on various logistical 
arrangements for your trip.  It is, in effect, a reference tool that provides you (and your parents, to whom a copy will also be 
sent) with the information you need as you make arrangements to participate in the program.  It is important that you read it 
carefully as preparation for the telephone orientation session and raise any questions you may have either in that orientation 
session, or individually with the ACM Program Associate, Heather Everst, or the Director of International Study Programs, 
Carol Dickerman.   You should also take it with you when you travel to Costa Rica, as it contains important contact and 
schedule information, as well as information about academic and other arrangements for the program.   
 
The ACM Costa Rica staff is ready to help you in any way they can. You should feel free to come to them with your 
questions and problems. They are always willing to provide assistance or advice, particularly on cross-cultural matters. We 
hope you will learn a tremendous amount about Latin America, that you will form lasting friendships, and that you will 
come to love Costa Rica and its people.  May your experiences in Costa Rica be rich and memorable.  Que la aprovechen! 
 
Program Overview 
Central America is a region of great historical, cultural, and biological diversity, with approximately 40 million people who 
inhabit Costa Rica, Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, and Nicaragua sharing much in common.  Governed in Spanish 
colonial times as a single unit, today they are separate countries sharing similar economic pursuits.  While in the past they 
may have been characterized as òcoffeeó or òbanana republics,ó today their economies continue to grow more diverse as the 
region takes on the twenty-first century challenges of building justice and prosperity in the context of globalization.  As 
Costa Rica continues to grapple with issues such as poverty, public health, and environmental conservation, òTicosó (as 
Costa Ricans like to call themselves) are committed to universal health care, social programs, and democratic government.  
Over the years Costa Rica has always stood somewhat apart from the historical dramas of Central America, making it a 
fascinating comparative case and a safe observatory on progress in nation-building and sustainable development in this region 
so closely tied, both politically and economically, to the United States.  
 
The ACMõs Fall program in Costa Rica has three broad goals:  to provide students with cultural immersion in a Latin 
American society, to develop their Spanish language proficiency to the advanced level and provide first-hand experience 
with Central American development, environment, and cultural issues.   Within the framework of a liberal arts education, 
course offerings at ACMõs program center focus on Latin American culture, politics, and environment, and Spanish language 
acquisition.  Consistent with classes at ACM member schools, courses are discussion-oriented and enrollments are small.  
The housing arrangements, with host families in San José and during a two-week rural stay, enhance the immersive aspect of 
the program, as do program excursions to sites in and around San José.    



   

 

 

II. Calendar 
 

 
 

 
 

Saturday, August 22, 2009 Students arrive in Costa Rica 

Monday, August 24, 2009 First day of orientation and classes 

Saturday, September 26, 2009 Start of rural stay 

Saturday, October 10, 2009 Students return to San José 

Friday, December 4, 2009 Last day of program 

Saturday, December 5, 2009 Students can leave San José 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

 

 

III. Academics 
 

 
The Fall ACM Studies in Latin American Culture & Society (SLACS) program has three broad goals: 

 Provide students with cultural immersion in a Latin American society; 

 Develop Spanish language proficiency to the advanced level; 

 Provide first-hand experience with Latin American development, environment, and cultural issues. 
 
Taken together, these goals speak to the programõs aim to help students gain facility in comprehending the many dimensions 
of life in Latin America and in understanding the broad questions, challenges, and opportunities faced by societies in this 
region.  Building on the framework of a liberal arts education, course offerings focus on analyzing Latin American culture, 
politics, and environment, as well as Spanish language acquisition.  Like classes at ACM member schools, courses are 
discussion-centered, enrollments are small, and faculty work closely with students. 
 

Program Courses 
 
Introduction to Costa Rica 
Instructor:  Dr. Christopher Vaughan, Program Director 
Required course, 3 credits 
This course will offer a social and political history of Costa Rica and its economic development history up to modern times. 
Taught in both English and Spanish, teaching methodology will include: a) discussions based on readings, b) guest lecturers, 
c) a rural stay and d) field trips revolving around case studies. Short analysis essays, the ethnographic report and case studies 
write-ups will be the basis for evaluation. The first five weeks will concentrate on Costa Ricaõs history and economic 
development. Then a two week rural stay will include an ethnographic analysis of a rural community by each individual. 
During the second part of the semester, students will analyze case studies of current social and environmental issues, such as 
water, health care, democracy and ecotourism/biodiversity conservation.    
 
Spanish Grammar, Conversation, and Culture 
Instructors:  Eduardo Estevanovich and additional instructors 
Required course, 4 credits 
Instruction at the ACM center is provided by experienced Costa Rican teachers working under the direction of Eduardo 
Estevanovich.  Instructors rotate among the small classes to expose students to several native speakers.  Classes meet 17 ½ 
hours/week during the first five weeks of the semester and focus on comprehension and conversation, Costa Rican idioms, 
and grammar review. 
 
Students choose one of following two core courses: 
 
Music, Society, and Identity  
Instructor: Manuel Monestel 
Elective course, 6 credits 
This course will explore the historical development of different musical processes, and the influence of different migration, 
political and social factors on the origins of the musical styles of the Americas.  It will also use those styles as a window to 
broader issues, such as social movements and identity formation in the Americas. The course will explore concepts such as 
standardization, cultural exchange, cultural industry and cultural identities in relation to different contextual frameworks for 
the development of music in the Americas.  Along with course readings and the writing of an independent study project, 
students will have the opportunity to deepen their musical and cultural literacy and to appreciate some of the greatest 
contributions of Latin Americans to world culture.  Additionally, given that ACM students frequently cultivate some 
musical talent, the seminar will be open to ways in which students might participate in music-making during the semester.   
 
 
Central American Neotropical Biodiversity and Conservation 



   

Instructor:  Paul Hanson 
Elective course, 6 credits 
This course will examine environmental issues and solutions within the socio-economic-political framework of each Central 
America country, with special emphasis on Costa Rica, where conservation efforts have received international acclaim. 
Themes developed include: a) evaluating natural resource status and understanding the reasons behind their decline, b) 
improving land capability and land use information, c) ecosystem restoration, d) environmental education and outreach 
programs, and e) promoting òsustainable developmentó. 
 
The subject matter of this course is inherently multidisciplinary with interconnected webs of causality. Moreover, a plethora 
of recent literature treats conservation topics. We will focus on the most important issues in making the critical distinctions. 
We will first focus on analysis on understanding roots of problems before concentrating on the most viable solutions. Course 
evaluation will consist of: participation in class discussions, written book reviews and a literature review research project 
(oral presentation and final paper). 
 
Rural Stay 
Halfway into the program, students leave San José to live with rural families for two weeks in order to explore urban and 
rural contrasts and further develop their language skills.  Student journals and interviews provide the basis for an 
ethnography and oral report in the Introduction to Costa Rica course. 
 
During the second half of the semester, students choose one of three language electives: 
 
Literature of Latin America 
Instructor: TBD 
Elective course, 3 credits 
This course introduces students to the contemporary literature of the region.  Class work includes analysis of poetry, fiction, 
and drama.  Readings are all in Spanish.  Costa Rican authors meet with the class to discuss their work. 
 
Advanced Composition in Spanish 
Instructor: TBD 
Elective course, 3 credits 
This course focuses on improving studentsõ writing skills through emphasizing good exposition, grammar review, and the 
development of an effective writing style. 
 
Advanced Conversation in Spanish 
Instructor: TBD 
Elective course, 3 credits 
The emphasis of this course is on attaining greater fluency through work on pronunciation, vocabulary development, and 
conversational skills. 
 

Credits and Grades 
 
ACM recommends a total of 16 credits, as shown in the course descriptions, for your academic work in Costa Rica.  Before 
you leave your home campus you should find out from your registrar exactly how many credits you will 
earn and what graduation requirements they will meet.  Different colleges have different policies about credit, and 
it is your responsibility to inform yourself about pass/fail options and how your India program credits will appear on your 
transcript.  (More detailed information about ACM and individual college policies can be found in the XII section of this 
handbook.) You should also discuss your plans for your independent project with your advisor and academic department, 
particularly if you want to use it to fulfill a requirement or serve as the basis for an honors or senior project.   
 

Expected Participation  
 



  

You are expected, unless excused, to attend all ACM classes and events and to participate in the field trips.  As a general 
rule, students will not be excused from ACM activities to attend to visitors from the United States, 
whether friends or family. As a courtesy to your fellow students and to your host family, be sure to attend all ACM 
social activities. Those who participate fully in the program will definitely benefit culturally and socially.  Keep in mind that 
visitors may not take precedence over your academic responsibilities; a prolonged visit by family or friends causes an 
inevitable regression in your Spanish learning and may cause you to fall behind in your courses.   
 

 
Literature of Latin America class with Eduardo. Photo courtesy of Greta Murphy. 

 

 
View from the ACM building. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

IV. Preparing to go and Arrival  



   

 

 

Passport  and Visa 
 
You will need a valid passport.  Make sure that your passport is valid at least six months from the day you board the plane to 
return home. If it expires during that time, you should renew it immediately.  Passport information is available at 
http://travel.state.gov/passport/passport_1738.html. 
 
Costa Rica automatically gives 90-day tourist visas to incoming visitors from the United States and you will be no exception. 
Once students arrive in San José, the ACM program legal advisor, in coordination with the Administrative Assistant, will 
arrange for the extension of student permits for up to one week after the end of the program.  As the ACM cannot request 
different visa lengths for different students, please be aware that if you arrive to Costa Rica early, those days will be 
subtracted from the extra days built in for travel at the end of the program.  Under no circumstances should students 
arrive in Costa Rica more than one week before the program begins, unless for some reason a trip outside of the 
country is part of your travel plans.  Please consult with the ACM office in Chicagoñ and before making definite plansñto 
be sure that an early arrival does not create immigration problems for you. You must arrive in Costa Rica with a 
round-trip ticket or an on -going ticket out of the country.  Students without a return or on-going ticket 
can have trouble entering the country, and the ACM legal advisor will not be able to request an extension 
from the migration authorities without evidence of a return or on-going ticket out of the country.  The 
ACM Chicago Office will send you a letter explaining the programõs visa procedures which you can give airline personnel if 
you are questioned at the check-in counter.   
 
If you are not a U.S. citizen or not flying to Costa Rica from the United States, please inform the Chicago office as soon as 
possible.  Visitors from certain countries must undergo a special process to secure a tourist visa, and this process can take a 
long time and should be started as soon as possible. 
 
As a precaution against a lost or stolen passport, ACM recommends that you make a photocopy of the front page of your 
passport and also write down the passport number as well as the place and date of issue.  Carry this information separately, 
together with a few extra photos; having this information easily available can make the replacement process both quicker and 
simpler.  (In Costa Rica it is possible to travel throughout most of the country carrying a certified copy of your passport, 
which will be provided for you during the first days of the program.  The exceptions are regions near the countryõs borders 
where it is recommended that you travel with the original document.  In that case, keep your passport separate from your 
wallet in a money belt or other concealed carrierñif you lose your wallet, you wonõt have lost your passport as well.) 
 
Visa 
The ACM staff will obtain the necessary extension of your student visa after your arrival.  During that time, you will carry a 
notarized copy of your passport.  When your passport is returned after the permit is obtained, you will be notified, and we 
will make a copy of the page with the permit.  You will then carry with you at all times a copy of your passport and the 
permit (it's best to leave your actual passport in a safe place unless you are travelling near an international border).  
 
Travel Arrangements 
You should make your travel arrangements as soon as possible after you accept the offer to participate in the program:  keep 
in mind that earlier reservations are likely cheaper.  You will need to arrange to fly from your home to the Juan 
Santamaría International airport  (SJO), arriving on Saturday, August 22.  You can choose to make your 
reservations through the internet or through a travel agent in your home town or near your campus.  Students also 
recommend STA travel (Statravel.com). Once you have made your reservations, please fill out the ACM Travel Form (the 
blue sheet, included in your acceptance packet) and return it to Heather Everst in the ACM Chicago office.   
 
 
 

Communication 



  

 
E-Mail  
You should plan to continue using your college e-mail address and/or a personal e-mail account such as Gmail while abroad.   
 
Mail  
The main post office, or correo, is located in downtown San José on Calle 2 and Avenida 3.  The entrance is on the Calle side.  
Itõs a beautiful old building worth visiting, and even has a nice coffee shop.  In San Pedro, the post office is located on the 
ground floor of the Outlet Mall, 200 meters north of the ACM. 
 
Your mail should be addressed to you in care of the ACM office, because delivery to your host familyõs street address is not 
always reliable.  The ACM will distribute student mail.  Since surface mail sometimes takes many weeks to arrive, be sure to 
have all letters sent airmail.   
 
Shipping 
Surface shipments generally require 60 to 90 days to reach San José.  If packages must be mailed to you, have them sent 
airmail during the first two months only.  All packages are opened by Customs.  Be aware that most packages are charged a 
customs tax often equal to or greater than the value of the contents, and that paying them is a fairly tiresome bureaucratic 
process.  In addition, postal customs may hold your package for an indefinite period of time.  You can expect to spend an 
extended period at Customs to claim your package.  Express mail services are little better for packages.  Although, DHL 
provides rapid, efficient service to Costa Rica, it is quite expensive and even DHL packages can get delayed in customs.  
 
Try to have nothing sent to you except letters and postcards.  You can purchase most of the popular U.S. periodicals at 
newsstands in San José or you can read them at the North American-Costa Rican Cultural Center. 
 
Computers 
Past participants recommend that if you have a laptop you bring it with you.  The ACM office provides a room where you 
can store your computer overnight and during your rural stay.  Keep in mind that the time you spend on your computer on 
Facebook, Skype, and similar web resources is time away from immersion in Costa Rican culture.  You will also need to be 
sure that your computer is insured, as ACM does not provide insurance coverage for studentsõ personal property. Keep in 
mind that it is best not to travel about with your laptop in Costa Rica with the same confidence you would at home, and it is 
strongly recommended not to take it with you during your rural stay assignment in the fall, or during field research outside 
of San José in the spring.  Household security (doorlocks, etc.) is often less strict in rural areas, and fluctuating electrical 
current, damp conditions, etc. are more frequently encountered outside of San José. For information about computer 
facilities at the ACM program office please see page 27.  
 
Telephones 
It is not necessary to bring your American cell phone with you to Costa Rica.  Although an American cell phone will work in 
San José with an international service plan, calls are expensive, and most past participants do not regret having left them at 
home.  Instead, they recommend using Skype to keep in touch with friends and family at home or purchase an international 
calling card, which you can use from public phones.  For more information about telephones, please see page 28. 
 

Money  
 
Students on the program in the past several years have relied on debit and ATM cards almost exclusively to obtain colones for 
daily expenses.  (For information on what expenses you can expect to have, please see the Cost Information sheet for the 
Costa Rica program included with your acceptance materials.)  ATM machines (known as ATHs or A Toda Hora in Costa 
Rica) are readily available throughout San José and other towns, and you should have no problem withdrawing funds in 
colones from your U.S. bank account.  Before you leave for the program, however, you should notify your bank that you will 
be abroad and confirm that your PIN will still be valid.  (If you neglect to do so, you may find that your bank, fearing that 
your card has been stolen, will freeze your account after several withdrawals.)  You will also want to check on the 
transaction charges your bank may levy.  While the exchange rate is typically good when using an ATM or debit card, you 



   

may find that such transaction fees discourage multiple withdrawals of small amounts.  Youõll also want to keep careful track 
of your debit card; there have been incidents of students leaving their debit cards in the machines.  Have the information you 
need on hand to cancel your debit card immediately should it be lost or stolen.  
 
While ATM and debit cards work well, this should not be your only means of getting moneyñATM and debit cards can get 
lost, stolen, or eaten by cash withdrawal machines.  You should also bring along some hard currency in dollarsñperhaps 
$100 and $200ñand a credit card.    Visa is more widely used than other credit cards, but you should not plan to use it with 
the frequency that you likely do in the U.S., as many small businesses in Costa Rica will not accept credit cards.  Be sure to 
carry some colones in case of emergencies or when you travel outside of San José. 
 

Medications and Other Medical Preparation 
 
As part of your preparation to go abroad, please carefully read the information from the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) 
about medical conditions in Costa Rica and the recommended precautions for Americans traveling to Central America.  The 
website is:  
 

http://wwwn.cdc.gov/travel/destinationCostaRica.aspx 
   

You should share this information with your doctor or the physician who signs your Medical History form and your parents.  
You will want to make sure that you have the recommended vaccinations and are aware of and take precautions against the 
various health risks, as recommended by the CDC. 
  
If you take one or more prescriptions drugs regularly, you will want to be sure you can continue this medication while 
abroad.  Speak with your physician about the possibility of obtaining a supply to take with you.  (And please make sure to 
keep it in its original container, and in your carry-on luggage.)  If you cannot get a supply to take with you, you will want to 
see if this medication can be obtained in Costa Rica and to have the generic name.  You should not plan to have drugs (of any 
kind) sent to you while abroad. 
 

Insurance 
 
ACM provides all ACM program participants with the MEDEX Travel Card.  Among its benefits, the MEDEX Travel Card 
includes insurance coverage for emergency medical evacuation and repatriation of remains.  For a complete list of benefits 
provided by the MEDEX Travel Card, please see: www.medex.com.  In addition to the MEDEX Travel Card, all 
ACM program participants are required to carry insurance for major medical expenses, including 
hospitalization and physiciansõ fees, during the study abroad period.   
 
Like all travel insurance policies, the coverage provided by MEDEX is supplemental, or secondary, to any other coverage 
that you may have.  In other words, if you are covered by another insurance policy (e.g., a personal policy, a 
college/university policy, or a policy maintained by your parents) then that policy is your primary policy.  Prior to 
departure, you should contact your primary insurance carrier concerning coverage for accidents, illnesses, hospitalization, 
physiciansõ fees, and liability cases that occur outside the U.S.  In addition, all students should verify whether (and under 
what circumstances) the coverage will continue while they are abroad and how they can be reimbursed for medical 
expenses.  Each student is responsible for the costs of any medical care received while participating in the program.   
 
If you discover that your American insurance policy will not be valid abroad, you will need to purchase a supplemental 
policy.  Your supplemental coverage should start on or before your departure date and extend through the date you return 
home.  You must purchase your insurance plan in full before you depart for your study country.  You are strongly advised to 
investigate the actual costs of hospitalization in your study country and obtain additional coverage as appropriate.  ACM 
recommends also that you continue your U.S. coverage even if it will not provide full coverage while you are abroadñsome 
U.S. carriers may consider diseases or injuries that occur while abroad pre-existing conditions and decline to cover follow-
up care.   



  

 
While abroad, you should have your primary and/or supplemental insurance carrier and policy information readily 
available. 
 
Remember, medical insurance does not cover personal property.  Insurance coverage for loss or theft of personal property 
may need to be purchased in addition to oneõs medical insurance. 
 
Some travel international insurance providers include: 
Cultural Insurance Services International: www.culturalinsurance.com 
HTH Worldwide: www.hthworldwide.com   
MEDEX: www.medexassist.com  
Travel Guard: www.travelguard.com  
 

Packing Considerations 
 
What to Bring 
Packing can seem like an overwhelming task, but using common sense and the following checklists can make it much less 
daunting. If you see something on the list you can do without or would never use in the U.S., donõt bring it! Use your own 
judgment. If you have any questions, please call the ACM office for clarification. Remember when packing certain items that 
most Costa Rican houses use 110 voltage so U.S. electrical appliances also work there.  
 
Donõt forget to leave some extra space for things youõll buy when youõre abroad.  Airline luggage restrictions can be strict 
and you are likely to be charged for excess luggage. The baggage limit for international flights on most airlines is 2 pieces of 
checked luggage.  Each bag should weigh no more than 50 pounds, and its total dimensions (length + width + height) 
cannot exceed 62 inches.  In addition, each passenger is allowed one piece of carry-on luggage. Check with you airline to 
find out what the exact weight and dimension limitations are. If you exceed the weight and/or size limits for baggage, youõll 
probably be charged an additional fee.  Try to take as little as possible while still covering your essential needs, and 
remember that when you travel to rural areas of the country by bus, taking along a large suitcase is usually neither 
convenient nor secure.   If you must bring a large suitcase to Costa Rica, be sure to pack a smaller backpack or duffel bag so 
that you can leave behind in San José things you wonõt need in rural areas.  
 
We strongly recommend that you carry your money, passport, and any valuables in a money belt or pouch 
beneath your clothes while youõre traveling. You can buy one for a few dollars at specialty travel shops and discount 
stores like Target or Wal-Mart.  
 
Put anything youõll need immediately upon arrival into your carry-on bag. Never put prescription drugs or valuables 
in your checked luggage.  Bring copies of the prescription using the generic name since brand names may vary from 
country to country. If you wear glasses or contacts, bring an extra pair. 
 
 
 
Clothing 
Costa Rica has two seasons:  the wet season, usually from late May through November; and the dry season, usually from 
December to May.  During the wet season in San José, it will rain almost daily for brief periods of time and, during October 
and November, it is common for the rains to last all day long.  The weather in San José and its environs is generally mild 
year-round.  The daytime temperature rarely exceeds 80°F in San José, but evenings are brisk and Costa Rican homes do 
not have heat.  Temperatures can get quite low in the mountains and very high in the tropical lowlands, accompanied by 
high humidity.   
 
The advice for travelers is to travel lightly.  Take enough clothing to provide for your basic needs, but pack sparingly.  
Ordinary clothes in good condition are appropriate, and your appearance should always be neat.  It is advisable to dress a 



   

little more formally than you normally would in the U.S.  Excessively informal, revealing, or sloppy attire can attract 
unwanted comments or attention, particularly from men.  
 
Try to select clothing that will adapt to different seasons and situations.  Avoid a piece of clothing youõll wear only once or 
twice during the semester.  Wash-and-wear clothing is recommended, since dry cleaning is expensive and clothes tend to 
get dirty quickly from air pollution and dust, especially in the dry season. Laundry is included in your housing costs.   
 
Gifts 
It is a wonderful gesture to take a gift to your host family.  All fall students will also have a rural family, so plan on gifts for 
two families.  Choose something representative of your college, town, or culture, but keep it within a moderate price 
range.  When choosing presents for your San José family you may wish to make use of the information sent to you by the 
ACM office in Costa Rica.  Here are some general recommendations: 

T-shirts or pennants from your college or sports teams (especially for your siblings) 
Calendars with scenes of your home state or town 
Specialty foods (wild rice from Minnesota, bread mix, your favorite cake/muffin mix) 
Handmade sweets from your state or region 
Small toys for children (jacks, stickers, matchbox cars, stuffed animals, magic markers) 
Picture books about the U.S. or your home region 
CDs of popular music in the U.S. 
Mugs 
Artwork from your area (small pottery, weaving, watercolors) 
Commemorative coins (such as state quarters) or stamp collections 

 
Host grandma with her gifts. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Suggested Packing List 
 



  

Documents 

Æ Passport 

Æ Copy of your birth certificate 

Æ Travelerõs checks, ATM card, credit card, cash 

Æ Health insurance claim forms 
 
Clothing 

Æ T-shirts, cotton shirts, or blouses and a few light, 
long-sleeve shirts, appropriate for spring or summer 
weather  

Æ Jeans (without holes) or casual slacks (for both men 
and women) 

Æ Bathing suit (2-piece suits are common for women) 

Æ Shorts for exercise and excursions to the hotter parts 
of the country.  Shorts are normally not worn in the 
city. 

Æ Men should take a dress shirt, slacks and good shoes, 
and women should have at least one good dress, skirt 
or pants outfit.  At least once during the semester you 
might want to dress more formally. 

Æ A few heavy sweaters and/or a light jacket since the 
temperature in San José drops in November and 
December. 

Æ Rough, òcampingó clothes for group field trips and the 
rural stay portion of either program. 

Æ Comfortable walking shoes and a pair of field boots for 
hikes and camping; one pair of sneakers you wonõt 
mind getting wet (for the fall rainy season) such as 
Chaco, Teva, Merrell, or Crocs.  The ACM has some 
pairs of rubber boots available though the quantity and 
sizes are limited.  If you wear a size 11 or larger, you 
will not find your size available in Costa Rica.  Sandals 
are not safe for hiking in the tropics. 

Æ Rain gear, including a raincoat or poncho and a 
collapsible umbrella (the latter can be purchased in 
Costa Rica) 

Æ Shoes to wear around the house (it is not acceptable to 
be barefooted) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Personal and Miscellaneous Items 

Æ Toiletry articles, including most U.S. brands, are 
readily available in Costa Rica.   

Æ Portable toilet paper (Charmin makes travel rolls) 

Æ Hand sanitizer 

Æ Glasses or contact lenses + extra pair and copy of 
your prescription.  Contact lens solution is 
expensive, so you might want to bring a semesterõs 
supply. 

Æ Enough prescription medicine to last your stay and 
copies of prescriptions (with generic names) 

Æ Medicine for an upset stomach 

Æ A bath towel and a beach towel (do not expect to use 
your host familyõs towels) 

Æ Sunscreen 

Æ Insect repellent containing DEET 

Æ Flashlight and extra batteries 

Æ Camera and appropriate film/memory card 

Æ Travel alarm clock/watch 

Æ Backpack for routine daily use in San José (some 
students bring larger backpacks to use on weekend 
travel) 

Æ Money belt 

Æ Sleeping bag for camping trips & field work 
(optional) 

Æ Binoculars are useful and bringing them is highly 
recommended 

Æ Guidebook 

Æ Laptop computer (optional) 

Æ Pictures of your family, home, and college to show 
to your host family and friends in Costa Rica.  These 
items provide an excellent way for your family to get 
to know you better and make for good conversation.  

 





 

Arrival in San José 
 
The Director and your host family will meet you at the Juan Santamaría airport (SJO) near San José on Saturday, August 22, 
2009.  The ACM Program Associate will gather student travel information in advance and send it to the staff in Costa Rica.  
Upon meeting the Director and your host family at the airport, you will go directly to your new home, and will meet the 
rest of the ACM staff formally on Monday morning. 
 
You are responsible for your own transportation to and from Costa Rica.  You should arrive at the international terminal at 
least three hours before your departure time.  Even if you have an intermediate stop in the United States, you should be sure 
to check in at the international counter since all baggage will be checked through directly to San José and there are special 
security procedures for international flights. 
 
If you come before the scheduled arrival date, you will have to make your own arrangements until the 
program begins. You should keep in mind that early arrival will limit the number of days you might be 
able to travel within Costa Rica after the program ends, since the visa extensions we request at the end of 
your 90 day tourist permit must be for the same amount of time for all our students, regardless of when 
you arrived.   
 
ACM cannot guarantee that your family will meet you at the airport if you arrive early.  There is a prepaid taxi service inside 
the airport where you can arrange for a taxi without haggling. The counter is just after you leave the luggage inspection area 
on the right hand side at the end of a row of car rental counters. These taxis are parked right outside the customs exit at the 
airport.  If you do arrive early, arrangements can be made to meet your host family at the ACM office on Saturday, August 
22, 2009.  If you need inexpensive lodging, we recommend the Toruma Youth Hostel (2224-4085), located on Avenida 
Central entre Calles 31 y 33.  You could also try the Ave del Paraíso Hotel (2225-8515), located 350 meters north of the 
Fuente de la Hispanidad in San Pedro.  It is only a 15-minute walk from the ACM office and costs about $45 per night. 
 
If you come after the scheduled arrival date but during business hours on a weekday, you should first call the ACM San José 
office from the airport, and then go directly to the ACM office.  The office is located in San Pedro de Montes de Oca, east of 
San José near the University of Costa Rica.  
 
This address may be given verbally to a taxi driver.  Outside of the building is a black iron fence and an ACM ceramic sign 
next to the gate.   

 
ACM building. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

V. Host Country Information 
 

 
People  
Costa Ricans are progressively moving away from a national identity based on dubious notions about European origins and 
òwhitenessó, and towards more awareness of the diversity of the population.  For example, an estimated 10% to 15% of the 
population is made up of recently-arrived Nicaraguan immigrants. Descendants of 19th-century Jamaican immigrant 
workers are an important (and frequently English-speaking) presence in the Atlantic province of Limon, --at 3% of the 
population-- are probably the most significant historical minority in Costa Rica. Few of the native Indians survived the first 
100 years of European contact; the indigenous population today numbers about 29,000 or less than 1% of the population.  
However, indigenous communities are a visible and sometimes vocal presence in several parts of the country.  A small 
population of Chinese immigrants, some with origins dating back to the 19th century, and others of more recent arrivals, add 
to the countryõs diversity. 
 
History   
In 1502, on his fourth and last voyage to the New World, Christopher Columbus made the first European landfall in the 
area. Settlement of Costa Rica began in 1522. For nearly three centuries, Spain administered the region as part of the 
Captaincy General of Guatemala under a military governor. The Spanish optimistically called the country "Rich Coast." 
Finding little gold or other valuable minerals in Costa Rica, however, the Spanish turned to agriculture, at first based on 
coerced indigenous labor.  Indigenous communities quickly declined under this arrangement (through both disease and flight 
to several remote zones of refuge), leaving Costa Ricaõs small landowners the challenge of surviving without coerced labor. 
The small landowners' relative poverty, the population's ethnic and linguistic homogeneity, and Costa Rica's isolation from 
the Spanish colonial centers in Mexico and the Andes all contributed to the development of a relatively autonomous and 
individualistic agrarian society. An egalitarian tradition also arose. This tradition survived the widened class distinctions 
brought on by the 19th-century introduction of banana and coffee cultivation and consequent accumulations of local wealth, 
and has served as a constant spur to social reform whenever the tradition and the reality have grown too far apart.  
 
Costa Rica joined other Central American provinces in 1821 in a joint declaration of independence from Spain. Although the 
newly independent provinces formed a Federation, border disputes broke out among them, adding to the region's turbulent 
history and conditions. Costa Rica's northern Guanacaste Province was annexed from Nicaragua in one such regional 
dispute. In 1838, long after the Central American Federation ceased to function in practice, Costa Rica formally withdrew 
and proclaimed itself sovereign.  
 
An era of relatively peaceful democracy in Costa Rica began in 1889 with elections considered the first truly free and honest 
ones in the country's history. This began a trend that continued until today with only two lapses: in 1917-19, Federico 
Tinoco ruled as a dictator, and, in 1948, Jose Figueres led an armed uprising in the wake of a disputed presidential election.  
 
With more than 2,000 dead, the 44-day civil war resulting from this uprising was the bloodiest event in 20th-century Costa 
Rican history, but the victorious junta drafted a constitution guaranteeing free and independently-supervised elections with 
universal suffrage and the abolition of the military. Figueres became a national hero, winning the first election under the new 
constitution in 1953. Since then, Costa Rica has held 14 presidential elections, the latest in 2006.  
 
Government 
Costa Rica is a democratic republic with a very strong system of constitutional checks and balances. Executive 
responsibilities are vested in a president, who is relatively weak by Latin American standards. There also are two vice 
presidents and a 20-plus member cabinet. The president and 57 Legislative Assembly deputies are elected for 4-year terms. 
In April 2003, the Costa Rican Constitutional Court annulled a 1969 constitutional reform which had barred presidents 
from running for reelection. As a result, the law reverted back to the 1949 Constitution, which permits ex-presidents to run 
for reelection after they have been out of office for two presidential terms, or eight years. Deputies may run for reelection 
after sitting out one term, or four years. In October 2007, the country ratified the U.S.-Central American-Dominican 



 

Republic Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA-DR) by a slender margin in its first national referendum, and the treaty is likely to 
go into effect by January of 2009. 
 
Political Conditions 
Costa Rica has long emphasized the development of democracy and respect for human rights. The country's political system 
has steadily developed, maintaining democratic institutions and an orderly, constitutional scheme for government 
succession. Several factors have contributed to this trend, including enlightened leadership, comparative prosperity, flexible 
class lines, educational opportunities that have created a stable middle class, and high social indicators. Also, because Costa 
Rica has no armed forces, it has avoided military involvement in political affairs, unlike other countries in the region.  
 
In May 2006, President Oscar Arias of the National Liberation Party (PLN) assumed office, defeating principal rival Ottón 
Solis of the Civil Action Party by roughly 2% of the vote. Arias listed passage of the CAFTA-DR, along with fiscal reform, 
infrastructure improvements, improving education, and improving security as primary goals for his presidency. The 57-
member unicameral Legislative Assembly has four principal party factions, with the governing party, PLN, having a 25-seat 
plurality.  
 
Economy 
After experiencing 8.8% growth in 2006, the Costa Rican economy settled down to an estimated 7.3% in 2007. Compared 
with its Central American neighbors, Costa Rica has achieved a high standard of living, with a per capita income of about 
U.S. $5,800, and an unemployment rate of 4.6%. Consumer price inflation is high but relatively constant at about a 10% 
annual rate in the last decade. Both the central government and the overall public sector ran fiscal surpluses in 2007.  
 
U.S. ð Costa Rica Relations 
The United States and Costa Rica have a history of close and friendly relations based on respect for democratic government, 
human freedoms, free trade, and other shared values. The country generally supports the U.S. in international fora, 
especially in the areas of democracy and human rights.  
 
The United States is Costa Rica's most important trading partner. The U.S. accounts for almost half of Costa Rica's exports, 
imports, and tourism, and more than two-thirds of its foreign investment. The two countries share growing concerns for the 
environment and want to preserve Costa Rica's important tropical resources and prevent environmental degradation. In 
2007, the United States reduced Costa Rica's debt in exchange for protection and conservation of Costa Rican forests 
through a debt for nature swap under the auspices of the Tropical Forest Conservation Act. This is the largest such 
agreement of its kind to date.  
 
The United States responded to Costa Rica's economic needs in the 1980s with significant economic and development 
assistance programs. Through provision of more than $1.1 billion in assistance, the U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID) supported Costa Rican efforts to stabilize its economy and broaden and accelerate economic growth 
through policy reforms and trade liberalization. Assistance initiatives in the 1990s concentrated on democratic policies, 
modernizing the administration of justice, and sustainable development. Once the country had graduated from most forms 
of U.S. assistance, the USAID Mission in Costa Rica closed in 1996. However, USAID completed a $9 million project in 
2000-01 to support refugees of Hurricane Mitch residing in Costa Rica.  
 
Between 30,000-50,000 private American citizens, including many retirees, reside in the country and more than 700,000 
American citizens visit Costa Rica annually. A few vexing expropriation and U.S. citizen investment disputes have hurt 
Costa Rica's investment climate and have occasionally produced bilateral friction.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




