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Completing an independent project is difficult enough. Doing so in a foreign country with 
limited equipment, unpredictable weather, and only days to collect data is even more 
challenging. So, how does one design an ecological experiment for the tropical jungles of Costa 
Rica? For the 2017-18 Field Ecology and Evolution class, we spent two months before our trip 
picking study systems, reviewing the literature, planning our experiments. These ranged from 
hummingbirds to spiders to leafcutter ants.  

 
We had plenty of freedom when it came to choosing projects and 
were only really limited by time and feasibility. However, you never 
know how a project will pan out until you actually get into the field, 
so each of us conceptualized three potential projects before the trip. 
Tropical ecosystems can be unpredictable. For instance, you may 
plan to study snakes, but struggle to find them once you arrive. 
However, you may find some other system worth studying that you 
hadn't previously considered — like leafcutter ants or brightly-
colored grasshoppers.  
 
 

When you conduct research in an under-described tropical 
ecosystem, you’re likely to encounter surprises, and have a 
chance of finding something entirely new to science. In 
2009, an undergraduate student in Dr. Curry’s lab came 
across a jumping spider on an ant-acacia plant during a Field 
Ecology trip. This discovery would have been unremarkable 
if he had not seen the spider eating plant material instead of 
insects. As the student and the Curry lab later found out, the 

spider was an exclusive vegetarian—something completely 
unheard of until then! The discovery of this vegetarian spider 
made the news, and the student published his findings! 

Bagheera kiplingi, the spider discovered 
to be vegetarian by a Villanova student, 

eating a protein-rich Beltian body 
produced by an acacia plant.  

 



We conducted our projects for 2018 at El Zota Biological Field Station in the Caribbean 
lowlands. Our instructors helped us with experimental designs, and provided equipment such 
as ropes, rulers, thermometers, GPS units, insect traps, and flagging tape. Our data collection 
spanned the course of three days. As friends and fellow scientists, everyone helped out with 
other people’s projects. It was truly rewarding experience. And while many people can say they 
visited Costa Rica over winter or spring break, few can say they actually conducted field 
research on the organisms and systems there.  
 

Some of our 2018 projects included: 
 

 
 
  
 
 
 

          
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Measuring hummingbird 
dominance hierarchies 
and social networks          

Assessing insect 
aposematism and 

hiding location 
 

Surveying butterfly 
species in the 
rainforest                

  Comparing leafcutter 
ant mass with leaf size 

 

Evaluating social 
foraging behavior in a 
polygynous blackbird, 
the oropendola      
 


