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Imagine walking along a very remote 
beach in the middle of the night along 
the Caribbean coast of Costa Rica. The 
only light is coming from the cloud 
covered moon. The terrain is uneven and 
unfamiliar–not only is this your first time 
in Costa Rica, it’s your first time out of 
the U.S. You are clinging closely to a few 
friends–most of whom you just met, and 
a researcher from Spain who speaks very 
little English. It’s so quiet you can hear your 
excitement–or is that fear? You are growing 
tired as you have walked up and down the 
three-mile stretch of the beach. Then you 
are startled by the researcher’s quiet call 
for everyone to get down and be still. Out 
of sound of the crashing waves appears a 
prehistoric giant–one of the world’s largest 
reptiles. 

It seems like it takes forever for the 
1,500-pound, six-foot long sea turtle to 
make her way up the beach. She makes 
steady progress, creating a deep track easily 
seen from a distance, despite the darkness. 
And, the moment you were hoping for–she 
has decided to build a nest and lay her eggs. 
The researcher quickly moves into position 
to assist the turtle and to gather the eggs, 
so they can be taken to a nearby hatchery, 
protected from poaching and natural 
predators. 

For the next hour, you witness 
something very few people have seen–a 
leatherback, the largest and one of the 
most critically endangered sea turtles in the 
world, works tirelessly to lay more than 100 
eggs. 

You find yourself reflecting on this 
animal’s unique history as the species is 
estimated to be more than 100 million 
years old, and thinking about its lengthy 
migratory journey of over 3,500 miles 
from its feeding area to where you sit. Most 

ROWDY GIVES BIRTH 
TO MORE THAN 100 SEA TURTLES

striking, you feel a sense of tremendous 
good fortune to see this turtle, estimated 
to be one of a thousand leatherbacks that 
survive to adulthood. 

As he held one of the back fins of 
this amazing animal to make it easier for 
the scientist to gather her eggs, Southeast 
junior and business major from Ballwin, 
Mo., Kory Hamill was asked a very 
important question. “What would you 
like to name her,” asked the scientist? In 
addition to gathering other scientific data 
about the turtle and her eggs, the staff at 
Estacion Las Tortugas, a small family-
owned turtle research station, requests that 
volunteers name each turtle that nests on its 
beach. Without hesitation Kory responds, 
“Rowdy.” 

And, so it began–16 students from 
Southeast Missouri State University 
completed their first night of a 10-day 
service expedition that took them from the 
Central Valley of Costa Rica through cloud 
and rain forests to the Caribbean coast, 
back across the Talamanca Mountains, 
and into the beautiful Santa Maria Valley. 
Along their journey they were immersed 
in traditional and modern Costa Rican 
culture, explored the beauty and ecological 
diversity of the land and reminded of 
the importance of helping others solve 
problems. They even learned that life can be 
enjoyable without texting and Facebook.
Learning Outside the 
Classroom 

An important aspect of Southeast’s 
mission is to provide students with  a 
global perspective and global experiences. 
Faculty and staff work together to provide 
students a variety of global studies and 
experiences to enhance their awareness of 
social, cultural and economic issues in the 
increasingly competitive global economy. 

When Dr. James Stapleton, executive 
director of the Douglas C. Greene Center 
for Innovation & Entrepreneurship and 
associate professor of entrepreneurship, 
visited Costa Rica for the first time in 
2012, he immediately felt it offered the 
opportunity for a unique experience for 
students. 

“I wanted to create an opportunity 
for students to immerse themselves in an 
international culture. Costa Rica provides a 
great opportunity for immersion in culture 
and ecology–they are connected and valued 
by Costa Ricans,” Stapleton says. 

With the assistance of Dr. Peter 
Gordon, director of International Business 
Programs at Southeast, and University 
administration, Dr. Stapleton planned the 
program and began communicating the 
opportunity to students in March. 

“I was somewhat concerned that 
students would be willing to depart 
from the traditional international travel 
experience for a chance to get off the beaten 
path and explore. Many of our students 
have limited or no international travel 
experience, and when you combine that 
with the uncertainty of the primitive living 
arrangements and outdoor adventures, 
I was concerned we might not fill the 
program.” 

The initial goal was to attract 8-10 
students. Dr. Stapleton was pleasantly 
surprised when more than 20 students 
showed immediate interest. 

“My intuition that students were 
looking for a different experience was 
quickly confirmed. We didn’t really 
promote the program outside the College 
of Business and entrepreneurship program, 
and I was overwhelmed by the immediate, 
positive response.” 

As the trip approached, his fears 
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left was a steep decent along a trail into 
the dark night of the forest. Like most 
forests, the rain forest comes alive at night 
when insects, spiders and reptiles are safer 
from their natural predators. This hike 
would not disappoint. With the help of 
the guides and researchers, the group got 
up close and personal with a variety of 
species they had never seen before. The 
big prize of the exhausting hike was seeing 

a Fer-de-lance,one of the largest vipers 
in Latin America. Just before leaving the 
canal, the guides instructed the group to 
turn off all lights and be silent. The group 
immediately noticed the diverse number of 
sounds–and after their eyes adjusted to the 
dark they also noticed nearby insects with 
phosphorescent bodies glowing brightly. 
When the group had made its way back up 
the steep incline out of the forest, they were 
treated to a wonderful display of moths and 
beetles on a light trap used to attract them. 
From Turtles to Coffee 
 The group traveled into the 
breathtaking Santa Maria Valley for its next 
service project. Students volunteered to 
build small, easy-to-assemble clean burning 
cooking and heating stoves for local farm 
families and migrant coffee workers. The 
stove, made from common objects, is 
designed to cleanly burn organic matter 
widely available on farms–from coffee 
plant trimmings to corn cobs, animal waste 
to blackberry vines. While producing 
60-75 percent fewer emissions than open 
wood stoves, the stoves generate biochar, 
a fine-grained, porous charcoal used as 
an effective fertilizer for the farmland 
while also absorbing carbon dioxide from 
the atmosphere. These stoves save trees, 
prevent rampant respiratory disease, 

enhance farm productivity and, most 
importantly, save lives.
 The nine new stoves built by 
Southeast students were delivered to an 
organization that supports local farm 
families and migrant workers. Southeast 
students also raised money to purchase 
smokeless stove materials.  
 Students then visited with the founder 
of The Alliance of Organic Farmers of 

Costa Rica and Sol Colibri. The Alliance 
works on providing answers to the 
challenges facing small family-owned 
organic farms across Latin America. Sol 
Colibri seeks to improve the current Fair 
Trade economic model, by giving access 
to direct marketing and  facilitating the 
tools to produce value-added products 
as a way to bring more profit to family 
farmers. The students spent time in fields 
of organically grown coffee and gained an 
understanding of the impact of organic 
versus conventional growing practices. 
They toured a local roasting and processing 
facility and of course, got to taste and 
purchase Tarazu’– the popular Arabica 
bean grown in the Santa Maria Valley.  
 “The enthusiasm and passion about 
the Alliance and Sol Colibri was very 
convicting,” says Cameron Barnett, senior 
accounting major and military veteran 
from Cardwell, Mo.
 During the visit the students devised 
a plan to launch a business to import 
coffee from Sol Colibri that would be 
used in a local coffee shop and marketed 
via a commercial website to fundraising 
organizations throughout the U.S. Bundled 
with the coffee will be curriculum that 
helps students and other organizations 
that purchase the coffee to learn about the 

benefits of Direct Trade. The coffee will 
be roasted, packaged and shipped by local 
growers of Sol Colibri, which will generate 
a 300 percent increase in the revenue they 
receive for their product. Look for Es Para 
Pura Vida coming soon to the new Creative 
Labs Incubator (info on page 22)
Pura Vida! 
 This phrase, translated as Pure Life, 
is a motto celebrated extensively by Costa 

Ricans. It can be seen everywhere, on 
apparel and signs, and it is frequently 
spoken as a way to express thanks, 
happiness and goodbye from the friendly 
people of Costa Rica. The students from 
Southeast used the expression many times 
throughout the 10-day expedition, and 
sadly, it was time for them to say it to each 
other. New friendships had been made and 
once-in-a-lifetime experiences had allowed 
them to learn what life is really like in Costa 
Rica. 
 For Corrine Mueller, senior marketing 
major, president of Redhawk’s Collegiate 
Entrepreneurs and Bartelso, Ill. native, 
every aspect of the trip was surprising, “I 
loved not being tied to technology – it was 
very peaceful.” 
 “For me personally, Costa Rica was 
a life-changing experience,” says Ethan 
Houchstein, junior horticulture major from 
Springfield, Ill. 
 Southeast’s faculty are driven to 
provide learning experiences that make a 
difference. The students felt that difference, 
and future students will, too. Dr. Stapleton 
is planning to take a second group of 
Southeast students to Costa Rica next May.   

See more photos at 
iAMsoutheast.com/magazine

turned to whether the students would 
enjoy the program. Those fears were also 
relieved. 

The group started its expedition with 
white water rafting and a trek into the 
Costa Rican wilderness before arriving at 
the waterway entrance to the turtle station. 
 Estacio’n Las Tortugas is one of the 
region’s turtle conservation properties. It 
is privately owned by a family who utilizes 

volunteer workers, 
private donations and 
revenue from eco-
tourists. As the boats 
arrived at the small 
landing dock, students 
immediately sensed the 
turtle station is very 
primitive. The only 
source of power is solar, 
so conservation measures 
are utilized throughout 
the property. There is 
water from a pumped 
well, but there is no hot 
water. Modest cabins are 
located throughout the 

property for family and volunteers. 
 The action at the turtle station is 
at night when volunteers, scientists and 
guards patrol the beaches. Shifts are taken 
from 8 p.m. to midnight and midnight to 4 
a.m. In mid-to-late May, the Leatherback 
turtle nesting season is coming to a close, 
so the group was lucky that in the first two 
hours of the first patrol they saw the turtle 
they would name, Rowdy. She was the only 
turtle that came on shore during the two 
nights of patrol. 
 The group rolled up their sleeves 
during the second day to help build a new 

hatchery site. The work of the station has 
been so successful the existing hatchery 
was full. In the hot sun and humidity, 
students helped sift and clean sand–by 
hand. The Midwestern work ethic of 
Southeast students was applauded by the 
station staff.
 After a boat ride through the 
rainforest canals, the sun began to fall and 
the group witnessed a hatching of a nest 

from the existing hatchery where eggs 
from a previous turtle were located 80 days 
earlier. It is inspiring to see the three-inch 
baby turtles struggle one-by-one across 
the beach and into the ocean. This was 
the moment students realized the impact 
of all the hard work that goes into the 
conservation effort. 
Meeting the BriBri
 Next, the students journeyed into the 
Talamanca Forest to visit an indigenous 
BriBri community, one of the last 
remaining native populations of Costa 
Rica. The BriBri invite very few groups 
into their community. They practice non-
invasive agriculture within their protected 
mountainous rainforest in the southeast 
corner of the country–a place reached 
by way of a rugged mountain trail. After 
canoeing across a river, wading through 
two small rivers and a one-hour hike, 
the group arrived at the mountainside 
community and learned how the BriBri 
find food, medicine, tools and building 
materials within the rainforest. A simple 
lunch was served on banana leaves 
followed by a game of soccer with the 
BriBri school children. The BriBri’s won 
handily, but it was a wonderful cultural 
exchange. 
 “What I found to be the most 

interesting about this community was how 
they use all the resources around them 
but still give back to their environment 
everything they take,” says Maria Vaeth, 
senior accounting major from Ste. 
Genevieve, Mo. 
The Team Falls ... Again
 Students also opted for cultural 
exchange at Las Brisas elementary school. 
The school is supported by researchers 

at Veragua. The one-room school and a 
single teacher provide primary education 
to 15, first through sixth grade students. 
The elementary students are learning 
English and were anxious to practice with 
Americans. 
 The elementary students asked the 
group to play soccer. Unfortunately, the 
Redhawk’s international soccer record 
declined to 0 – 2. During the soccer match, 
Southeast senior international business 
major from Waterloo, Ill., Kristina Brendley 
was taking photos when a small group of 
Las Brisas girls became very interested 
in her digital camera. The children don’t 
have the resources for electronics, and they 
thoroughly enjoyed taking pictures of each 
other. Before leaving the school, Southeast 
students presented very appreciated art and 
school supplies.
Seeing Costa Rica
 Veragua Park is a private reserve set 
on 4,000 acres showcasing many aspects of 
life in the rainforest. It also houses research 
facilities for the National Biodiversity 
Institute. The group explored several field 
research projects located in the park. The 
showcase event at the park was a once-in-a-
lifetime, night insect hike in the rainforest. 
 Rubber boots, check. Insect repellant, 
check. Headlamps, check. All that was 

From left to right: 
Whitewater rafting on the 
Sarapiqu River, assisting 
turtles on the beach at 
Estacion Las Tortugas, 
student Kristina Brendley 
giving a camera tutorial 
to an elementary school 
student, students Chelsea 
Spraul and Corrine 
Mueller getting a look at 
butterfly pupa at Veragua 
Park, student Maria 
Vaeth working on a stove 
for farm families, and a 
few of the colorful and 
not-so-colorful wildlife 
the group viewed on their 
travels.


