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PRE-DEPARTURE 

 
Important Phone Numbers 

 
** PROGRAM THE EMERGENCY NUMBERS BELOW INTO YOUR CELL PHONE ASAP ** 
 

ASA Office in Boston, MA 
 Academic Studies Abroad 
 16 Cohasset St. 
 Roslindale, MA 02131-3013 
Telephone: 617-327-9388 
Lee Frankel Emergency Cell: 413-221-4559 
Fax: 617-327-9390 
E-mail: info@academicstudies.com 
 
Lee Frankel, Director 
lee@academicstudies.com  
 
Chelsea Kaloupek, Assistant Director 
Chelsea@academicstudies.com  

International Center for Development Studies 
(ICDS)  
PO Box 1412-1000   
San José, Costa Rica 
Office Phone: (+506) 2256-5763 
US Phone: 617-938-3725 
Email: studyabroad@icds.ac.cr  
www.icds.ac.cr 
https://www.instagram.com/icds.costarica/  
www.facebook.com/ICDS.CR  
 
Naya Aguirre naya.aguirre@icds.ac.cr  
Jorge Nowalski nowalskijorge@gmail.com  

U.S. Consulate in San José 
Calle 120 Avenida 0, Pavas  
San José, Costa Rica 
 
Walk-in Services: Monday to Friday,  
8 am – 4:30 pm 
Tel: +(506) 2519-2000 
E-mail: acssanjose@state.gov. 
 

Police/Fire/Ambulance 
Police: 911 or  2222-1365 
Ambulance: 128 
Fire: 118 

 
Dialing Instructions for Costa Rica 

 
-To make a call from the US, dial 011-INTERNATIONAL CODE +506-COUNTRY CODE 
FOR COSTA RICA + PHONE NUMBER   
 
-To make a call within Costa Rica, dial the city code (including the zero) + telephone 
number.  
 
-To call home from Costa Rica, dial 001 + area code and phone number. 
 

Passports & Visas 
 

No visa is necessary for Costa for the Summer term, Spring Quarter, or any stay of less 
than 90 days. However, for all semester students, a student visa is required.  You will 
apply for this with the help of ICDS once you have arrived in San José.  Please be sure 
to have the following documents prepared for your departure so that ICDS can help you 
apply once you’re there!   

mailto:info@academicstudies.com
mailto:lee@academicstudies.com
mailto:Chelsea@academicstudies.com
mailto:studyabroad@icds.ac.cr
http://www.icds.ac.cr/
https://www.instagram.com/icds.costarica/
http://www.facebook.com/ICDS.CR
mailto:naya.aguirre@icds.ac.cr
mailto:nowalskijorge@gmail.com
mailto:acssanjose@state.gov
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• Birth Certificate (already apostilled by Secretary of State)  
• Police Background Check (already apostilled by Secretary of State) 
• Embassy Registration Proof 
• 2 Copies of all documents listed above 
• 6 Passport-sized pictures 
• 2 photocopies of FULL Passport (including front and back covers and all inside 

pages, even if blank) 
• Passport (MUST BE VALID FOR AT LEAST 6 MONTHS AFTER PROGRAM 

END DATE)  
 
No matter how long you are in Costa Rica, all visitors are required to pay a $26 exit tax. 
Also, do not forget to pack your passport! 
 
All students should bring their driver’s license to serve as identification in addition to 
your passport.  Students have reported that they do get carded at bars/clubs. Therefore, 
you are left with two options for ID: your passport and your driver’s license.  Since we 
don’t recommend carrying your passport everywhere with you (you definitely don’t want 
this to get stolen!), we recommend that you bring your driver’s license so you can carry 
that with you at all times as ID. In addition, always carry a photocopy of your passport at 
all times.   
 

 
What to do if you lose your passport: 
If you don’t have a photocopy of your passport, it will be more difficult and time-consuming 
to replace your passport. Students should make several photocopies of their passport to 
take with them and leave a set of photocopies at home with their parents.   
 
Should you lose your passport while in San José, you can obtain a new passport at the 
U.S. Embassy in San José. You must make an appointment and go to the U.S. Embassy in 
person.  See below for the Embassy’s contact info and address.  It can take as little as 3 
days to replace a passport, or up to a month. 
 
U.S. Embassy San José, Costa Rica 
Calle 120 Avenida 0, Pavas  
San José, Costa Rica 
Telephone: +(506) 2519-2000 
Facsimile: +(506) 2220-2455 

 
Budgeting for Your Trip 

 
The currency of Costa Rica is the Colon. As of April 2012, USD $1.00 is equal to CRC 
503.6. However, the exchange rate fluctuates all the time, so go to http://www.XE.com for 
the current rate.   
 
The following list of costs will give you some indication of what you can expect to pay in 
San José:  

http://www.xe.com/
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Local bus ticket: $.41 
Can of soda: $1.60  
Coffee: $.80  
Entrance fee for local club/disco: $4.00-12.00 
Movie ticket: $4.50 
Average sporting event ticket: $6.00 

 
How much money am I going to spend? 

Due to the changes in exchange rates and differences in individual spending habits, we can 
only give you estimated figures. We recommend that students bring roughly $100 per 
week to local transportation, personal expenses, etc. These figures do not include 
extravagant traveling on weekends or excessive shopping. Please keep in mind that some 
students spend more or less than others. 

 
What expenses are not included in the ASA program that I should budget for? 

1. Round-trip airfare 
Your round-trip airfare is not included with the price of the ASA program.  

 
2. Books and materials for your classes 

 
3. Local transportation 

Local transportation includes getting around town, getting to and from class, 
getting to and from where your group is meeting to depart for an excursion, etc.   

 
4. Phone calls and text messages 

 
5. Spending money / Personal expenses 

This is a rather broad category that includes personal expenses such as 
entertainment, shopping, souvenirs, dining out, travel, haircuts, doctor visits, 
toothpaste, etc. Again, we cannot estimate exactly how much spending money 
you will need, because everyone’s spending habits differ. 
 
 

ARRIVAL 
 

Airport Pick-up 
 

Please refer to the Departure Dates page under Helpful Info on our website to be sure you 
book your flight to arrive within the window for airport pickup.  
 
If you arrive on the right day/time, you will be picked up at the San José airport by one of 
the site staff.  The airport is quite small, so you shouldn’t have any issues finding them.  
When you get your luggage, just look around for someone holding a sign with your name 
on it.  If you can’t find them, DO NOT take a taxi to your host family, just wait and someone 
will be there! 
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If my flight is delayed, will you still pick me up at the airport? 
If you will not be arriving as scheduled, it is YOUR responsibility to notify the emergency 
contact person indicated on your Last-Minute Checklist (enclosed). They will let you 
know if you will still be picked up at the airport. We will make every effort to pick you up. 
 

 
Luggage Loss or Delay 

 
If you go to the baggage claim and find your bags don’t appear, you will need to file a 
claim at your airline’s lost luggage counter before you leave the baggage hall.  DO NOT 
exit into the airport lobby until you have filed your claim, because they will not let you 
back in for security reasons.   
 
TAKE THE ADDRESS OF YOUR HOST FAMILY WITH YOU so that you’ll be able to 
tell them where to send your luggage when it reappears. We will send you this 
information prior to your departure. 

 
 

ACADEMICS 
 

The International Center for Development Studies is an academic center and applied 
research organization based in San José, Costa Rica. With a highly qualified and 
professional international team, ICDS organizes a great variety of technical and 
educational programs, providing international students with the opportunity to sharpen 
their Spanish skills, gain an understanding of Central and Latin America's cultural 
richness and acquire in depth knowledge and hands-on experience on the challenges of 
cultural diversity, human rights, environment, and development in the region.  
 
ICDS’s main office is located in Barrio Escalante, not far from Universidad Latina, and 
has an office within the International Student office at Universidad Latina. 
 
ICDS’ physical address is:  
200 m. Este y 150 m. Sur de Iglesia de Santa Teresita  
Costado Sureste de Parque Francia  
Único Edificio blanco de 3 pisos, 2º piso  
Barrio Escalante  
San José, Costa Rica 

 
 

Everyday Life 
 
San José, the capital city of Costa Rica, is a city of 1,300,000 inhabitants (about one 
third of the country's population), with an area of 4,959 km2 and an altitude of 1.125 
meters (3,691 feet). It is a cosmopolitan city with many cultural and recreational 
activities, cinemas, shopping malls, museums and so on. The city is small enough to 
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cover on foot, and walking is an option against the traffic jams downtown. San José is 
located in Costa Rica’s Central Plateau (Meseta Central), a high altitude plain right in 
the middle of the national territory, and it is surrounded by the neighboring cities of 
Heredia, Alajuela, and Cartago. It is also surrounded by beautiful mountains and 
volcanoes (Irazú, Poás, and Barva), and it is only one hour and a half away from the 
Pacific coast, and about three hours from the Atlantic coast by car. The urban 
transportation system is quite efficient, and you can take a bus to just about anywhere 
in the country. Fares are pretty inexpensive.  

 
Climate and Weather  

The climate in Costa Rica is tropical, with two seasons per year --the dry season 
(verano), running from December through April, and the rainy season (invierno), May 
through November. The temperature varies according to altitude. It ranges from 30°C 
(90° F) on the coasts to near freezing at the highest elevations, like Mount Chirripó, 
where is not unusual to have morning frost and sheets of ice on the lakes. However, the 
average temperature in San José is approximately 75° F (24°C) all year round. You will 
arrive in San José during the rainy season. In general, there will be sunny, warm 
mornings and cooler, rainy afternoons. Bring light clothes for the day and a sweater or 
light jacket for the evenings, as well as windbreakers and an umbrella. You may need 
warmer clothing if you travel to places at higher altitudes. The weather on both coasts 
and the lowland plains extending towards the Caribbean is rather hot and humid all year 
round. 

 
Health Tips  

No immunizations are required to enter Costa Rica. However, we recommend you to 
get some kind of flu vaccine before leaving the US, as most people easily catch bad 
colds and the flu during the rainy season. Also, Costa Rica has suffered from sporadic 
outbreaks of dengue fever in recent years, especially in coastal areas. Dengue is 
transmitted by mosquito bite, and there is no vaccine. Some precautions to avoid 
exposure include, but are not limited to, wearing appropriate clothing to cover one's 
body and using mosquito repellant to diminish the risk of contracting the disease. Also, 
if you intend to travel on your own to the Atlantic and North Atlantic region of Costa Rica 
(Limón, Tortuguero, Zona Norte), it is best to take some precautions. Malaria pills are 
hard to get here, so it would be OK if you wish to bring some along. 

 
Safety Tips 

Generally speaking, Costa Rican cities are no more dangerous than US cities. 
However, “gringos” (and “gringas”) are often seen as easy prey for pickpockets and con 
artists. Petty crime is rampant at certain hours and in certain places in San José. Do not 
carry wads of cash or wear flashy jewelry to the market for instance. Avoid being alone 
anywhere at night. Keep your passport and your return ticket in your hotel safe or at 
your homestay. Always carry your daypack in the front rather than in the back. It looks 
silly, but you’ll see that everyone does it because it is much easier to keep your stuff 
away from petty thieves and bag-slashers.  
If you take those simple precautions, chances are your trip will not be marred by any 
unpleasant experience of that kind.  



San Jose Site-Specific Guide, Page 7 
 

 

 
Basic Clothing and Equipment  

We advise you to pack light and avoid dragging around excess baggage or overloaded 
suitcases. It is best to carry a change of clothes and essential toiletries in your carry-on 
bag in case your luggage gets lost or delayed. Similarly, try to distribute the contents of 
the two checked pieces evenly. For example, pack your underwear in two bags so you 
will be prepared in case one bag is lost.  
 
When you arrive in Costa Rica, it will be the rainy season in San José. Although the 
daily afternoon rain during the rainy season can be frustrating, if you are prepared for 
the weather, you’ll be dry, warm, and able to enjoy the gorgeous flowers that abound in 
San José during the rainy season. Don’t let this news get you down—mornings are 
usually sunny and warm, and visits to the beach and other parts of the country will be 
sunny, hot, and humid! What does the rainy season mean for you? Two things: 1. it will 
rain for a couple hours every afternoon, fairly regularly, although it will sometimes rain in 
the mornings as well, and 2. carry an umbrella everywhere!  
 
Packing suggestions:  
 
Clothing: Bring light clothes for the day and a sweater or light jacket for the evenings. 
Long sleeves and pants are recommended to protect against the sun and insects in the 
tropics. Bring clothes that you can layer and that you don't care about wearing out, since 
frequent washing and extensive traveling will take a toll on your clothes. Clothes that 
are light in weight and easily foldable are the best. You may also want to bring a semi-
formal outfit or any outfit(s) you can dress up, in case you get to go to some formal 
occasion.   
 
Some suggested items include: 
 

• A light jacket  
• Rain jacket  
• Pants  
• Swimsuit  
• Socks and underwear  
• One or two nicer outfits  
• Shorts (for use only when traveling to beach towns—not appropriate for 

everyday San José wear)  
• Tops you can layer (tank tops, t-shirts, long sleeved shirts, sweaters, etc.)  

 
Shoes: You will need at least two pairs of walking shoes for the city --especially when 
the rains start, as one pair of shoes is likely to get wet every day, so you can alternate 
shoes. If you have hiking boots, bring them for the field trips in the program or your 
individual travel. You need to carry at least two pairs of shoes, one for hiking--which will 
get wet and muddy—and one pair to wear at the lodge or hotel. Bring sandals for your 
trips to the beach and some dressy shoes to go with more formal outfits. (Sandals are 
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not allowed for walking or hiking in natural areas, such as National Parks, for security 
reasons). Whatever shoes you bring, try to break them in before. 
 
Some suggested items include: 
 

• 2 pairs of sneakers  
• Waterproof sandals  
• Rain boots/waterproof shoes  
• Flip flops  
• Hiking boots/extra pair of sneakers  

 
Jewelry: It is a good idea to leave favorite or valuable jewelry items at home. Never 
pack anything valuable or sentimental. Costume or silver jewelry is more practical than 
the real stuff, especially if it is lost or stolen.  
 
Electrical Appliances: If you plan on bringing any electrical appliances with you, keep 
in mind that you may need a converter, though most US-made appliances work 
perfectly well in Costa Rica. (). 
 
Other Suggestions: 

• Umbrella  
• Backpack (to use for school and traveling on the weekends)  
• Other bag/purse that zips and has a cross-body strap (to deter theft)  
• A beach towel (or you can wait and buy one here—all the beach towns 

sell souvenir towels)  
• Any specific toiletries you need—but keep in mind that you can buy many 

of the brands that you would find in a drugstore in the US in Costa Rica. 
Same goes for sunscreen, aloe vera, etc.  

• Medications, contacts, extra glasses, etc. Make sure that you have your 
prescription filled for the entire time you will be here—mailing medicine 
from the US is tricky and very expensive. Come prepared!  

• Favorite photos, books, etc…while you want to pack light, it’s important to 
have things with you to make you feel at home and remind you of your 
friends and family when you get homesick.  

 
 

Local Transportation 
 

There are buses and taxis throughout the city, so you will have no problem finding 
transportation.  In Costa Rica not all taxis have meters, so you may have to negotiate 
the fare before you get in.   
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Staying in Touch 
 

Time Difference 
 

What is the time difference between Costa Rica and where my parents live? 
Pacific   Central   Eastern     

           - 2 hours   Equal    +1 hour                   
So, if it is 6pm in Costa Rica, then it is 7 pm Eastern, 6pm Central, and 4pm Pacific. 

 
 

Computers & Internet 
 
You may bring your laptop if you wish to have more flexibility with regard to your written 
assignments or to access the wireless Internet service at ULatina, since the computer labs 
on campus tend to be quite busy. Also, not all the homes where students will stay have a 
computer and internet connection, either, and so having your own laptop can be a plus in 
this case. 

 
Adaptors and converters for laptops 
The power supply is 110 volts, using the standard North America 2 prong outlet.  
However, electrical outlets are not always grounded.  Be careful when plugging 
something in barefoot.  Also, because they are not grounded they do not have a space 
for the third prong that some appliances require.  For this, you will need an adaptor to 
go from a grounded North American plug to an ungrounded North American plug.  
These can be purchased online at Amazon or at any store like Walmart in the US or at 
hardware stores –ferreterías-- in San José, too.  If you’re traveling with a digital camera 
or laptop, a surge protector is also a nice thing to have with you to protect your 
electronics as blackouts are common. 
 

What can I do to keep my laptop safe while I’m in San José? 
 Keep thieves at bay by carrying your laptop in a case that doesn’t immediately 

identify it as a computer.  
 Keep your laptop nearby on the airplane. Don’t store it in an overhead bin where 

it may get jostled during the flight.  
 If possible, travel with an extra battery and, if staying in a hostel, call ahead of 

time to make sure it has data ports before bringing your laptop to the 
hostel.  Most hostels in Costa Rica do not have data ports, but many hotels do.  

 Use a surge protector to protect it from power surges and black outs while it’s 
plugged in. 

 
Internet Cafes 

There are cyber cafés in San José, and you can usually count on finding one whenever 
you are in a decent size village on your trip.  
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Survival Spanish  
 
Knowing these basic phrases in Spanish can mean the difference between a frustrating 
and a smooth transition as you learn how to navigate Costa Rica! If you are unsure 
about your Spanish skills, print this out and take it with you as you begin to explore your 
new home.  
 
TRANSPORTATION:  
For buses: ¿Donde está la parada de ________? Where is the bus station for 
________(insert destination)? ¿Cuánto dura el bus de ________ a ___________? How 
long is the busride from _______ (insert location) to ______________(insert location)?  
¿Este bus para en _______?  
Does this bus stop at _____(insert location)  
For taxis:  
Lléveme a _________, por favor.  
Take me to _____(insert location), please.  
Por favor, ponga la Maria.  
Please turn on la Maria (the meter in a taxi).  
Por favor, ¿me pararía aquí en la esquina?  
Please let me out here on the corner.  
Por favor un poco más a la derecha/a la izquierda.  
A little further on the right/on the left.  
 
GOING OUT TO EAT:  
Soy alérgico/a a ________.  
I’m allergic to __________.  
Soy vegetariana/o. ¿Esto tiene pescado o carne?  
I’m vegetarian. Does this have fish or meat in it?  
Por favor regaleme un _________. OR Para mi un(a) _____________, por favor.  
Please bring me _________ (insert order here).  
¿Cuánto es la cuenta?  
How much is the bill?  
Por favor tráigame la cuenta.  
Please bring me the bill.  
 
SHOPPING:  
¿Cuánto cuesta esto?  
How much does this cost?  
Soy un estudiante aquí en Costa Rica, ¿cual es el precio de estudiante que me puede 
hacer?  
I’m a student here in Costa Rica, can you give me a student price?  
Señor/a, creo que me dio mal el vuelto.  
I think that you gave me the wrong change.  
¿Puedo pagar en/con dolares?  
Can I pay with US dollars?  
¿Puedo pagar con tarjeta de crédito?  
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Can I pay with a credit card?  
 
DIRECTIONS:  
Señor/a, ¿dónde queda ________?  
Where is _______(insert location)?  
Estoy perdido/a. ¿Me podría ayudar a encontrar el/la _______?  
I’m lost. Can you help me find ________ (insert location)?  
¿Para ir a ________, sigo directo, a la derecha, o a la izquierda?  
To go _________(insert location), do I go straight, to the right, or to the left?  
 
HOMESTAY COMMUNICATION:  
Don/Doña _____, no voy a venir en la noche a comer para que no se preocupen por mi.  
Mr./Mrs. ______(insert host mom or dad’s name), I’m not going to be home for dinner 
tonight so please don’t wait for me.  
Don/Doña _____, muchísimas gracias por la comida. ¿Puedo lavar los platos?  
Mr./Mrs. ______(insert host mom or dad’s name), thank you so much for the food. May I 
wash the dishes?  
Don/Doña _____, muchísimas gracias por la comida, pero prefería comer menos 
______ porque no me gusta mucho.  
Mr./Mrs. ______(insert host mom or dad’s name), thank you so much for the food, but I 
prefer to eat less _________ (insert food here) because I don’t like it that much.  
Don/Doña _____, el inodoro está taqueado. ¿Me podría ayudar?  
Mr./Mrs. ______(insert host mom or dad’s name), the toilet is overflowing. Can you help 
me?  
Don/Doña _____, me siento un poco mal. Tengo un dolor de cabeza/estomago.  
Mr./Mrs. ______(insert host mom or dad’s name), I’m feeling a little bad. I have a 
headache/stomachache.  
 
COSTA RICAN SLANG:  
¡Pura vida! - National slogan roughly meaning the good life; can be used as a greeting 
or as an answer to nearly any question  
¡Tuanis! – Cool; comes from “too nice”  
¡Que chiva! – How cool!  
mäe – Dude  
tico/tica – a Costa Rican  
a la hora tica – Tico time; about half an hour late!  
pesos, plata – money  
un rojo – a 1,000 colones bill (equivalent of $2)  
fresco – fresh juice  
gallo pinto - typical breakfast dish of rice and beans (literally translates to spotted 
rooster)  
casado – typical lunch dish (rice, beans, meat (or vegetarian equivalent), salad, 
plantains)  



Preparing for ICDS Costa Rica: 

Living with a Host Family 

 
Homestays with carefully-selected Costa Rican families are an 

integral part of ICDS’s programs, and all students are required to 

live with an assigned host family.  Homestays are one of the most 

important parts of a student’s experience, facilitating immersion in 

and adaptation to the new culture and language, and helping 

students to integrate into the local society.  

 

ICDS has a homestay coordinator with ample experience in the 

selection of host families and the placement of students with an 

appropriate host family, according to what the student has indicated 

as his/her preferences in the housing application. To find the families, ICDS’s housing coordinator researches 

appropriate families who live in areas close to the ULatina campus and the ICDS office, and who are willing 

and qualified to host international students. Next, she contacts the families and arranges for a visit to observe 

the home and family characteristics personally. The families that meet the requirements are then included in a 

data base for future use. When the students’ housing applications are received, the housing coordinator 

matches the students and the families in accordance with the students’ expectations and special requirements, 

if any, and the family’s characteristics. Students provide ICDS with feedback about their homestay experience 

through an evaluation done in the middle and at the end of the program, and based on this, ICDS makes a 

decision whether to continue working with that family or not.  The data base is updated periodically by paying 

a visit to the families and making sure the home and family conditions remain appropriate to host international 

students. 

 

Students, as well as host families, may contact ICDS to express any 

concerns or problems with the student/host family.  Please make 

sure to let the ICDS staff know right away if problems arise 

regarding your living situation. They will help you solve the 

problem! Remember that clear and honest communication as well 

as mutual respect is fundamental for good host/student 

relationship. The following information will help you know what to 

expect from your homestay living situation. The photos in this 

document are of current homestay houses and student bedrooms. 

 

 

Responsibilities and Regulations for Homestays 

 

The student should: 

 Respect the customs and beliefs of the host family. 

 Consult the family about the norms within the home, including appropriate times for telephone 

conversations. 

 Determine the schedule of meals, in accordance with the family, considering his/her academic 

activities. 

 Follow the host family’s instructions in regards to the security of the house and household. 

 Be responsible for the house key, and if lost, assume the replacement costs of key and locks. 

 Bring his/her own beach towel(s), washcloths, and personal items. 

 Wash your own underwear if your host family prefers this (ask them on the first day). 

 Receive guests solely with the family’s consent. 

 Refrain from having parties or get-togethers without the family’s consent. 

 Avoid inviting guests to sleep over in his/her bedroom. 



 Abstain from inviting friends to eat in the home without prior consent of the family. 

 Abstain from consuming alcoholic drinks in the homestay. 

 Inform the family if he/she is going to return during the progress of the day, or if he/she will not be 

returning at all that night or through the weekend. 

 Practice normal personal hygiene. 

 Use the family landline telephone to make calls at a maximum of two local calls per day, with duration 

of not more than five minutes each. The student will not be able to accumulate minutes from one or 

several days for the purpose of using them at a later date. 

 Host family changes should be justified and authorized by ICDS. 

 

 

The family’s responsibilities are to: 

 Express to the student the norms that are appropriate for the 

home, which should not contradict those established in this 

document. 

 Host only one student at a time.  The family will be assigned 

only one student by ICDS, and should not at the same time host 

other students from different institutes or programs. 

 Provide the student with a private bedroom that has: a bed, 

closet, night stand, desk or table with student lamp, garbage 

receptacle, mirror and either a private or shared bathroom 

 Provide the student with a set of keys to the house and indicate the established security methods for 

arriving to and leaving the home. 

 Respect the student’s privacy. 

 Provide the student with two meals per day, breakfast and dinner, on the weekdays in which the 

student has classes scheduled and three meals per day on weekends and holidays, if the student is 

home. 

 Furnish the student with clean bedding, which should be changed at least once a week. 

 Provide laundry and ironing services at least once a week. 

 Permit the use of the landline telephone for a maximum of two calls per day, with duration of five 

minutes each.  ICDS is not responsible for telephone bills the student leaves without having paid. 

 In order to facilitate the students’ learning and practice of Spanish, the family should speak exclusively 

in that language to those students who do not come from Spanish-speaking countries. The family 

should speak in the students’ language only in special 

circumstances. 

 The family should not solicit any type of money from the 

student.  The monthly payments for housing will be done 

directly by ICDS.  

 Remember that upon receiving a visiting student in the 

home, he/she should be seen as an additional member of 

the family, which implies including him/her in family 

activities if the student is interested in participating. 

 

Tips for Living with a Host Family 

 

Host families are part of what make the study abroad experience so special. They are the best way to get to 

know your host country and culture. Be open to spending time with them, ask questions, and share about 

yourself. Most families will let you get as involved with them as you want. It is very important to follow the 

rules in your host family. 

 

Integrate. Be respectful of customs and values. You are here to experience Costa Rican culture, not to make 

Costa Rica just like where you’re from.  Be respectful of your host families values and family traditions and 

customs.  

 



Good ways to integrate into your family are to show interest in 

their activities and lives. If your host family suggests a trip, for 

example, try to show enthusiasm, even when things do not turn 

out as you expected. Or, offer your help in any of the many 

household chores – offer to wash plates after dinner, help your 

host mom cook, etc.  Last, but not least, good manners go a long 

way and cost nothing:  “Por favor”, “Gracias”, “Perdón” are all 

free expressions.  If you forget to do something or make a 

mistake, do not assume that others have to be more tolerant and 

patient just because you come from another culture.  Your host 

parents’ attitude can change radically when they hear these 

“magic” words from you. 

 

Don’t be afraid to ASK for explanation, clarification, or help. That said, if you don’t understand why your 

family does things the way it does, ask. It’s very important to have a good level of communication with your 

host family.  Observing your host parents/siblings will help you find out how things are done in your new 

home. 

 

Conflict Resolution. If you have a problem with your host family, your first thought should be cultural 
misunderstanding. Many disagreements, arguments, and hurt feelings can be traced back to students not 

understanding their families. This is why asking for explanation and clarification is so important. If there is 

some tension with your family (did it seem like your host mom was annoyed when you called your friend 

down the street last night?), it is best to ask if there’s a problem and resolve it right away rather than let 

tensions build up.  Sometimes, even if your family has a problem with something you’ve done, they may not 

tell you for fear of offending you. Try to be diplomatic and take a step back to see what’s going on in the 

situation. ICDS is always willing to help work out host family issues, but try to sort it out yourself first. 

 

Food (a.k.a. What to do with all that papaya?). Like some things your host mom makes? Hate others?  Let 

your family know what you like and don’t like, but be diplomatic. Remember you are in your host family’s 

country and the idea is for you to live the way they do.  At least, try sampling a bit of each thing, especially at 

the beginning. Complimenting a dish she makes that you particularly like, while casually mentioning that you 

don’t like something else is a good way to get your point across without hurting feelings. Whatever you do, 

don’t pretend you like something when you really don’t or you’ll end up getting papaya at every meal! 

 

Laundry.  Host families are happy to do your laundry once a week, but if you prefer to do it yourself, ask your 

host mom. Most host families don’t have a problem washing women’s underwear, but again, ask your host 

mom what you should do with dirty underwear. If you need to wash something by hand or in some special 

way, ask your host mother because she probably has special buckets or bowls for hand washing items. Your 

bath towel should be hung up every day; ask your host mom what the house policy is on this: should you hang 

it up outside on the line or somewhere else? 

 

Cleanliness. Keep your room clean. Your host mom will probably clean it anyway, but in Costa Rica 

cleanliness is very important. Some host mothers (well, most of them) get very upset when your room looks 

more like a disaster area.  Also remember it is important in 

Costa Rican culture to take showers and (most important) to 

use deodorant every day!         

 

Telephone. Phone service in Costa Rica is expensive. Calling 

cell phones is expensive, and calling other regions of the 

country is like calling long distance (even though it’s a small 

country), so when you are calling hotels or making 

reservations, be aware of this. Even calling locally is 

expensive, so don’t make your calls too long.  And even if 

you are using your own phone or talking via the internet, be 

aware that local customs and particular family’s rules establish 

appropriate time to call, especially in the evenings. 



 

If you plan on using the phone a lot, buy a cell phone orlocal phone card 

(tarjetas telefónicas 197 and 199 comes in several denominations and are 

inexpensive). For international calls from the family’s landline, you MUST use 

a phone card. In Costa Rica, a fixed rate for local calls does not exist.  The 

rates increase according to the quantity and duration of calls made. 

 

Also, be aware of the time you spend on the phone, since you may be tying up 

the only line the house has.  If the family is expecting a call, uses the phone 

for business, or are trying to get ahold of someone or make plans, no one can 

get through while you are using the phone.  

 

Shower. Ask your host family how to use the shower! This is very important 

because most homes use an ELECTRIC shower heater on the shower head to 

heat water.  Avoid touching cables and wires while in the shower, and let your 

family know if you can’t seem to get warm water or if you can’t figure out how 

to work it.  You will probably not get steaming hot water in your showers. 

Settle for warm, it’s better than cold water. Trying to make the water hot, 

instead of just warm, can actually fry the shower heater. 

 

Clothing and behavior around the house. So, they’re your family, right? Well, not really.  While you should 

feel comfortable in your house, you may not be able walk around your host family’s house the way you would 

your real family’s house or your dorm or apartment. For example, culturally, you should not go barefoot while 

in the house. What if you don’t like wearing shoes inside? Try wearing socks or slippers around the house. 

Also, try not to leave the bathroom in just your towel. Not only are your host siblings not your real siblings, but 

you never know if your family may have visitors, and it could cause quite a commotion when you waltz out of 

the bathroom and across the living room in just your towel and your birthday suit!  The same goes for 

revealing pajamas, etc. Also, do not slam any doors. This is considered very rude. 

 

 

Although your host family may treat you just like one of their 

own, remember that you are not.  If the way that a family 

member (especially of the opposite sex) is treating you makes 

you feel uncomfortable, it is probably not appropriate 

conduct.  Speak with your host parent, or, if you are more 

comfortable doing so, to someone from ICDS.  Remember, 

too, that what may be considered friendly by US standards 

may be interpreted as flirting or leading someone on by Costa 

Ricans. 

 

 

 

This is a lot to keep in mind, but reviewing all of this information and preparing for this unique living situation 

will give you a good foundation for a successful and rewarding homestay experience! This is often the highlight 

of students’ time in Costa Rica. Your host family is looking forward to meeting you! 

 

 

 



 Weather & Packing Suggestions

for the Dry Season (January-May)

In Costa Rica, you will be living in the capital city of San José!  To give you a general 

overview, ¨San José, the capital of Costa Rica, is on a plateau in the Central Valley at 

1200 m (3,700 ft) elevation. It is ringed by lush green mountains and valleys. The 

population of this city is probably half of the whole country.¨ (WikiTravel, The Free 

Travel Guide, ¨San José, (Costa Rica),¨ 2013).  The University of Costa Rica, the largest 

campus of Universidad Latina, the main airport, the National Theater, and museums 

such as the National Museum and both the Gold and Jade museum are all found in San 

José. 

In terms of weather, when you arrive in Costa Rica, it will be dry season (January-

May), which means that the weather will be warm and beautiful! But, being the Central 

Valley as mentioned above, San José can get chilly in the evenings due to its elevation. 

Also, the temperature changes depending on the altitude. Visits to some volcanoes are 

known to be colder as they are located at a higher altitude so it is good to come 

prepared. 

 The coasts and other part of the country will be sunny, hot, and humid (between 80-

90°F). San José can actually feel refreshing after a weekend beach trip! 

 Although it´s dry season, you will find that many Costa Ricans 

wear pants/jeans rather than shorts. That being said, if you desire 

to bring shorts/skirts/dresses, it is recommended that they be 

knee-length, especially for everyday San José wear. When you 

travel to the beach, you will find people in your average beach 

gear. 



Other packing suggestions: 

2 pairs of tennis shoes 

Flip flops 

Swimsuit 

Sandals 

A light jacket 

Pants 

Socks and underwear 

One or two nicer outfits 

A beach towel 

Beach hat 

Sunscreen to get started 

Tops you can layer (tank tops, t-shirts, a few long sleeved shirts, sweaters, etc.) 

Backpack (to use for school and traveling on weekends) 

Other bag/purse that isn´t too flashy or expensive looking (to deter theft) 

Jewelry that isn´t too flashy or expensive looking 

Hiking books/extra pair of sneakers 

Umbrella (just in case!)  

Any specific toiletries you need—but keep in mind that you can buy many of 

the brands that you would find in a drugstore in the U.S. here in Costa Rica. 

Same goes for sunscreen, aloe vera, etc.  

Medications, contacts, extra glasses, etc. Make sure that you have your 

prescription filled for the entire time you will be here—mailing medicine from 

the U.S. is tricky and very expensive. Come prepared! 

Favorite photos, books, etc…while you want to pack light, it´s important to 

have things with you to make you feel at home and remind you of your friends 

and family when you get homesick. 

Pack lighter than you think you should. Students often regret overpacking, which also 

limits souvenir space when packing to go back to the U.S. Bring clothes to mix-and-

match and that layer, which will cut down on the overall amount of clothes you bring. 

 If you have any further questions about what to pack, feel free to email ICDS at 

studyabroad@icds.ac.cr. 

References:  San José (Costa Rica). Retrieved November 15, 2013 from Wikitravel, 

The Free Travel Guide: http://wikitravel.org/en/San_Jos%C3%A9_(Costa_Rica)   

mailto:studyabroad@icds.ac.cr
http://wikitravel.org/en/San_Jos%C3%A9_(Costa_Rica)


 Weather & Packing Suggestions for    
the Rainy Season (May - November) 

In Costa Rica, you will be living in the capital city of San José!  To give you a general overview, 

¨San José, the capital of Costa Rica, is on a plateau in the Central Valley at 1200 m (3,700 ft) 

elevation. It is ringed by lush green mountains and valleys. The population of this city is 

probably half of the whole country.¨ (WikiTravel, The Free Travel Guide, ¨San José, (Costa 

Rica),¨ 2013).  The University of Costa Rica, the largest campus of Universidad Latina, the main 

airport, the National Theater, and museums such as the National Museum and both the Gold 

and Jade museum are all found in San José. 

When you arrive in Costa Rica, it will be the rainy season, which runs from May through 

November.  Although the daily afternoon rain during the rainy season can be frustrating, if you 

are prepared for the weather, you’ll be dry, warm, and able to enjoy the gorgeous flowers that 

abound in San José during the rainy season. Don’t let this news get you down—mornings are 

usually sunny and warm, and visits to the beach and other parts of the country will be sunny, 

hot, and humid!  

What does the rainy season mean for you? Two things: 1. It will rain for a couple hours every 

afternoon, fairly regularly, although it will sometimes rain in the mornings as well, and 2. carry 

an umbrella everywhere!  

You will find that many Costa Ricans wear pants/jeans rather than shorts. That being said, if 

you desire to bring shorts/skirts/dresses, it is recommended that they be knee-length, 

especially for everyday San José wear. When you travel to the beach, you will find people in 

your average beach gear. 

Packing suggestions: 

Umbrella/rain jacket 

2 pairs of tennis shoes 

Sandals  

Rain boots/waterproof shoes 



Flip flops 

Hiking boots/extra pair of sneakers 

A light jacket  

Pants 

Swimsuit  

Socks and underwear 

A few nicer outfits 

Shorts (for use only when traveling to beach towns—not appropriate for everyday San 
José wear)  

Tops you can layer (tank tops, t-shirts, long sleeved shirts, sweaters, etc.) 

Backpack (to use for school and traveling on the weekends)  

Other bag/purse that zips and has a cross-body strap (to deter theft) 

Jewelry that isn’t too flashy or expensive looking 

A beach towel (or you can wait and buy one here—all the beach towns sell souvenir 
towels)  

Any specific toiletries you need—but keep in mind that you can buy many of the 

brands that you would find in a drugstore in the US here in Costa Rica. Same goes for 
sunscreen, aloe vera, etc, although they may be a bit more expensive here. 

Medications, contacts, extra glasses, etc. Make sure that you have your prescription 

filled for the entire time you will be here—mailing medicine from the US is tricky and 
very expensive. Come prepared!  

Favorite photos, books, etc…while you want to pack light, it’s important to have 

things with you to make you feel at home and remind you of your friends and family 

when you get homesick.  

Sunscreen to get started 

Pack lighter than you think you should. Students often regret overpacking, which also limits 

souvenir space when packing to go back to the U.S. Bring clothes to mix-and-match and that 

layer, which will cut down on the overall amount of clothes you bring. 

 If you have any further questions about what to pack, feel free to email ICDS at 

studyabroad@icds.ac.cr. 

References:  San José (Costa Rica). Retrieved November 15, 2013 from Wikitravel, The Free 

Travel Guide: http://wikitravel.org/en/San_Jos%C3%A9_(Costa_Rica)   

mailto:studyabroad@icds.ac.cr
http://wikitravel.org/en/San_Jos%C3%A9_(Costa_Rica)


 Preparing for ICDS in Costa Rica: Safety 

A. Personal Safety 

Personal safety is a concern anywhere and at anytime but it does become more of a 

concern when living abroad. Without being fully aware of one's new surroundings, 

you may not be aware of new risks associated with your new home and the 

precautions needed to protect yourself and your property. These concerns vary by 

location, but in general, the main worries are associated with personal safety, 

sexual assault, protection of personal property. 

One of your first tasks of adjusting to your new home is to become acquainted with 

new surroundings and the challenges it may present. You should be certain to 

check with your host family and ICDS program staff to help in your safety 

assessment of your new home and to get safety tips.   

Parties and other social events can be one of the best parts of an experience abroad 

but they can create difficult situations. An individual needs to be careful that the 

new independence or choices presented by their new living situation does not lead 

to negative behavior such as drug or alcohol abuse. These problems often lead to 

impaired judgment and unsafe behavior. Remain connected to your values & 

standards that have brought you to where you are today.1 

ICDS Personal Safety Recommendations 

Let common sense be your guide here. Costa Rica is not especially dangerous, 

but neither is it completely safe. You, as a foreigner, stick out and thus may be 

more of a target than others in terms of crime. 

Always be aware of your surroundings; don’t get sucked into the ‘paradise 

syndrome’.  

Most crime against tourists is non-violent: watch out for pickpockets, muggers, 

con-men 

Hold onto bags and purses, especially when walking in downtown San José. 

Don’t leave bags on the ground or on the backs of chairs while in restaurants or 

bars or unattended on the beach.  

Don’t wear gold jewelry in San José. 

Don’t walk around downtown San José late at night or wear lots of flashy 

jewelry. 

Be careful when entering and exiting ATMS, especially at night. Lock the door 

behind you, if the ATM booth has that option.  

B. Traveling 

Use caution when traveling. Keep money, credit cards, etc. in several places 

instead of just one (but don’t forget where you’ve put them!).  

Keep money and other valuables in hotel safes when available.  

1
Adapted from  https://www.compassstudenthealthinsurance.com/safety.html 

https://www.compassstudenthealthinsurance.com/safety.html


Do not carry your passport. Leave it in a safe place at home. Carry a photocopy 

of the passport photo page and entrance stamp (or visa). Use money belts when 

traveling. 

Keep your luggage in sight if in overhead bins (tie bags together or to a pole or 

something if possible), or even better, in your lap. If your bus stops at a rest 

stop, do not leave bags unattended on the bus. 

When traveling, let your host family know where you’re going and for how long. 

That way if anyone from ICDS or your family tries to get in touch, they’ll be 

able to give clear information. This is also helpful if something happens while 

you’re gone that will delay your getting back (you’re attacked by monkeys, the 

volcano erupts, or the road washes out). 

C. Bars and Going Out 

Be alert when going out. Alcohol consumption puts you in an even more 

vulnerable position than usual.  

Tipping: a 10% service charge is included in restaurant bills. So, don’t feel 

pressured to tip but feel free to add extra for good service.  

Free drinks? Do not accept drinks from strangers. There have been reports of 

girls being drugged at bars and then sexually assaulted. If someone offers to 

buy you a drink, do not accept (sometimes bartenders may be in on it). 

Stay away from CENTRO COMMERCIAL EL PUEBLO after dark. The area 

has some shops and restaurants, but is most famous for its nightlife. There 

have recently been several shootings there, and the US Embassy has explicitly 

told its personnel to stay away – follow their cue.  

Also, stay away from LA CALLE DE LA AMARGURA, in San Pedro. Although 

it is popular (or once was) among the UCR crowd, it is very dangerous at night. 

Plus, it has big rats. 

There are other safer as well as fun places to go out. Ask your host family, 

Costa Rican friends, etc. Keep in mind that what may be OK for Costa Ricans 

isn’t necessarily for foreigners. Where Costa Ricans may feel comfortable in a 

certain place, Americans or others may be targets of scams, crime, and 

harassment, so please double-check before going anywhere new. 

Keep taxi money in a safe place on your person, separate from your other cash. 

That way no matter what happens (pickpockets or drink specials), you know 

you can get home. 

Don’t walk home by yourself at night. Have a taxi drop you off directly in front 

of your house(s), even if it means making several stops. 

D. Taxis 

Only use registered taxis – they are red and have yellow triangles on them.  

Try not to take a taxi alone.  Travel in small groups. 

Do not ask a taxi driver to take you to or wait for you at an ATM. This is 

extremely dangerous. 

Make sure someone knows where you’re going (and that the taxi driver knows 

it). Explicitly tell your friends in Spanish where you are going so that the taxi 

driver is aware that someone is looking out for you.  If more than one of you is 

in a taxi, the first person out should again explicitly say that they will wait for 

the last person’s phone call. 



Call each other when you get home.  Host families won’t mind your making a 

short phone call, even if it’s late at night.  It is more important to know that 

everyone’s home safely than to be worried about waking up the dog.  Be waiting 

by the phone if someone is supposed to call you to minimize disturbance to your 

family. 

The person doesn’t call? Call them, chance are they just forgot. If no one picks 

up, then wake your host family (or theirs!) to take further action. 

Try to sit behind the driver, not behind the passenger seat. If the driver 

attempts to assault you, this makes it much harder. 

Keep taxi windows up, even if it’s hot at night, and doors locked to avoid 

becoming a target at stop signs and traffic lights.  

Do not leave bags, purses or wallets on the seat next to you.  Keep them out of 

sight of passersby. 

Do not slam taxi doors (or any other doors), this is considered very 

rude. 

E. Controlled Substances 

As temporary visitors, you are subject to the laws of Costa Rica. DO NOT 

CARRY, SELL, OR USE DRUGS while in the country. 

If you are caught, ICDS, ULatina, and the US or other Embassy WILL NOT be 

able to help you. 

F. Health 

Tap water is safe to drink in most areas of the country.  Do be careful of well-

water in out of the way places 

Know thyself. You will probably have stomach problems (diarrhea, etc). Don’t 

be embarrassed. It happens to us all. Try to keep track of what foods don’t 

agree with you and avoid fried foods 

Lots of medicines are available over-the-counter (antibiotics, birth control, 

etc.). Pharmacists are usually very helpful and knowledgeable. 

However, some host families and pharmacists may have their own ways of 

doing things.  So, if they want you to drink guava tea and only eat eggs for 2 

days and you just want a Tylenol Cold, say so! 

Your best resources are BUG REPELLENT and SUNSCREEN. 

Be smart about sex; there is a high incidence of sexually transmitted diseases 

and HIV/AIDS is on the rise among young people here. 

Machismo and other cultural norms may also encourage young people to shun 

condom use and other safe sex practices. Do not be pressured by this. 

Remember, you are here to make memories, not babies. 
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