
 

 

Monteverde Life 
 
“What, then, is a traveling mind-set? Receptivity might be said to be its chief 
characteristic. Receptive, we approach new places with humility. We carry no 
rigid ideas with us about what is or is not interesting.” -Alain de Botton, The Art of 
Travel 
 
 It is, of course, difficult to know what you should expect when you plan to 
live in a foreign country. In some ways Monteverde could be very much like your 
hometown, and in other ways, it will appear radically different. The objective of 
this document is to provide the reader with a condensed, useful snapshot of 
Costa Rica, the community of Monteverde (including the weather conditions), the 
average “homestay” or host family placement, and life at the CEC. 
 

Costa Rica 
 Costa Rica is a unique country in a number of ways. It forms part of the 
land bridge between North and South America, bordered by Nicaragua to the 
north, Panamá to the south, the Pacific Ocean to the west, and the Caribbean Sea 
to the east. It lies 10 degrees north of the Equator and 84 degrees west of the Prime 
Meridian. Although comparatively small (about the size of West Virginia) and not 
overly populated (about 5 million human residents), the geographic and climate 
conditions of Costa Rica yield an incredible diversity of ecosystems and 
subsequent biodiversity—roughly 6% of the Earth’s known species are found in this 
small country.  
 Costa Rica’s economy was formerly based on agricultural exports (coffee, 
tobacco, bananas), but over the past two decades has rapidly shifted to a 
primary basis in international ecotourism. Thankfully, Costa Rica has managed to 
respond to this shift, and has now conserved and protected over 25% of its land. 
It is also promoting reforestation efforts in areas that were originally deforested 
for agricultural purposes. 
 Politically and financially, Costa Rica is and has almost always been a very 
stable nation. Like much of the rest of Latin America, Costa Rica’s various 
indigenous groups were conquered, colonized, and mostly eradicated, by 
Spanish explorers in the 14th and 15th centuries. In 1821, Costa Rica achieved a 



 

 

bloodless independence from Spain by joining the Central American Federation, 
which broke up into several nations in 1838. In 1948, Costa Rica formally abolished 
its army and established itself as a free, democratic, and independent republic. 
 Costa Ricans refer to themselves as Ticos (Ticas for women). The vast 
majority are of Spanish descent, with a smaller percentage of mestizos (mixed 
European and Indigenous descent) and a substantial population of Black Creoles 
on the Caribbean coast. The literacy rate in Costa Rica is over 90%, among the 
highest in the world, and the medical system is considerably more advanced and 
well-funded in comparison to that of other developing nations. Ticos maintain a 
strong sense of national pride in their country’s educational and governmental 
accomplishments. Like many countries in Europe, Ticos (especially young Ticos) 
are bilingual, having learned English in school. Tico culture is also known for being 
especially warm and welcoming, and in 2009 Costa Ricans were named 
“Happiest People in the World” by an independent research group in Britain called 
the New Economics Foundation. 
 

Monteverde 
 Monteverde is a rural, mountainous community located in the Tilarán 
Mountain range in northwestern Costa Rica, in the province of Puntarenas. It is 
about 3 ½ hours’ drive from San Jose, half of which takes place on a scenic, bumpy 
dirt road. The community sprawls over a distance of about 10 kilometers of 
ridgeline and is composed of several different neighborhoods or barrios. There 
are roughly 6,000 permanent residents in the zone and thousands of tourists pass 
through annually. High season (dry season) tends to run from February—May and 
low season (rainy season) is from about June—January.  

The population and history of Monteverde is a multicultural, eclectic mix. 
Although it is generally agreed that the area was once heavily inhabited by 
indigenous peoples, little is known about them. In the 1920s, several families of 
Tico farmers moved in and began settling and clearing the land for pasture and 
farming. In the 1950s, a group of American Quakers from Fairhope, Alabama 
purchased a large chunk of land further uphill from the Tico community and 
began to farm and pasture dairy cows. They were originally drawn to the country 
for its pacifistic politics, avoiding the Korean War draft. In the 1980s, biologists, 
ecologists, and other scientists were also attracted to the area for its unique 



 

 

ecosystems and rare plant and animal life. Around this time, the area began to 
change rapidly to accommodate a rising flood of expatriate scientists, writers, 
and artists, as well as a huge influx of eco-tourists. The current economy of 
Monteverde is very dependent on the tourism industry and efforts are underway 
to reforest and conserve the land that was once deforested for agricultural and 
pastoral purposes.  

Monteverde is of course known for its beautiful and rare cloud forest—a 
special type of high-altitude tropical rainforest that is characterized by high 
amounts of mist, clouds, humidity, and rain. The result is a habitat with 
unprecedented biodiversity—beautiful birds, butterflies, and mammals—as well 
as lots of interesting creepy-crawlers and some poisonous snakes! Although the 
insects will take some getting used to, they are a part of our lives here. Large 
moths, spiders, cockroaches, scorpions, and the occasional tick are all common, 
in all houses, at all times of year. (Rest easy, ticks do not carry diseases here and 
scorpion stings are no stronger than a bee sting.)  

Learning to live in harmony with this extreme climate is crucial to being 
happy and comfortable here. The dry season (February-June) has light wind, 
sunny days, and misty evenings. The rainy season (July-December) grows in 
intensity and reaches a peak in September and October, where it may actually 
rain all day for several days on end. Clothes and linens rarely dry out, and many 
of our belongings gather mold. Having good rain gear and sealable plastic 
containers for valuables is a must. There is also a short transition season from 
December-January, which is very windy, misty, and sometimes rainy. There are 
many rainbows and the occasional moonbow (yes, a rainbow from moonlight!), 
and also many felled trees and branches during this season. Nights are always 
cool (especially during transition season) but daytime temperatures are 
moderate year-round, peaking during dry season. “Down the mountain,” as we 
say, it is always much hotter.  

 
Although a few kilometers of road around the “town” of Santa Elena have 

been paved, the rest of the roads in Monteverde are gravel. There is some limited 
public transportation from one end of Monteverde to the other, but taxis and 
walking are the main forms of transportation for those who do not have a private 
vehicle. The roads are very hilly and often muddy, and it is not uncommon to walk 



 

 

for a half an hour or more to get to school, to the supermarket, or to a friend’s 
house. 

Given how isolated Monteverde can be, trips “down the mountain” are 
usually few and far between, especially if the weather is poor and transportation 
becomes unreliable. We like to say that we are “four hours from everywhere:” the 
beach, San Jose, the volcanoes, etc. Staff tend to take trips together on long 
weekends and during the week-long vacations we have every 6 weeks. Traveling 
cheaply is an art and mostly dependent on word-of-mouth hostel and 
transportation recommendations, so asking around is important.  
 

School Life at the CEC 
 The Centro de Educación Creativa, known in English as The Cloud Forest 
School and locally as “La Creativa,” is located about one kilometer off of the main 
paved road in Cerro Plano at the top of a steep hill. We currently enroll close to 
120 students from grades Preschool (Kinder) through 6th grade. We begin English 
immersion and environmental education at the Kinder level and continue with 
both disciplines through every grade until graduation. The CEC’s philosophy also 
promotes progressive education in the form of child-centered learning, positive 
discipline, constructivist mathematics, reading and writing workshop, etc. We rely 
on interns to help our lead teachers maintain a high quality of creative, bilingual 
education in the classroom environment.  
  This dependence on English instruction means that only about half of our 
teaching staff are Tico, while the other half are native English speakers (mostly US 
citizens). Learning Spanish is an important part of living and working here, but 
since the main language of instruction is English, it is difficult to improve one’s 
Spanish skills during class time. We offer free Spanish classes after school to all 
staff, interns, and volunteers who are interested, but we require that English be 
spoken to students unless extenuating circumstances require a translation. 
 Our school campus is an essential part of the CEC curriculum, at every 
level. We have 106 acres that include open fields and trails, secondary forest, and 
primary forest. We have an active reforestation project, several native plant 
gardens (some of them “themed” for specific food chains), organic vegetable 
gardens, compost/vermiculture, and a native plant greenhouse. Although all of 
these areas will be explored in weekly Environmental Education classes, we try to 



 

 

integrate the outdoor aspect of our school into the academic curriculum 
whenever possible. These resources are in large part maintained and cared for 
by international volunteers as well as the permanent maintenance and Land 
Stewardship staff.  
 The CEC is a private school, and we do charge tuition. However, over 75% of 
our students receive financial aid or patrocinios, international sponsors. The vast 
majority of our actual budget is fundraised via the internship and volunteer 
programs, international family tuition, donations, and fundraisers. Over 90% of our 
student body is local, and local students are given priority in enrollment over 
international students. Our class sizes are limited to 18 students in grades first 
through sixth. Classes that reach or exceed the enrollment limit are given priority 
for a teaching assistant intern.  
 

Social Life 
 Although Monteverde often feels like a very small town, there are many 
activities to choose from! People who are very active, outgoing, and appreciative 
of nature tend to fare well in the Monteverde social scene. For those who like to 
hike and/or bird watch, there are many parks and reserves to explore, including 
the school’s own extensive campus and trail network. Local prices tend to be half 
or less than the tourist price, and the school provides employees with letters that 
state their status as CEC teachers/staff.  
 There is one bar in town, Bar Amigos, and they often have dance nights. 
Monteverde is a great place to learn how to salsa dance (and bachata, 
merengue, and cumbia!) and a wonderful place to meet lots of interesting people 
from all over the world.  
 English-speaking teachers and interns often find it difficult to “break out” of 
the English-speaking expatriate social circle and become frustrated that they are 
not learning Spanish because they feel that they lack Tico friends. It is a difficult 
barrier to break, to be sure, especially considering the constantly ephemeral 
population of young Americans who pass through Monteverde. It is important to 
be patient, outgoing, and above all, fearless with your Spanish skills—no matter 
how much of a beginner you might be! 
 There are always activities happening in Monteverde—you just have to 
know where to find out about them. Musical performances, dramatic 



 

 

performances, fundraiser festivals, sporting events (Ultimate Frisbee, pick-up 
soccer, mountain biking and long-distance running), yoga, the weekly farmer’s 
market, reading circles and Spanish classes are all great ways to socialize and 
get to know new people. Finding a healthy social balance while living in 
Monteverde is all about ignoring the rain and being outgoing.  
 

Homestays 
  Most volunteers and interns (as well as some teachers) choose to live in 
homestays. The vast majority of our host families are CEC families and have 
children currently enrolled in our school. This serves the double purpose of having 
a bilingual person in the house as well as providing additional income to many of 
our families who need the extra help to keep their kids enrolled in a private school. 
Having a successful relationship with a host family is all about being receptive to 
new situations and ideas. It is important to remember that in many situations, a 
child will give up his or her room in order to make space for volunteers, and that 
host mothers do a lot of work to make sure that their guests are comfortable and 
happy.  

It is often difficult to adjust to so many new things at once: diet, sleeping 
situation, language, and the basics of a Tico house are all different and will require 
lots of patience. Many Tico houses are small and sparsely furnished, although 
spotlessly clean—both good housekeeping and personal hygiene are particularly 
important in Costa Rican culture. Be prepared for curious children, lots of family 
members visiting at seemingly odd hours, and the television on at all times. 
Remember that all of these differences are good learning opportunities! Most 
former volunteers and interns say that their homestay experience was one of the 
best aspects of their time in Monteverde, and that they learned more Spanish this 
way than they could have any other. We use the same homestay families year 
after year, which means that they are understanding of culture shock, 
homesickness, communicating with Spanish learners, and sensitive to American 
culture. Our homestay families are an invaluable resource to the CEC, and we do 
our best to match people with a specific family that they will be comfortable with.  
 


