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Course Introduction 
The Amazon is one of the most biodiverse places on the planet, 
home to several hundred species of reptiles and amphibians. In 
fact, nearly 20% of the world’s anurans can be found here. 
Walking through the forest at dawn or dusk offers a rich and 
colorful display of frogs, salamanders, snakes, lizards, and turtles, 
all of which fill an important environmental niche in relation to 
the other denizens of the forest. Unfortunately, due to climate 
change, disease and other human impacts, many of these species 
are fast-disappearing.  Understanding the challenges faced by 
amphibian and reptile conservationists in developing programs to 
protect these species are crucial components of long-term 
protection of Amazonian biodiversity.    

In this course, participants will develop an understanding of the 
natural history, conservation, and defining characteristics of 
reptiles and amphibians.  They will  be introduced to the field of 
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herpetology in general, creating their own conservation and 
research proposals, while exploring career options.  We will also 
examine the role of chemicals in herpetological research on 
defense, food capture, aboriginal use, and modern pharmacology 
since chemical activity plays such a strong role in amphibian and 
reptile diversity. 

**Bonus * One of the instructors is an experienced wildlife 
photographer, specializing in reptile and amphibian photography!  
Bring your camera and lots of questions, as we will have many 
opportunities and photo sessions to ensure you bring home the 
best possible images of this once-in-a-lifetime experience.

Course Objectives 

The goals of this course are to give participants advanced training 
in field techniques relevant to tropical biology research and 
conservation, while exposing them to one of the most diverse 
communities of plants and wildlife anywhere on the planet. This 
course emphasizes field exercises and learning over classroom-
based lectures. Students will also read selected literature on 
tropical ecology, applied research, and conservation issues 
pertinent to the the Madre de Dios region and beyond. 

Each day, there will be an early morning and late evening 
biodiversity hikes into the forest. Participants will gain practical 
proficiency in the correct identification of reptiles and 
amphibians, as well as recognition of microhabitats native to the 
area. Participants will learn and will be expected to adhere to best 
practices in biosecurity and safety while examining reptiles and 
amphibians in the field. On each hike, we will also include a 
secondary focus for that day’s lecture and lab.  These labs will 
highlight conservation of local herpetofauna, alongside the study 
of natural history.  Program modules are designed to focus on 
local species and habitat, but can be easily applied towards 
herpetological conservation, research, and education anywhere in 
the world.   
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Course Topics
Topic of Study Activity Description

I. Introduction

> Threats to the Amazon in the 
Madre de Dios Department of 
Peru; conservation efforts of the 
Amazon Conservation Association 
(ACA); conservation efforts of FPI

Lecture A review of the major conservation 
approaches in the MDD, including the 
conservation and research efforts of 
ACA and FPI.

> Field ethics, safety precautions, 
rules,and useful tips.

Discussion Keeping your footprint to a minimum 
while working with wildlife in the 
tropics, and ensuring your safety and 
that of the wildlife around you.

II. Navigation and Space Use

> Basic functions of a handheld 
GPS and compass

Demonstration Getting familiar with the most 
important pieces of equipment you will 
have in the field.

> Waypoint and track data and 
how to use them

Exercise Recording key features of the research 
station with waypoints and tracks

> Visualizing spatial data Exercise Manipulation of GPS data; creating a 
digital field map (laptop with USB port 
required for each participant)

III. Herpetology

> Introduction to Herpetology Lecture The lecture and exercise will introduce 
you to reptiles and amphibians, and 
their ecosystems in the Amazon and 
beyond. Topics covered will include 
classification and diversity, biology and 
life history, and evolution.

> Reptile and Amphibian 
Identification

Lecture and Exercise This is a field-based lab designed to 
teach students how to identify frogs, 
salamanders, snakes, lizards, and 
turtles down to the species level by 
looking at physical characteristics as 
well as habitat preferences.  
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> Herpetological Tools in the 
Field 

Lecture This lecture will teach students safe 
practices in the field when 
encountering snakes, lizards, turtles, 
frogs, and salamanders, as well as 
discussing methods utilized for sample 
collection and observation.  

> Drift Fence and Leaf Litter 
Sampling 

Exercise Participants will build a drift fence that 
will be monitored each night at the 
station.  Field notes and visual 
observations will be logged each night 
after the evening biodiversity hike.  

> Field Sampling Procedures, 
Data Collection, and Publication

Lecture How to observe, sample, and collect 
data for research programs that are 
aimed towards publication.

> Audio Recording and Transects Exercise This exercise will show participants 
how to set up transects for field 
research.  They will also learn how to 
use audio recording devices to monitor 
anuran call patterns, and learn how to 
decipher such audio data.  

> Disease and Biosecurity Lecture This lecture will focus on pathogens 
affecting reptile and amphibian 
populations, and ways to mitigate the 
spread of these infectious diseases 
while in the field.

> Tree climbing and arboreal 
species

Discussion & Exercise Participants will learn the basics of tree 
climbing from experienced FPI staff.

> Toxicology of Amazonia Lecture This block of instruction will examine 
the role of chemicals in herpetological 
studies from defense, food capture, 
aboriginal use, and modern 
pharmacology.

> Herpetological Conservation 
and Management

Lecture This lecture will include both in situ and 
ex situ conservation strategies focused 
on population management, captive 
reproduction, repatriation, education 
and outreach, and monitoring surveys.

Topic of Study Activity Description
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Daily Schedule 
Below is the daily schedule of activities for the field course. Students should be aware that the timing of 
activities is subject to change due to weather or other unforeseen difficulties, or unanticipated 
opportunities. We will do our best to stick to the following schedule, but a good measure of flexibility will 
allow us to complete all of the planned activities while remaining adaptable to the constantly changing 
conditions in the field. 

> Grassroots Initiatives: Proposal 
and Program Goals

Exercise The lab will give participants the tools 
necessary to propose and execute a 
conservation program and create an 
action plan. They will be split up into 
groups and present their program to a 
mock committee.

> Reading and Discussions Exercise There will be a number of required 
publications that we will provide to 
participants prior to and during the 
course.  We will be reviewing these 
papers on designated days at the field 
station.  We would also like to take this 
opportunity to discuss with students 
future career goals and options in the 
field of herpetology. All questions 
welcome!

Topic of Study Activity Description

Date Activities Reading Discussion Assignments Due

25 May Arrive in Puerto Maldonado

26 May Morning:  
- Depart from Puerto Maldonado to Los Amigos 
Biological Station 

Afternoon: 
- Arrive at Los Amigos 
- Introductions 
- Brief tour of the station 

Night: 
Lectures 
- Introduction to the Madre de Dios, ACA & FPI 

Discussion:  Field 
ethics, safety, rules, 
and tips 

Discussion:  Course 
overview

Settling in the 
station, prepare for 
the lecture 

Prepare equipment 
for next day

Date
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27 May Morning: 
Introductory hike: Los Amigos habitat 

Afternoon: 
Keeping a field journal 

Night: 
Lectures 
- Introduction to herpetology 

Biodiversity hike

Discussion: Los 
Amigos Forest Trail 
System (AM) 

Discussion: 
Functions of a GPS 
and Compass  (PM)

28 May Morning: 
Biodiversity hike 

Afternoon: 
Discussion 

Night: 
Lectures 
- Reptile and Amphibian Identification 

Exercise: Reptile and Amphibian Identification

Reading and 
discussion: 
Catenazzi et al.  
2013

Reptile and 
Amphibian 
Identification 
Report

29 May Morning: 
Biodiversity hike 

Afternoon: 
Discussion 

Night: 
Lectures 
- Herpetological Tools in the Field 

Exercise: Set up a drift fence and leaf litter sampling 

Reading and 
discussion: 
Catenazzi et al. 
(2014)

Activities Reading Discussion Assignments DueDate
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30 May

Morning: 
Exercise: setting up transects and using audio 
recorders 

Afternoon: 

Night: 
Lecture 
- Field Study: sampling procedures, data collection, 

and publication 

Biodiversity hike

31 May

Morning: 
- Biodiversity hike 

Afternoon: 
Discussion:  

Night: 
Lecture 
- Disease and biosecurity 

Biodiversity hike

Reading and 
discussion: Pessier 
et al. 2010, Lips et 
al. 2008 

1 June

Morning: 
- Biodiversity hike  

Afternoon: 
Discussion 

Night: 
Lectures 
- Toxicology of Amazonia 

Biodiversity hike

Reading and 
discussion: Barlow 
et al. 2009 (AM)

Activities Reading Discussion Assignments DueDate
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2 June

Morning: 
- Biodiversity hike 

Afternoon: 
Discussion: 

Night: 
Lecture 
-  Herpetological Conservation and Management 
Biodiversity hike

Reading and 
discussion: 
Mendelson et al. 
2016 and Guerrero 
et al (2016) 

3 June

Morning: 
 - Biodiversity hike 

Afternoon: 
Discussion: 

Night: 
Lectures 
- Grassroots Intitiatives: Proposal and Program 

Goals 
Biodiversity hike

Reading and 
discussion: Stabile 
et al 2014 (AM) 

4 June

Morning: 
 - Biodiversity hike 

Afternoon: 
Discussion: arboreal species 

Night: 
 - Biodiversity hike

Exercise: Tree 
climbing

5 June

Morning: 
 - Biodiversity hike 

Afternoon: 
Dismantle transects and drift fences 

Night: 
 - Biodiversity hike

Final exam

6 June  Depart from Los Amigos

7 June Depart from Puerto Maldonado

Activities Reading Discussion Assignments DueDate
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Course Work 
Field Journal and data log (100 pts)
    1. All participants will be issued all-weather field notebooks and will be required to keep detailed notes 
on all activities and observations in the field. This includes describing the location, morphology, and 
behavior of organisms for later identification and analysis.

    2. At the end of each day, participants will be asked to input their notes into a digital data log that they 
will submit at the end of the course. The purpose is to encourage careful observation and the timely entry 
of data to preserve accuracy.

Species List (100 pts):
    1. As participants make detailed observations of flora and fauna in the field, they are expected to input 
this data into a provided digital file template. Not only will this provide practice focusing on key 
characteristics for identification, but will also contribute to a cumulative database of species encounters 
at CICRA maintained by FPI.

    2. Each participant will submit their progress mid-course to gain instructor feedback, then submit the 
completed list at the end of the course.

Conservation readings and discussions (100 pts)
    1. Scientific articles and peer-reviewed studies will be selected and provided to participants in advance 
of the course. Each class participant is expected to read all articles before arriving at the field station and 
be prepared to discuss them in a group setting throughout the course. These discussions are informal and 
thought-provoking and not meant to be intimidating in any way.

    2. Participants will have the chance to discuss herpetological career opportunities and goals with 
instructors during these labs.

Herpetology
    1. Field Activities: Each day, we will spend the bulk of the morning and evening in the field learning to 
detect, identify and safely examine amphibians and reptiles that we encounter. Points will be accrued for 
each hike, and active participation is expected on each hike to exhibit techniques learned during the 
lectures and labs. A total of 10 hikes are expected, worth 20 pts per hike.  (200 pts) 

    2. Further, participants will complete the following field activities:

        1. Exercise 1: Reptile and Amphibian Identification (75 pts)- Participants will view a series of photos 
and live specimens in order to detect identifying characteristics and habitat parameters of local 
amphibians and reptiles.  We will also listen closely to vocalizations and study historical range and locality 
data.  Participants are expected to correctly identify animals as close to the species level as possible.    
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        2. Exercise 2: Building a Drift Fence and the Leaf Litter Sampling Method  (**75 pts) **- Participants 
will build a drift fence out of wood and tarp in the field.  Since everything we do is minimally invasive, the 
drift fence will not include traps, but participants will be able to monitor species' potential movement 
along the fence each morning and evening.  Field notes and visual observations will be logged each night 
after the evening biodiversity hike.

        3. Exercise 3: Audio Recording and Transects (75 pts) - This exercise will show participants how to set 
up transects used in field surveys. Participants will also learn how to use audio recording devices to 
monitor anuran call patterns, and learn how to decipher and analyze this data. 

        4. Exercise 4: Grassroots Initiatives: Proposal and Program Goals (75 pts)- Help save a species!  
Methods discussed will include rapid response initiatives, grant applications, and long term program 
sustainability. The lab will give participants the tools necessary to propose a conservation program of their 
choosing and create an action plan with their group.  Participants will be expected to present their 
proposal to a mock committee (i.e. instructor and peers) and answer questions regarding their 
conservation initiative.  

Final Exams
The final exam will cover a little bit of everything we have learned during this course, and is worth 200 
pts. Our exam is actually likely to be the most fun exam you will ever take! Whether you are currently a 
student and accustomed to taking exams, or if you can't remember the last time you took one, these are 
experiences to be enjoyed and not a cause for anxiety. Exams are designed with each specific batch of 
participants in mind to reflect the discoveries they make each day on this specific course. We use a 
projector to make all quiz questions tailored to your experience and chock-full of media and illustrations 
for an intuitive and constructive learning environment.  

�10



Field Projects International Los Amigos Biological Station

Reading List 

Grading Criteria 
Individual and group assignments will be assessed according to the following point schedule:

28 May Catenazzi, A., E. Lehr, & R. von May. 2013. The amphibians and reptiles of Manu National Park 
and its buffer zone, Amazon basin and eastern slopes of the Andes, Peru. Biota Neotrop. 13(4)

29 May Catenazzi, A. and R. von May. 2014. Conservation Status of Amphibians in Peru. Herpetological 
Monographs 2014 28 (1), 1-23.

31 May Lips KR, Diffendorfer J, Mendelson JR III, Sears MW (2008) Riding the wave: Reconciling the 
roles of disease and climate change in amphibian declines. PLoS Biol 6(3)

2 June Mendelson III JR, Altig R. 2016. Tadpoles, froglets, and conservation: A discussion of basic 
principles of rearing and release procedures. Amphibian & Reptile Conservation 10(1): 20–27 
(e116).

31 May Pessier, A.P. and J.R. Mendelson (eds.). 2010. A Manual for Control of Infectious Diseases in 
Amphibian Survival Assurance Colonies and Reintroduction Programs. IUCN/SSC Conservation 
Breeding Specialist Group: Apple Valley, MN.

3 June Stabile, Jennifer L., Louis A. Santiago and Rafael L. Joglar. 2014. Reproductive biology of the 
mona coqui (Eleutherodactylus monensis) in captivity. Herpetological Review 45(2):248-250.

Recommended but not required

Cusco Amazonico: The Lives of Amphibians and Reptiles in an Amazonian Rainforest 
by William E. Duellman  
ISBN: 0801439973

Assessment Item Date Due Points Possible Total Points 
Possible

Field Journal and 
Species List

Continuously maintained species sightings list; 
Assessed mid-course and at the end (100 pts each) 200

Course 
Attendance and 
Participation

10 pts per day of the course; 11 full course activity 
days (1 missed day permitted for illness, if necessary) 100

Conservation 
Discussion

Participation grade in discussions (50 pts); 
knowledge of required reading materials (50 pts) 100
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To convert final grade percentages to letter grades that will appear on the transcript, the following 
grading scheme will be applied:

Safety Demonstrates safe practices in the field concerning 
student, peers, and species encountered; any point 
reduction will be discussed with student at time of 
incident

100

1200

Final Exam One written and oral exam 200

General Course Activities

Daily AM/PM 
Biodiversity Hikes

Points will be accrued for each hike and active 
participation is expected on each hike to exhibit 
techniques learned during the lectures and labs as 
well as documentation of all species encountered for 
database.  Total 10 hikes, 20 pts per hike.

200

Exercise 1 Reptile and Amphibian Identification 75

Exercise 2 Building a Drift Fence and Leaf Litter Sampling 75

Exercise 3 Audio Recording and Transects 75

Exercise 4 Grassroots Initiatives: Proposal and Program Goals 75

Assessment Item Date Due Points Possible Total Points 
Possible

Letter grade Percentage Letter grade Percentage

A 92.5 ≦ % ＜100 C+ 77.5 ≦ % ＜80.0

A- 90.0 ≦ % ＜92.5 C 72.5 ≦ % ＜77.5

B+ 87.5 ≦ % ＜90.0 C- 70.0 ≦ % ＜72.5

B+ 82.5 ≦ % ＜87.5 D+ 67.5 ≦ % ＜70.0

B- 80.0 ≦ % ＜82.5 D 62.5 ≦ % ＜67.5

D- 60.0 ≦ % ＜62.5

F % ＜60.0
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