
What aspects of this experience did you find valuable that you could only get abroad? 
I was able to get a lot of bird handling experience, and I learned how to give injections and 
medications and do physical exams on macaws and parrots. I also got hands-on experience with 
anteaters, spider monkeys, crocodiles, and coatis. While I may have been able to work with these 
animals in a zoo setting in the US, I think it was much more valuable to work with them at a 
wildlife rehabilitation clinic where the goal for most of the animals is to allow them back into the 
wild. For example, we were not allowed to talk to the birds because if they learned to speak, they 
could not be released. Overall, I think the animal handling experience was very valuable. 
 
Please provide feedback on the mentorship and experience provided by the onsite 
mentor(s). 
Our main mentor at ARCAS was Dr. Morales, and learning from him was invigorating and also 
practical. We would have a lecture about a specific group of animals, and then the next day we 
would actually handle those animals and practice what we had just learned about. He made sure 
we knew what we were doing ahead of time and would step in to help if we had questions or 
doubts. We also got lectures from Dr. Fernando in Spanish (which was translated to English), but 
since I speak Spanish, it was cool to hear about veterinary topics in another language and pick up 
on words I may not have known.  
 
Provide a BRIEF summary on a case that provided the best learning experience. Describe 
how your previous knowledge played a role in the experience, what new knowledge you 
acquired during the experience and if any prior knowledge would have been helpful. 
A case that stuck with me was an Amazona autumnalis (parrot) that wasn’t using its leg, so we 
sedated it and found a palpable soft tissue mass on the back of its leg. We needed to use our 
knowledge of bird anatomy and potential causes to come up with differential diagnoses for the 
mass. I think more extensive prior knowledge about the development of soft tissue masses in 
birds would have been helpful. The treatment plan for the bird involved physical therapy twice a 
day for fifteen days to reduce the size of the mass so the bird would be able to use its leg again. I 
didn’t even know physical therapy for birds was a possibility, so I definitely learned something 
new! Dr. Morales showed me how to perform some of the movements on the parrot’s leg, which 
was a great learning experience.  
 
Would you recommend this experience to other students? Please provide an explanation: 
Yes, I would recommend this program to any student who wants to work in wildlife 
rehabilitation, at a zoo, or even with companion animal exotics. I think this program gave me a 
lot of hands-on experience with exotic species that I wouldn’t have received at ISU CVM, and it 
also gave me a new perspective on the importance of wildlife rehabilitation and how veterinary 
medicine works in a different country. I think this experience is especially valuable since ISU no 
longer has an exotics program.  
 



How satisfied were you with the food and housing arrangements? 
I was not very satisfied with the housing arrangements. The house I stayed in was rather dirty 
and had a leak in the ceiling. Also, the only setting in the shower was cold, which was a big 
change for me. I think it would have been nice for ARCAS to provide soap and towels in the 
bathrooms as well so we wouldn’t have had to bring those things. The food was good, and I liked 
being able to try traditional Guatemalan foods. I appreciated that there was always a vegetarian 
option.  
 
What were the highlights of your experience? 
My favorite parts of this program were the “practicals” when we got to practice what we learned 
in lecture on different species (macaws, parrots, crocodiles, coatis, and spider monkeys). 
Learning how to handle and treat the different animals was so cool. I also really liked the 
clinical/medical rotation where I got to work with Dr. Morales and give medications to the birds 
in the clinic, ask questions, and learn about treatments. The weekend trip to Tikal National Park 
was also a highlight.  
 
What advice would you give yourself before signing up? 
The first couple days of the program, especially the flight there, will make you want to turn back 
around to the US, but don’t do it! It will be worth it in the end – you will learn so much. And 
don’t be scared to ask Dr. Morales or the VM3s questions; they are a great resource and super 
nice!  
 
What did you not expect/what surprised you the most about this experience? 
I think there were some negative things I didn’t expect about this experience, like the unexpected 
costs of having to buy extra plane tickets. But I think what surprised me the most was learning 
about the illegal wildlife trade and how big of a problem it is, as well as how wildlife 
rehabilitation really plays out at ARCAS. It can take up to ten years to rehabilitate a group of 
animals, depending on the species, and that was shocking to me. We got a tour of ARCAS where 
we saw the enclosures for the animals leading up to rehabilitation, which was very interesting.  
 
Did you observe any difference in veterinary practice there compared to in the U.S.? 
First, the structure of veterinary school in Guatemala differs a lot from the US – it begins right 
after undergrad, lasts six years (but usually longer because most people fail classes but get to 
retake them), and involves a required six-month internship at the end. As far as veterinary 
practices, for all the procedures I was able to watch and participate in, if the animal was sedated, 
it was only through injectable anesthesia and not with a machine. In the US, I’m used to seeing a 
machine. Dr. Morales also used some medications that are not common in the US. Finally, the 
clinic at ARCAS reuses everything possible – I washed syringes, slides, and coverslips to reuse, 
whereas in the US we would normally throw them out.  
 



What challenge/opportunities did you face on the program and how you handled them? 
What did you learn from that experience? 
Before going on this trip, I would have been scared to even touch a bird. But by my last day in 
the clinic at ARCAS, I was able to catch birds from their cages, hold them safely, and give them 
injections and oral medications when needed. I was scared to catch the birds at first because they 
can still bite you through a towel, so getting over my fear was a challenge but also an 
opportunity for growth. I learned that sometimes you have to just go for it, even if there’s a risk. 
I now feel very comfortable handling birds, so I hope I will be able to work with them in the 
future! 


