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The first step towards successful packing is to know yourself and to honestly assess your feelings about outdoor adventures.  If you grew up on a farm, if you are a backpacker, or if you have been hunting and fishing since you could walk, you may have a different understanding and tolerance of "nature" than a person whose only experience in the outdoors was a field trip to the zoo.  All are welcome on this trip!  Regardless of your experiences, you can have a good time on your outdoor adventure if you pack wisely, and bring your positive attitude and sense of adventure.  
There will be times when you will be uncomfortable, sweaty, and smelly.  Your feet will hurt.   You may get weird rashes. You won't always get to eat what you would like to eat.  You will be bored.  Your traveling companions will get on your nerves.  However, you will get to experience nature in a way that most people never do. You will wake up to the sound of howler monkeys; you will watch scarlet macaws fly over your head; you will swim in waterfalls and sit under coconut trees on beaches where no one has ever considered building a Señor Frog's. You will be exposed to other cultures and you will probably get a new perspective on the world.
This packing list will prepare you for an outdoor adventure where you will be hiking in damp places, and will be doing some research-related activities. I wrote this with Costa Rica in mind, however, I have been general enough with the instructions and suggestions that this could apply to any trip to the tropics.

Before you go:
Get vaccinated!  Your doctor can tell you which vaccinations are recommended for the place where you will be traveling.  Common vaccinations include those that protect against hepatitis A & B, typhoid, and yellow fever.  If you intend to handle non-human mammals, a rabies vaccination will also be recommended.  Several of these vaccinations require a series of shots, so it is a good idea to contact your physician as soon as you know you will be traveling.  
Malaria is not common in the New World, but some people do elect to take preventative medications against malaria. Some preventatives have fairly serious side effects, so you should discuss benefits with your doctor.
Regardless of where you are going and what you plan on doing, make sure you are current on your tetanus shot. 
What I typically wear in the field:
I wear loose fitting hiking pants with pockets, a tank top, a button up long sleeved shirt, a bandana, and a hat. I wear knee high rubber boots and merino wool blend tall hiking socks.
Do pack:
One pair of cheap rubber flip flops (not cloth or leather)
One pair of water shoes or Teva/Chaco/Keen type sandals with an ankle strap (which can double as water shoes)
Closed toe, slip-on shoes for walking around the cabins, etc. 
Comfortable rubber boots that come up above your calf

High quality hiking socks (I like the Smartwool or Bridgedale medium weight hiking socks--I recommend you spend the extra money for good socks; fewer pairs of good socks that you have to wash are better than a bunch of cheap socks that give you blisters: 3-5 pairs.  These can be expensive, so prepare to wash stuff in sinks)
A waterproof rain jacket with a substantial hood, or a poncho, or a small umbrella (if you are going to spend a lot of time in the rain, bring rain pants as well)
A packable hat
Bandana
Sunglasses
Hair restraints (pins, elastics; several more than you think you will need)
Hydrocortisone cream and antihistamine
Ibuprofen or similar sort of medication
Bar soap (can double as laundry soap)
Antidiarrheal medicine
A supply of oral antibiotics (see your doctor, most will write you a prescription if you tell them you are traveling abroad)
All the medicines you normally take (packed in a waterproof and antproof container)
Bandaids, antibiotic ointment, moleskin/2nd skin (for blisters)
Personal toiletries, deodorant, razors, & sanitary items (whatever you regularly use--don't try new things on your outdoor adventure)
Nail clippers
A water bottle
Leatherman or analogous multi-tool (small or large, depending on your needs)
A LED headlamp and at least one set of batteries per week of the trip (buy high quality alkaline or lithium batteries)
A separate, small flashlight and batteries
Bug spray*
Sunscreen (legit sunscreen, not tanning oil)
Undergarments that you can hike/sweat in and that you are not embarrassed to wash in a sink and dry on a clothes line in front of friends/professional colleagues/teachers: 5-7 pairs depending on how big they are
Quick-drying shorts: 1-3 pairs, depending on how bulky they are
Light-weight, sturdy long pants that cover your backside when you bend over and in which you can climb fences: 1-3 pairs, depending on how bulky they are, how much you like pants, and how many pairs of shorts you have
Loose fitting shirts: 5 or so—depending on how much room they will take up in your bag
At least one shirt with long sleeves 
One "nice" outfit (button up shirt, cute tank top, dress)
Modest pajamas and/ or lounge clothes 
Bathing suit
Either a camp towel or a super cheap, very thin towel
A device that takes photos and corresponding charger if electricity will be available
A notebook/journal and writing utensils
If your wardrobe regularly includes such things:
A couple of “real” bras, 1-2 (To me, sports bras, especially the ones designed for high impact sports, are about the worst thing in the whole world in the rain forest.  They are fine for running, but on a long day-long adventure or a long sweaty hike, they are hot, itchy, and restrictive.)
Do NOT pack:
White shoes
White shirts that you want to stay white
Blue jeans
White pants or skirts
Cotton sweaters
Miniskirts
Eyeliner, guyliner, or other makeup that smears and runs when you sweat
Expensive jewelry, watches, etc. (duh)
Fragile things (duh)
Anything illegal (duh)
Anything that you would be embarrassed to wear in front of your biology professor
Things that I like (but that are not necessary)
A day pack (e.g. a backpack or hip pack)
A very small purse
A travel coffee mug
A waterproof watch
Three bandanas 
Febreeze or wrinkle releaser
Field guides to local wildlife 
Knitting
Gum in a waterproof container
iPad with books and games
A cheap book, book of Sudoku/crosswords/etc., packable games
An iPod with music and podcasts and corresponding charger 
Earplugs 
Granola bars, crackers, or other non-perishable, non-melting food you like to eat
(If you will be visiting a reserve or field station, usually the staff are happy to accommodate special diets or requests [with notification and within reason, of course])
Binoculars
Small magnifier or hand lens
Mini sewing kit and safety pins
Cornstarch baby powder
Small scissors
Tweezers
Moist hand wipes
TUMS
On bug spray
Common insect repellents contain ingredients, such as DEET, that can have negative effects on the environment; at high concentrations these chemicals contaminate water and cause physiological damage to wildlife.   Plastic bags, motor oil, nail polish remover, and other common household products also contain chemicals that do the same things.  Biting insects can and do vector diseases.  Moreover, and more commonly in the circumstances discussed presently, insect bites are painful and itchy, can cause allergic reactions and become infected, and can negatively affect the enjoyment of an outdoor adventure.  
Some people get headaches or have skin reactions when they use insect repellents and so they choose not to use them.  Like all pharmaceuticals, DEET can be harmful when not used according to instructions.  You must weigh the pros and cons and choose for yourself.  
I use insect repellents.  I do not like itchy bites, I dislike insects buzzing around me, and I do not have negative reactions to DEET (although my bug spray once melted the face of a cheap Tinkerbell watch that I bought in Disney World in the 12th grade).  If you do not know how you will react physically or psychologically to insect bites, I recommend that you pack insect repellent.  You don't have to use it, but it will at least be available in case of emergency.  
Nevertheless, you should practice good etiquette when spraying insect repellent.  Don't spray it indoors or around people who don't like it.  DEET can melt plastics and synthetic fabrics--so don't spray it in or on tents or when you are wearing sunglasses.  Don't spray it where people are eating or drinking.
I personally do not recommend any of the so-called natural insect repellents because they are not very effective at repelling insects, they are expensive, and they will make you smell of cough drops, bathroom potpourri, or tiki torches.  If you wish to try natural insect repellents, you should do so at a time when repelling insects is not vital to the enjoyment of an occasion.
How to pack
Pick a suitcase that you can handle all by yourself.  It is not necessary to buy special rugged-looking outdoor luggage.  A roller bag from Target is OK.  A duffle bag from your high school soccer team is also OK.  Pack as light as possible--a good rule of thumb is that you should be able to carry your bag up a narrow flight of stairs all by yourself without making people feel sorry for you.
Pack everything in large plastic ziplock bags.  Buy the largest size bags available (you can find large bags at Target, Walmart, etc. in the plastic bag section.  The Container Store sells expensive reusable versions, but I don't recommend them because the bags will get beat up and smelly and you will probably want to repurpose them for a non-packing purpose when you get home).  Pack potentially leaky toiletries in a separate ziplock bag.  Squeeze all of the air out of the bags to maximize space.  Bring a few extra empty bags for dirty laundry and wet clothes.
There are two schools of thought on the most efficient way to pack clothing: rolling or packing flat. You decide which way suits you and how to group clothing within each bag. 
You should pack one complete outfit in a separate bag that you do not open until the end of the trip; this is your sacred laundry.   The bag of sacred laundry will ensure that you will have one decent smelling outfit to wear home.  Remember that you may be returning to very different weather than you experienced during your outdoor adventure, so pack appropriately.  
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