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Ocean Institute Mission
To inspire all generations through education to become responsible 

stewards of our oceans

Brief History of the Ocean Institute 
The Ocean Institute, founded in 1977 as the Orange County Marine Institute, is 

a community-based 501(c)(3) organization that educates 116,000 students and 

50,000 public visitors annually through over 40 marine science and maritime history 

programs. Located on 2.4 acres in the Dana Point Harbor, at the edge of the Pacific 

Ocean and adjacent to a Marine Life Refuge, the site is ideal for hands–on learning 

about the sea. 

The Institute grew steadily from inception to the point that the facilities were at 100% 

capacity. In 1999, the Board of Directors voted to expand, and initiated a capital fundraising campaign for the design and construction of new facilities. 

Construction of the six building, 33,800 sq. ft. campus began in early 2001. It took 18 months to build at a cost of $16.5 million, all generously donated by 

numerous friends from throughout the country. The capstone occasion came in October 2002 when the new Ocean Education Center opened for the people 

of Southern California and beyond.

Ocean Institute Today 
Today, students, families and the general public become tallship sailors, research scientists, 

oceanographers, and explorers while immersed in Ocean Institute school-day and  

weekend programs.

Educational Facilities
Primary Teaching Facilities

Ecology Learning Center and Children’s Theater, primarily for students in grades K-3. 

Teaching stations include marine life tanks, wet-tables with video-microscopes, and a digital 

imaging lab. The facility also contains a children’s theater that supports virtual or interactive 

presentations on the marine environment.

Folino Center for Technology and Communications, that uses the most modern 

technology including videoconferencing equipment for distance learning programs to 

enhance the education of students nationwide.

Lazy-W Ranch in the Cleveland National Forest, a residential camp where students spend 

their days and nights experiencing California history or investigating different ecosystems.

Marine Life Refuge, a natural intertidal ecosystem of eight acres adjacent to our site.

Maritime Center, a hands-on teaching facility built in 1997 for exploration of  

maritime history.

“Ocean in Motion” van, a mobile laboratory for outreach to special needs and 

underserved students.

Packard At-Sea Learning Center, a teaching laboratory with tanks of local marine life 

including a jellyfish grow-out station. This facility is used primarily for grades 4-6.
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Pilgrim, a 130-ft. historic tallship made famous by Richard Henry Dana in his book “Two 

Years Before The Mast.” Since 1981, students have been living as sailors in the 1830s during 

overnight and daytime dockside programs that bring history to life.

R/V Sea Explorer, a 70-ft. marine science research vessel with state-of-the-art 

oceanography equipment where students become oceanographers for a day.

Spirit of Dana Point, a 118-ft. topsail schooner used for living history and at-sea maritime 

adventures that joined our fleet in 2001.

Surfscience Learning Center and Sleeping Deck, capitalizing on California’s rich surfing 

history to interest students in the sciences of the surf zone.  Teaching exhibits include an 

Oceanography Test Tank, Wave Tank, Shark and Ray Pool, and Shipboard Research Station. 

The second story is a sleeping deck, with a National Weather Service Coastal Observation 

Station, and expansive views of the open ocean.

Additional Facilities

Center for Cooperation in Research and Education, the Institute’s outreach arm that 

works to integrate current ocean research into Ocean Institute programs and “translate” that 

research for students and the general public.

Chambers Gallery Book and Gift Store, carrying the latest educational materials and 

ocean-themed items with proceeds benefiting Ocean Institute programs.

Samueli Lecture Hall and Conference Center, a unique setting for events with state-of-

the-art audio/visual equipment. The center is also used for a variety of educational programs.

Student and Teacher Services Building, the administrative center with an open, two-

story lobby housing an interactive Sea Floor Science Exhibit funded in part by the National 

Science Foundation.

Current Facts (Fiscal Year 2009)

Annual Students Served:	 115,000 

Annual Public Served:	 50,000

Total Guests Served: 	 165,000

Annual Budgeted Revenue:	 $7.2 million

Staff:	 103 (full & part-time)

National Recognition:	 Dana Point Chamber of Commerce - Business of the Year 2008 

	 Orange County Department of Education - Outstanding Contributions in Education Award 

	 U. S. Sailing - National Outstanding Community Sailing Program Award 

	 2005 National Science Foundation Award  

	 2003 National Science Foundation Award 

	 Inaugural Walter Cronkite Award, National Maritime Historical Society 

	 Program of the Year, American Sail Training Association 

	 Arnold & Mabel Beckman Foundation Grant Recipient
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Support Groups:	 Ocean Institute Volunteers, 500 

	 Board of Directors, 39 

	 Sand Dollar Guild, 50 

	 Ocean Institute Members, 2,500

Key Personnel:	 Dan Stetson, President and CEO  

	 Robert Poteraj, Chief Financial Officer 

	 Bentley Cavazzi, Vice President, Operations	  

	 Rick Baker, Vice President, Education

	 Susan Hoover Miller, Vice President, Major Gifts

Looking Toward the Future

Over the next few years, the Ocean Institute will strive to maximize the investment made 

in our new state-of-the-art facility to benefit the entire Southern California community. We 

will take full advantage of the additional available capacity by filling the programs with 

inquisitive students, expanding our outreach to underserved youth, and educating families 

and the general public on weekends.

Ocean Institute
24200 Dana Point Harbor Drive 

Dana Point, CA  92629 

Phone: (949) 496-2274


