Program Description: Animal Behavior & Zoology, FWS 2008-2009

(It may be useful to refer to this description when writing your self- and faculty- evals, both of which are required, although you are not required to submit your self-eval to your transcript.)

This program focused on the evolutionary and ecological parameters that formed and maintain current patterns of behavior. Beginning with the premise that behavior exists at the nexus between evolution and ecology, students engaged the complex scientific predictions and results that have been generated in this field. Discussions included explanations of mechanism (e.g. how individuals recognize kin), but the main focus was on ultimate explanations for behavior: why frogs call; why birds tend to be monogamous; why many ants, bees and wasps forego reproduction.

Lecture topics included but were not limited to animal diversity, natural and sexual selection, mating systems, territoriality, mate choice, and tropical ecology and land use, with a focus throughout on social behavior. Texts included An Introduction to Behavioural Ecology (Krebs & Davies), A Neotropical Companion (Kricher), Tropical Nature (Forsyth & Miyata), and a thick coursepack consisting of primary literature ranging from classic theory to empirical research. Comprehension was evaluated with five take-home exams, which required students to read and interpret recent scientific papers, as well as assess hypothetical ecological scenarios, in light of existing theory. Students also created posters on the natural history of a local organism. Seminars, which focused on human behavior, were student-led, and everyone wrote short essays relating to the readings. In addition, students led debates on “biological dichotomies”—trade-offs between species such as generalist vs. specialist habit, endotherm vs. ectotherm, and semelparous vs. iteroparous. 

Statistic workshops occurred nearly weekly in the Fall and first half of Winter quarter; the text used was Practical Statistics for Field Biology (Fowler et al). Topics covered included data types (scales of measurement, and reviews of the kinds of data typical in behavioral research), experimental design, population distributions, descriptive statistics, inferential statistics (especially non-parametric tests, Chi-squares, resampling methods, and correlations and regressions), and graphical representations of data. Several homework assignments prepared students for the analysis of their own data, and students applied their statistical knowledge in research projects throughout the year.

Field work included nine days in the Pacific Northwest as a class in the Fall quarter, and five weeks in Panama in Winter quarter. During field work, students learned and practiced behavioral observation methods, were exposed to a variety of temperate and tropical ecosystems and organisms, and learned how to generate hypotheses and design experiments with which to test them. In Panama, the program explored lowland rainforest, dry forest, seasonal wet forest, montane forest, and coral reefs, and at the home base in Bocas del Toro, all students climbed to or above the forest canopy at least once. On the Panama trip, students were assessed on the basis of their field journals, summative essays at the end of the trip, four days of group field exercises, and four day independent field projects. 

The major project in the Fall involved pairs of students conducting behavioral field research. Workshops on research methods and design, as well as Martin & Bateson’s Measuring Behavior, helped students formulate hypotheses and predictions. They then wrote proposals, using the primary literature both to review their research questions, and to help them design effective tests. Students spent at least nine days in the field collecting data. Early drafts of paper sections were due throughout the process, and underwent both peer and faculty review. Finally, students analyzed their data, interpreted their results in light of the existing literature, presented their research to the class in the form of PowerPoint talks, and produced scholarly papers on their work. 

During Spring quarter, students conducted two-month independent research projects, from beginning to end. This work required full-time dedication to hypothesis generation, experimental design, data collection, and literature review for the first eight weeks of the quarter, and statistical analysis in week nine. Projects culminated in research papers and half hour presentations to the class. 

SUGGESTED COURSE EQUIVALENCIES
(in quarter hours):
Total:  48

*6
Animal behavior

*6 
Tropical ecology

*4
Evolutionary ecology

*4
Population biology

*4
Evolutionary theory

4
Statistics

*4
Zoology

*16
Behavioral field research

*indicates upper-division credit

