
Anth 120: Human Origins 
Fall 2016 

Professor: Zachary Cofran 
Meetings: Blodgett Hall 101, T-Th 9:00-10:15 
Email: zcofran@vassar.edu 
Office: Blodgett Hall 323 
Office hours: Tues & Thurs 1-2 pm, or by appointment 
 
This course introduces current and historical debates in the study of human variation 
and evolution. As such, it introduces students to the wide world of biological (a.k.a. 
“physical”) anthropology. We will examine the biology and behavior of humans and our 
closest living (and extinct) relatives, in the context of evolutionary theory. 
 
Course objectives 
By the end of the semester, hard-working students will: 

• develop an understanding of the place of biological anthropology within 
anthropology, and how it relates to other fields and disciplines 

• develop an understanding of the place of humans among the diversity of life on 
earth, both past and present 

• appreciate and understand the complementary influences of nature and nurture 
(biology and environment) on human variation and evolution 

• learn how to form research questions, to propose and to test hypotheses 
 
Readings 
There is no assigned textbook. Instead, weekly readings are posted to Moodle. All 
readings should be read for the week in which they are posted/assigned, before coming 
to class that week. 

Grading 
Participation = 20% 

You will get the most out of the class if you actively participate, and there will be 
many instances when you will be expected to contribute to a class discussion, 
participate in small-group exercises, and attend lab activities. The assessment of 
Participation is as follows: missing four (4) or more class sessions = 0%; regularly 
present but inactive = 10%; regularly present and sporadically active = 15%; 
present and highly active = 20%. 
 
Note that being ‘highly active’ does not mean dominating conversations, but rather 
means contributing to class by way of asking questions and synthesizing 
information and concepts from diverse readings and topics. 
 

Lab assignments (5 x 8%) = 40% 
There will be five lab activities throughout the semester. Your participation in, and 
contribution to, these in-class activities will count toward your Participation grade. 
For each activity, you will write a short report summarizing the research question(s) 
and results. For three activities, we will collect data on ourselves as subjects (head 
circumference, finger length, and limb lengths). If you choose not to participate in 
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this data collection, please let me know before class; you will still be expected to 
attend the lab even if you do not contribute your own data. 

 
Midterm Exam = 20% 
 
Final Exam = 20% 

 
Except for a few points on the exams, there will be no opportunities for extra credit 
 
Attendance 
If you miss class you cannot participate, which in turn can affect your grade. However, 
you are allowed up to three excused, penalty-free, no-questions-asked absences 
throughout the semester. The exception to this is that you must be in attendance for the 
exams and infographic presentations; failure to attend on these important dates will 
result in your failure of those assignments. Exceptions to this rule can only be made 
with appropriate documentation from Health Services or the Dean of Students. 
 
Assignment submission and late work policy 
I expect you to submit your work in a timely manner, as directed on assignment 
prompts. Late work will be reduced by 10% for each day that it is late. The only time I 
will accept late work without penalty is if it is accompanied by documentation from 
Health Services or the Dean of Students. 
 
Disabilities 
If you require special accommodation because of a disability or condition, you must 
make sure this is documented with the Office of Accessibility and Educational 
Opportunity, and notify me before the accommodation is required (i.e. not on the day of 
an exam). 
 
Academic Integrity 
All work you submit must be your own. You may discuss assignments with colleagues, 
but you may not turn in the same work. When you use references, other people’s ideas, 
and especially other people’s direct words, you absolutely must cite them. For more 
information, see page 133 of the Vassar College Regulations (http://bit.ly/2bMuogv) and 
“Going to the Source” (http://bit.ly/2bMuNQ8). Plagiarism and other academic 
misconduct will result in a grade of 0 on the assignment and referral to the College’s 
Academic Panel. 
 
Technology 
Turn your phones off (or at least put on silent) when you come to class. I can and will 
confiscate phones if I find them distracting. Phones may only be used in class to access 
course materials (e.g., readings). You may take notes on a computer if you wish, 
however, if you become distracting to myself or other students I will confiscate the 
computer for the duration of class as well. I reserve the right to ban all technology from 
the classroom at any point in the semester. 
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Schedule of  topics & assignments*	
* Schedule and content subject to change at professor’s discretion. 
Due dates in red 
 
Week 1 (30 August–01 September): What Is a Human? 
Readings 
Calcagno and Fuentes, 2012. What makes us human? Answers from evolutionary 

anthropology. Evolutionary Anthropology 21: 182. 
Hogenboom, 2015. Humans are nowhere near as special as we like to think. BBC. 

(http://bbc.in/1Jb2heW) 
Hogenboom, 2015. The traits that make humans unique. BBC. (http://bbc.in/1Jb2cYG) 
Zimmer, 2014. Why we can’t rule out Bigfoot. Nautilus (http://bit.ly/czbigfoot) 
 
Week 2 (06–08 September): What Is Evolution? 
Readings 
Forbes and Krimmel, 2010. Evolution is change in the inherited traits of a population 

through successive generations. Nature Education Knowledge 3: 6. 
(http://bit.ly/1IYS8Sn) 

Pontzer, 2012. Overview of hominin evolution. Nature Education Knowledge 3: 8. 
(http://bit.ly/homevol) 

Newitz, 2014. 10 scientific ideas that scientists wish you would stop misusing. IO9. 
(http://bit.ly/XVBMtW) 

 
Week 3 (13 September): Human DNA 
ESHE conference – no class Thursday 18 September 
Readings 
Pollard, 2012. What makes us different? Scientific American 22: 30. 
Pennisi, 2015. Of mice and men. Science 349: 21. 
Pääbo, 2015. Diverse origins of the human gene pool. Nature Reviews Genetics 16: 

313. 
Film (Thursday): What Darwin Never Knew (2009) 
 
Week 4 (20–22 September): Brain 
Lab 1: Classroom brain size 
Reading 
Bartholomeusz et al., 2002. Relationship between head circumference and brain 

volume in healthy normal toddlers, children, and adults. Neuropediatrics 33: 239. 
Schoenemann, 2006. Evolution of the size and functional areas of the human brain. 

Annual Review of Anthropology 35: 379. 
 
Week 5 (27–29 September): Language and Culture 
Lab 1 short report due 30 September at midnight 
Readings 
Falk, 2010. Evolution of the brain, cognition, and speech. In A Companion to Biological 

Anthropology, Larsen, ed., p. 258. 
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Laland & Hoppitt, 2003. Do animals have culture? Evolutionary Anthropology 12: 150. 
 
Week 6 (04–06 October): Moving 
Readings 
Gebo, 2013. Primate locomotion. Nature Education Knowledge 4: 1. 

(http://bit.ly/1DM7oX0) 
Bramble and Lieberman, 2004. Endurance running and the evolution of Homo. Nature 

432: 345. 
 
Week 7 (11–13 October): Moving On 
MIDTERM EXAM in class Tuesday 12  October 
Lab 2: Primate limb proportions (Thursday) 
 

*** Fall Break 14–23 October *** 
 
Week 8 (25–27 October): Sexual Dimorphism 
Lab 2 short report due 28 October at midnight 
Lab 3: Sexual dimorphism 
Reading 
Plavcan, 2012. Sexual size dimorphism, canine dimorphism, and male-male competition 

in primates: Where do humans fit in? Human Nature 23: 45. 
 
Week 9 (01–03 November): Birth to Death 
Lab 3 short report due 04 November at midnight 
Reading 
Bogin, 2012. The evolution of human growth. In Human Growth and Development, 2nd 

edition, Cameron and Bogin, eds., p. 287. 
 
Week 10 (08–10 November): Drinks 
Readings 
Hinde and Milligan, 2011. Primate milk: proximate mechanisms and ultimate 

perspectives. Evolutionary Anthropology 20: 9. 
Hockings et al., 2015. Tools to tipple: Ethanol ingestion by wild chimpanzees using leaf-

sponges. Royal Society Open Science. 
 
Week 11 (15–17 November): The Paleodiet? 
Lab 4: Jaws & teeth 
Readings 
Gibbons, 2014. The evolution of diet. National Geographic. 

(http://www.nationalgeographic.com/foodfeatures/evolution-of-diet/) 
Jabr, 2013. How to really eat like a hunter-gatherer. Scientific American 

(http://bit.ly/1N6TP7p) 
 
Week 12 (22 November): Environment 
Lab 4 short report due 25 November at midnight 
Thanksgiving break – No class Thursday 24 Nov. 



Anth 120: Human Origins Syllabus 

Lab 5: Classroom limb proportions 
Readings 
Leonard and Katzmarzyk, 2010. Body size and Shape. In Human Evolutionary Biology, 

Muehlenbein, ed., p. 192. 
 
Week 13 (29 November–01 December): Variation, Race & Society  
Lab 5 short report due 02 December at midnight 
Readings 
Barbujani et al., 2013. Nine things to remember about human genome diversity. Tissue 

Antigens 82: 155-164. 
Gravlee, 2013. Race, biology and culture: Rethinking the connections. In Anthropology 

of Race, Hartigan, ed., p. 21-42. 
 
Week 14 (06 December): Are Humans Still Evolving? 
Readings 
Weiss, 2015. Life goes on. Evolutionary Anthropology 24: 106. 
Hawks, 2016. Humans never stopped evolving. The Scientist (http://bit.ly/2bSviGW). 
 
FINAL EXAM – FINALS WEEK 


