
Anth 120 
Human Origins 

Spring 2018 

 
 
Professor: Zachary Cofran 
Meetings: Blodgett 101, Monday & Wednesday 9:00-10:15 am 
Email: zcofran@vassar.edu 
Office: Blodgett Hall 323, Lab: Blodgett Hall 030 
Office hours: Thursday 11:00 am-2:00 pm, and by appointment 
 
This course 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. Through lectures, 
discussions, and lab assignments, students will learn the variety questions asked, and 
data examined, by biological anthropologists.  
 
Course objectives 
• Appreciate the place of humans among the diversity of life on Earth, both past and 

present 
• Understand the significance of human variation in the context of evolutionary 

biology 
• Comprehend evolutionary theory, including how evolution does and does not work 
• Learn to develop research questions and testable hypotheses 
• Become familiar with the types of data, especially anatomical, that are employed in 

biological anthropology 
 
Readings 
There is no textbook. Instead, weekly readings are posted to Moodle; there is no 
assigned textbook. All readings should be completed for the day in which they are 



posted/assigned, before coming to class. 
 
Grading 
Participation = 10% 

Each week there will be discussions and activities to which you are expected to 
contribute. Frequent active (but not overbearing) participation earns the full 10%, 
and sporadic contribution earns 5%. You completely forfeit your participation score if 
you have at least four unexcused absences (see “Attendance” below), or if you 
rarely or never participate in class activities. 

Glossary = 10% 
For every single course reading, you will compile and provide definitions for at least 
five terms or concepts. Definitions must be written in your own words, neither 
copying+pasting nor directly quoting the source (see also “Academic Integrity,” 
below). Vocabulary lists must be uploaded to Moodle before coming to class each 
day. 

Midterm & Final Exams = 25% 
• Midterm (10%): 28 February 
• Final (15%): Finals week 

Lab Activities & Reports = 55% 
• Lab 1: Brain size (15%) 
• Lab 2: Bipedalism (20%) 
• Lab 3: Symbols & Sexes (20%) 

 
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; 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. 
 
Disability accommodation 
Academic accommodations are available for students registered with the Office for 
Accessibility and Educational Opportunity (AEO). Students in need of disability 
(ADA/504) accommodations should schedule an appointment with me early in 
the semester to discuss any accommodations for this course that have been approved 
by the Office for Accessibility and Educational Opportunity, as indicated in your AEO 
accommodation letter. 
 



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. 
 

Schedule of topics, readings & assignments* 
* Schedule and content subject to change at professor’s discretion. 
 
Week 1 (24 January): What Is a Human? 	
Wednesday	
• Calcagno, J., & Fuentes, A. (2012). What makes us human? Answers from 

evolutionary anthropology. Evolutionary Anthropology, 21, 182. 	
 
Week 2 (29–31 January): What Is Evolution? 	
Monday: What evolution is and isn’t	
• Forbes, A. and Krimmel, B. (2010). Evolution is change in the inherited traits of a 

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

• Futuyma, D. (2013). Natural selection and adaptation. In J. Losos et al. (Eds.), The 
Princeton Guide to Evolution (pp. 189-191). Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

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

 
Wednesday: The human fossil record 
• Pontzer, H. (2012). Overview of hominin evolution. Nature Education Knowledge, 3, 

8. (http://bit.ly/homevol) 
 
Week 3 (05-07 February): Human DNA	
Monday: What literally makes us human? 	
• Pollard, K. (2012). What makes us different? Scientific American, 22, 30.	
• Pennisi, E. (2015). Of mice and men. Science, 349, 21.	
 



Wednesday: Ancient human DNA 
• Sánchez-Quinto, F and C. Lalueza-Fox (2017). Almost 20 years of Neanderthal 

palaeogenetics: adaptation, admixture, diversity, demography and extinction. 
Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society B 370: 20130374 

 
Week 4 (12-14 February): Brain 	
Monday: The bony braincase	
• Schoenemann, P. (2006). Evolution of the size and functional areas of the human 

brain. Annual Review of Anthropology, 35, 379-403.  
• Falk, D. (2014). Interpreting sulci on hominin endocasts: Old hypotheses and new 

findings. Frontiers in Human Neuroscience, 8, 1-11. 
 
Wednesday: Lab 1 – Brain size & scaling 
Meet in Library room 160! 
 
Week 5 (19-21 February): Culture	
Watch Ape Genius before coming to class Monday 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wg-mPjhCnc8) 
Monday: Animals	
• Laland, K. & Hoppitt, W. (2003). Do animals have culture? Evolutionary 

Anthropology, 12, 150-159. 
 
Wednesday: How ancient is human culture? 
• Shea, J. (2017). Occasional, obligatory, and habitual stone tool use in hominin 

evolution. Evolutionary Anthropology, 26, 200-217. 
 
Week 6 (26-28 February): Recap & Midterm	
Monday: Summary & Review 
 
Wednesday: MIDTERM EXAM in class 
 
Week 7 (05-07 March): Locomotion 
Lab report 1 due Friday 09 March by email 
Monday: Bipedalism 
• Aiello, L and Dean, MC. (1996). Chapter 14: Bipedal locomotion and the postcranial 

skeleton. In An Introduction to Human Evolutionary Anatomy, (pp. 244-274). New 
York: Associated Press. 
 

Wednesday: Lab 2 – Laetoli footprints 
• Raichlen, D. et al. (2010). Laetoli Footprints Preserve Earliest Direct Evidence of 

Human-Like Bipedal Biomechanics. PLoS One, 5, e9769. 
 

*** Spring Break 10-25 March *** 
 

Week 8 (26-28 March): Life history	
Monday: Babies 



• Dunsworth, H. and Eccleston, L. (2015). The evolution of difficult childbirth and 
helpless hominin infants. Annual Review of Anthropology, 44, 55-69. 

 
Wednesday: Kids and grown-ups 
• Kaplan, H. et al. (2000). A theory of human life history evolution: Diet, intelligence 

and longevity. Evolutionary Anthropology, 9, 156-185.	
 
Week 9 (02-04 April): Food	
Lab report 2 due Friday 06 April 
Monday: Trends in tastes	
• Sponheimer, M. et al. (2013). Isotopic evidence of early hominin diets. Proceedings 

of the National Academy of Sciences, 110, 10513-10518. 
• Gibbons, E. (2014). The evolution of diet. National Geographic. 

(http://www.nationalgeographic.com/foodfeatures/evolution-of-diet/) 
 
Wednesday: Teem time 
• Davenport, E. et al. (2017). The human microbiome in evolution. BMC Biology, 15, 

127-138. 
 
Week 10 (09-11 April): Drink	
Monday: Milk	
• Hinde, K and Milligan, L. (2011). Primate milk: proximate mechanisms and ultimate 

perspectives. Evolutionary Anthropology, 20, 9-23. 
 
Wednesday: Drunken monkeys 
• Hockings, K. et al., (2015). Tools to tipple: Ethanol ingestion by wild chimpanzees 

using leaf-sponges. Royal Society Open Science. 
• Dietler, M. (2006). Alcohol: Anthropological/Archaeological Perspectives. Annual 

Review of Anthropology, 35, 229-249. 
 
Week 11 (16-18 April): Sexual Dimorphism  
Monday: Evolutionary perspective 
• Plavcan, J. (2012). Sexual size dimorphism, canine dimorphism, and male-male 

competition in primates: Where do humans fit in? Human Nature, 23, 45. 
 
Wednesday: Lab 3 – Paleolithic cave artists 
• Pettit, P. (no date). Hand stencils in Upper Palaeolithic cave art (http://bit.ly/2F0Ztab) 
• Snow, D. (2013). Sexual dimorphism in European Upper Paleolithic cave art. 

American Antiquity, 78, 746-761. 
• Nelson, E. et al. (2017). Beyond size: the potential of a geometric morphometric 

analysis of shape and form for the assessment of sex in hand stencils in rock art. 
Journal of Archaeological Science, 78, 202-213. 

 
Week 12 (23-25 April): Environment	
Monday – Body	
• Leonard, W. and Katzmarzyk, P. (2010). Body size and Shape. In Muehlenbein (Ed.) 



Human Evolutionary Biology (p. 157-169). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Wednesday: Skin 
• Jablonski, N. and Chaplin, G. (2017). The colours of humanity: The evolution of 

pigmentation in the human lineage. Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society 
B 370: 20160349. 

• Gibbons, E. (2017). New gene variants reveal the evolution of human skin color. 
Science (http://bit.ly/2F019AJ) 

 
Week 13 (30 April-02 May): Race & variation	
Monday: What genes say	
• Barbujani, G. et al., (2013). Nine things to remember about human genome diversity. 

Tissue Antigens, 82, 155-164. 
 
Wednesday: What society says 
• Gravlee, C. (2013). Race, biology and culture: Rethinking the connections. In J. 

Hartigan (Ed.), Anthropology of Race (pp. 21-42). Santa Fe: School for Advanced 
Research Press. 

• Reich, D. (2018). How genetics is changing our undersanding of Race. New York 
Times. 

• Marks, J. (2018). There’s an arrogant anti-intellectual hereditarian at Harvard who 
isn’t Steven Pinker! Who would have thunk it? Anthropomics (weblog). 

 
Week 14 (07 May): Are Humans Still Evolving? 
Lab report 3 due Wednesday 09 May 
Monday	
• Weiss, K. (2015). Life goes on. Evolutionary Anthropology, 24, 106-110.	
• Hawks, 2016. Humans never stopped evolving. The Scientist (http://bit.ly/2bSviGW).  
 
FINAL EXAM – FINALS WEEK (16-22 May) 
 


