
Anth 232 
Primate Behavior and Ecology 

Spring 2018 

 
 
Professor: Zachary Cofran 
Meetings: Blodgett 101, Monday & Wednesday 12:00-1:15 pm 
Email: zcofran@vassar.edu 
Office: Blodgett Hall 323, Lab: Blodgett Hall 030 
Office hours: Thursday 11 am-2 pm, or by appointment 
 
This class examines the social systems and behavior of our closest living relatives, the 
primates. This diverse group provides evolutionary background for understanding 
human society and behaviors. The course begins by outlining questions about primate 
behavior. In this section, the Order Primates is introduced by examining the biology and 
behavior of each of the major groups. Next, we’ll examine reasons for variation in 
primate social systems including spacing, mating and grouping patterns. The 
course concludes by reviewing selected topics of primate behavior, such as vocal 
communication, cognition and conservation. 
 
Course objectives 
• Become acquainted with our closest living relatives and their fossil predecessors 
• Understand the ecological influences on behavior 
• Practice collecting data to address a research question or hypothesis 
• Learn why most primates are endangered and what conservation efforts are 

employed to prevent their extinction 
 
Readings 
Textbook: Strier, K. 2011. Primate Behavioral Ecology. Note that there are currently five 



editions of the book, and any of the 3rd-5th should be sufficient for this course. 
 
The textbook is noted as “Strier” in the Schedule below. Additional weekly readings are 
posted to Moodle. 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. 

Group-led discussion = 20% 
Starting in Week 9, groups of 4-5 students will be responsible for providing reading 
and discussion material on Wednesdays. You and your partners will decide upon a 
single, peer-reviewed journal article for the class to read and discuss, relating to the 
topic for the week. In addition, each group member will be responsible for obtaining 
and briefly summarizing a separate peer-reviewed paper that supplements the 
group-selected article. You will work as a group to synthesize your separate 
supplementary articles, relating them back to the main article and fostering class 
discussion. 

Midterm & Final Exams (2 x 10%) = 20% 
• Midterm: Wednesday 07 March 
• Final: Finals week 

Short Reports = 50% 
• Anatomy & adaptation (Due Friday 23 February) = 20% 

In this assignment you will examine 3D models of primate bones and teeth, 
comparing adaptations related to diet and locomotion. 

• Bronx Zoo primate behavior comparison (Due Friday 27 April) = 30% 
Here you will create ethograms for, and compare the behavior of, two primates 
that you will have studied at the Bronx Zoo. The compulsory class field trip to the 
zoo is Saturday 31 March. 

 
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, Zoo field trip, and your group-led discussion; 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. 

Part 1: Evolution & Diversity 
Week 1 (24 January): Why do we care about Primates?	
Wednesday 
• Strier Ch. 1 (Introduction to Primate Studies) 
• Morgan, B. (2012). Notes from the field: A primatologist’s point of view. Nature 

Education Knowledge, 3, 8. (http://bit.ly/primatenotes) 
 
Week 2 (29–31 January): What is a primate & what is evolution? 
Monday: Evolution & natural selection 
• Strier Ch. 4 (stop after “Evaluating the role of ecological pressures”) 
• 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. 
 
Wednesday: Generalized arboreal eutherians 
Meet in Library room 160! 
Short Report 1 (anatomy) assignment given 
• Strier Ch. 2 (Traits, Trends, and Taxonomy; only the “Distinguishing traits” section) 
• Fleagle, J. (1999). Chapter 2: The Primate Body. In Primate Adaptation and 

Evolution, 2nd Ed. (pp. 11-45). San Diego: Academic Press. 
 
Week 3 (05-07 February): Primate Diversity 
Monday: “Prosimians” & Platyrrhines 
• Finish Strier Ch. 2 (“Systematics” onward) 
• Supplemental 

o Strepsirrhines and Tarsiers: Kappeler, Platyrrhines: Fernandez-Duque et al.; 
Dunn and Cristóbal-Azkarate (http://go.nature.com/2DMxfQJ) 

 
Wednesday: Catarrhines 
• Supplemental 

o Old World Monkeys: Cords (Cercopithecines); Sterck (Colobines); Lawrence 
and Cords (http://go.nature.com/2DLVmzh); Hominoids: Watts  

 
Week 4 (12-14 February): Fossils & Forebears 
Monday: Primate evolution 
• Strier Ch. 3 (Primates past to present) 
• Williams (2016). Effects of climate change on primate evolution in the Cenozoic. 

Nature Education Knowledge 7:1. (http://go.nature.com/2DNQidN) 
• MacLatchy et al. (2015). Hominoid origins. Nature Education Knowledge 6:4. 

(http://go.nature.com/2DLFSLp) 
 
Wednesday: Baboons: Primate models of human evolution 1 
• Jolly, C. (2001). A proper study for Mankind: Analogies from the papionin monkeys 



and their implications for human evolution. Yearbook of Physical Anthropology, 44, 
177-204. 

 
Week 5 (19-21 February): Panini 
Short report due Friday 23 February by email 
Monday: Film: Rise of the Warrior Apes 
• Mitani, J. (2010). Chimpanzees. In M. Breed & J. Moore (Eds.), Encyclopedia of 

Animal Behavior (pp. 267-273). Oxford: Academic Press. 
 
Wednesday: Bonobos: Primate models of human evolution 2 
• Parish, A. et al. (2000). The other “closest living relative”: How Bonobos (Pan 

paniscus) Challenge Traditional Assumptions about Females, Dominance, Intra- and 
Intersexual Interactions, and Hominid Evolution. Annals of the New York Academy of 
Sciences, 907, 97-113. 

Part 2: Behavior & Ecology 
Week 6 (26-28 February): Food 
Monday: Diets 
• Strier Ch. 6 (Food, foraging and females) 
 
Wednesday: Is diet responsible for primate brain size? 
• DeCasien, A., et al. (2017). Primate brain size is predicted by diet but not sociality. 

Nature Ecology and Evolution, 1, 0112. 
• Bach, T. et al. (2017). Feeding behavior and activity budget of the southern yellow-

cheeked crested gibbons (Nomascus gabriellae) in a lowland tropical forest. 
American Journal of Primatology 79: e22667. 

 
Week 7 (05-07 March): Recap & Midterm 
Monday: Summary & Review 
 
Wednesday: MIDTERM EXAM in class 
 

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

Week 8 (26-28 March): Sex 
Monday: Mating systems  
• Strier Ch. 5 (Evolution and Sex) 
 
Wednesday: Field methods, prep for Zoo day 
Short report 2 assignment given 
• Bezerra, B. et al. (2011). Ethogram and natural history of golden-backed uakaris 

(Cacajao melanocephalus). International Journal of Primatology 32: 46-68. 
• Paterson workbook handout 
 
BRONX ZOO FIELD TRIP SATURDAY 31 March – Meet at 8:00 am 
 



Week 9 (02-04 April): Kinship 
Monday: Whom to help? 
• Strier Ch. 4 (from “Kin selection & reciprocal altruism” onward) 
• Trautmann, T. et al. (2011). Deep kinship. In A. Shryock and D. Smail (Eds.), Deep 

History: The Architecture of Past and Present, pp. 160-188. Berkeley: University of 
California Press.  

 
Wednesday: Student-selected article for discussion 
 
Week 10 (09-11 April): Sexes 
Monday: Social relationships and strategies 
• Strier Ch. 7 (Female strategies) 
• Strier Ch. 8 (Male strategies) 
 
Wednesday  
• Student-selected article for discussion 
 
Week 11 (16-18 April): Ontogeny 
Monday: Infancy to adulthood 
• Strier Ch. 9 (Developmental stages) 
 
Wednesday 
• Student-selected article for discussion 

Part 3: Special topics 
Week 12 (23-25 April): Cognition & culture 
Short report due Friday 27 April by email 
Monday 
• Strier Ch. 10 (Communication & cognition) 
 
Wednesday 
• Student-selected article for discussion 
 
Week 13 (30 April-02 May): Humans & non-human primates 
Monday: Interactions & interventions 
• Strier Ch. 12 (Conservation) 
• Estrada A., et al. (2017). Impending extinction crisis of the world’s primates: Why 

primates matter. Science Advances, 3, e1600946. 
 

Wednesday 
• Student-selected article for discussion 
 
Week 14 (07 May): The Human Primate	
 
FINAL EXAM – FINALS WEEK (16-22 May) 
 


