MBB 980g: An Evolutionary Approach to Cognition: 
What Can We Learn by Examining Aspects of Human and Nonhuman Abilities?

Time: Tuesday, 2-4 PM

Location:  Wm James Hall, Rm 303

Instructor:  Irene M. Pepperberg, PhD, Guven Güzeldere, PhD


         Email: impepper@media.mit.edu, Ph: 617-495-2852, Office: WJH: 782



        gg.harvardpsych@gmail.com
(note: impepper@fas.harvard.edu also works, but not very well when I’m traveling)

Office Hours: TBA (email to set up appointment)

Course Website: https://canvas.harvard.edu/courses/9867
This syllabus is tentative—it depends on the availability of the guest speakers, and sometimes their schedules change…or winter weather changes the schedule for us all! Keep checking the Canvas site for information…

Course Requirements/Grading

The course may be taken for a letter grade only; no pass/fail option.

This is a seminar course in which we will meet each week to review and discuss the topics and assigned readings.

Grades will be partially dependent (~25%) upon class interaction separate from required presentations. Each week, we will post the papers given to us by the guest lecturer; please read them thoroughly (not just the abstracts!) Discussion involves issues such as experimental design (kudos and flaws) and connection to other topics, as well as the data. All students are required to participate in a positive manner (i.e., not just to hear themselves speak). We require everyone post a brief summary of the papers and at least one question to the website each week (a system will be in place on Canvas). How much you enjoy the class and get out of the class depends on how involved you become; the more interactive the discussions, the more exciting the class becomes for everyone!

[Note: We understand that we all like to take notes on laptops or other electronic devices, but if we find that students are spending class time on Facebook, email, etc., we will banish the offending device.]

Attendance is mandatory. We won’t take attendance, but with only 15 or fewer students, absence will be obvious. Clearly, if you are ill, stay home (we don’t all need to catch whatever it is…just send one of us an email to let me know)! Ditto for a family emergency with appropriate documentation (note from your Resident Dean, for example).

Grades will mostly depend on the final presentation (~25%) and final essays (~50%), with the rest of the grade dependent upon the weekly submissions to Canvas. WE DO NOT HAVE A MIDTERM. This is a hard-and-fast rule. If you like lots of assignments that test you on how much you can memorize; this may not be the class for you. If you can work without lots of deadlines to keep you motivated and prefer to integrate what you know into a “big picture”, this class may be a good fit. 

The final will be an exercise in original thinking. Part one will be a presentation on the last day of class; part 2 will be a written assignment. You can design an experiment to test a cognitive capacity we have NOT studied in class (nor one that you can easily find via a Google search that has already been studied in a number of species, but that we didn’t have time to cover—an exception, however, could be a particularly novel approach to studying the behavior!) of some animal species we have also NOT studied in class. You can write an essay arguing for or against the results of studies on a particular aspect of cognitive processing. It should be approximately 8-10 pages. Due dates have become confusing with the new system, so we’ll let you know when the written assignment is due. We’ll be happy to talk about pros and cons of a choice of subject, and general ideas about the cognitive capacity (e.g., to determine if the experiment is at all feasible), but won’t get into specifics—e.g., we won’t read over an early draft. We will not accept late papers unless you have a documented illness or family emergency (again, a note from your Resident Dean is the way to go)…please contact us as early as possible so accommodations can be made. 

Note: We am not planning to have class during Reading Period, but if we have a snow storm or hurricane or something else that cancels a class, we may make it up during Reading Period (see below). At present, Pepperberg must leave for a conference right after the final class, so….

Accommodation for students with disabilities: Students needing academic adjustments or accommodations because of a documented disability must present their Faculty Letter from the Accessible Education Office (AEO) and speak with one of us by the end of the second week of the term, i.e., meeting 2. Failure to do so may result in our inability to respond in a timely manner. All discussions will remain confidential, although we am told that faculty are invited to contact AEO to discuss appropriate implementation. We promise to try to do our best to make accommodations, but WE NEED TO KNOW what to do so we can respond in a timely manner. 

Academic Dishonesty:  Zero tolerance for plagiarism, failure to appropriately cite original sources (NB: Wikipedia is NOT an original source…it’s a fine first step in a lit search, only). We happy to have students collaborate on their class presentations and discussions, but not on their midterms or final papers. Check with us and/or the appropriate handbook if you have questions.
Suspected violations will be submitted to the Administrative Board for review. If the Administrative Board determines that academic dishonesty occurred, disciplinary action will be taken by the College and may include expulsion from the course and the school. It is your responsibility to learn the rules governing the proper use of sources.
SO….for the actual interesting part!

Meeting 1: Jan 26 Introduction to the topic.  Given that students are generally ‘shopping’, a general broad outline of the course will be presented the first hour and repeated the second; some interactive discussion about the topic will be expected.

Meeting 2: Feb 2 Discussion about “cognition”, natural selection, and mental continuity. Güzeldere 
Meeting 3: Feb 9  Richard Wrangham (Harvard):  Primate brain evolution. 
Meeting 4: Feb 16 Beth Jakob (UMass, Amherst): Cognition in spiders. 
Meeting 5: Feb. 23 Pepperberg (Harvard): Avian cognition…primate-like behavior in a nonprimate: convergent evolution
Meeting 6: Mar 1 Josh Green: Evolutionary bases of social behavior.  
Meeting 7:  Mar 8 Ani Patel (Tufts): Evolutionary biology of music cognition   
Meeting 8:  Mar 22 Robert Cook (Tufts): Pigeon cognition 
Meeting 9:  March 29  Richard Connors (UMass): dolphin cognition 
 
Meeting 10:  April 5  TBA
Meeting 11: April 12 Susan Carey (Harvard): Infant cognitive behavior 
Meeting 12:  April 19 Alexandra Rosati (Harvard): Primate cognition
Meeting 13:  April 26 Student presentations. Pepperberg acts as moderator.
MAY 5th…make up date…
