
Evolution, Biology 241 
Spring 2018 
Instructor: Natalie Wright 
Email: wright1@kenyon.edu 
Office: Higley 214 
 

Nothing in biology makes sense except in the light of evolution. 
Theodosius Dobzhansky, 1900-1975 

 
Overview: This course is designed as a general introduction to evolution, the major unifying 
theory of biology. This course focuses on evolution in contemporary time through experiment, 
theory, and simulation, and by examining pattern in nature. The class combines lecture and 
discussion. You are expected to read and discuss original literature. Topics include basic 
Darwinian arguments, modern population genetics, reconstructing phylogenetic history, and 
macroevolution.  
 
Prerequisite: BIOL 116, or permission of instructor 
 
Text and readings: The textbook for this class is Zimmer and Emlen 2016, Evolution: Making 
Sense of Life, 2nd Edition, Roberts & Co. Required reading from the textbook is indicated in the 
class schedule below. Many weeks there will be additional readings from the primary literature. 
These readings will available online via links on the class Moodle site. You are expected to 
complete the assigned readings before class, as we will be discussing these readings in class. 
You should read the material closely enough that you could explain it to your classmates and ask 
specific questions about it. 
 
Schedule, Moodle, and email: Check your Kenyon email daily. The current syllabus, links to 
readings, and other resources can be found on the Moodle site. The schedule below is tentative, 
whereas the schedule on Moodle will be updated regularly throughout the semester. Moodle will 
have up-to-date assignment deadlines. Any last-minute changes to the class schedule or 
assignments will be announced via email. 
 
Class attendance and participation: I encourage you to speak up. Ask for clarification. Share 
your ideas and insights. Brilliance is not the goal; discovery and understanding are. Questions are 
welcomed at all times.  
 
Attendance is mandatory. Arrive on time, ready to begin class promptly at 11:10. Chronic 
tardiness will count as unexcused absences. That being said, please do not attend class if you 
are sick with a fever until you are better or cleared by the health center. We’ll discuss the 
evolution of influenza later in the semester, but for now, suffice it to say that we’d like to reduce 
the transmission rate of virulent diseases. If you are going to be absent unexpectedly, email me 
as soon as you realize you won’t make it to class. You are expected to submit assignments on 
time when you miss class for any reason, with exceptions made on a case-by-case basis for 
unexpected emergencies. 
 



Quizzes: You will have regular in-class quizzes. Questions may be scattered throughout the class 
period, and all questions for a given day together count toward one quiz score. Questions will be 
multiple choice (answered via clickers) and short answer. These quizzes are designed to motivate 
you to keep up with the reading, help you understand complicated concepts, and reduce the 
amount of last-minute studying you do for exams. Questions will be drawn from the assigned 
readings (both textbook and primary literature), material from previous lectures, and material 
currently being covered. Your lowest 5 quiz scores will be dropped. As such, there will be no 
make-up quizzes (except in the rare case where a student has more than 5 excused absences).  
 
Exams: There will be three midterm exams and one final. They will cover material from 
lectures, readings, and the textbook, and be primarily composed of short answer and essay 
questions. While each midterm exam will focus on material from the weeks between it and the 
preceding exam, you will be expected to draw upon material and concepts from earlier in the 
semester in every exam. The cumulative final exam grade will replace your lowest midterm 
exam grade.  
 
Book review: You will choose a popular science book about evolution to read and then write a 
review of it. Your review will briefly summarize the book, focusing on the new ideas and 
synthesis presented in the book. Your review should critique the book’s thesis. Are the author’s 
arguments convincing? Which are well supported? Where are they lacking in support? What 
research do you know of that contradicts the author’s ideas? In what ways does this book move 
the big ideas of the field forward? 6-8 pp double-spaced, plus references, submitted via Moodle. 
 
Assignments: You will have a few homework assignments to help you better understand 
specific concepts. Most will be population genetics problem sets. Your first assignment is to 
email me a photo of a cute insect to show you’ve read the syllabus, due before the second class.  
 
Grading:  
Quizzes = 20% 
Assignments = 10% 
Exam 1 = 10% 
Exam 2 = 10% 
Exam 3 = 10% 
Final Exam = 15% AND replaces lowest midterm exam score 
Book review = 20% 
Participation = 5% 
 
Deadlines and conflicts: Work submitted late will be penalized 5 percentage points per day. For 
example, 85% will become 80% if it is turned in one day late, 75% if two days late, etc. If a 
conflict exists with scheduled extracurricular events, students must contact me at least a week in 
advance. If an exam will be missed, students must take the exam before the scheduled date. 
Assignments must be submitted before the deadline.  
 
Academic honesty: This class will follow the official Kenyon College position on academic 
honesty. Papers will be submitted through Moodle and Turn It In. If a student receives a 0 for an 



assignment, quiz, or test due to academic dishonesty, they may not drop that grade or have it be 
replaced by the final exam grade.  
 
Need help? If at any time you are struggling with the course material, please let me know. I am 
here to help. If you need accommodations to participate fully in this class, please discuss your 
concerns with me and contact Student Accessibility and Support Services.  
 
Title IX Kenyon College seeks to provide an environment that is free of gender bias, 
discrimination, and harassment. I care deeply about the well-being of my students and am 
available to discuss any concerns you have. However, I want you to understand that faculty 
members are legally obligated to share information about sexual harassment, sexual assault, 
interpersonal violence, and stalking with the College’s Title IX coordinator. This is to ensure the 
student’s safety and welfare is being addressed, consistent with the requirements of the law. The 
Health and Counseling Center, Sexual Misconduct Advisors (SMAs) and the College chaplains 
are confidential resources. Kenyon College’s Title IX Policy is available at: 
http://www.kenyon.edu/directories/offices-services/title-ix/policy/ 
 
Schedule: This is tentative; see Moodle & pay attention in class for announced changes. 
Readings and assignments should be completed before class the date they are listed. 
 
Week Date Topic Textbook 

reading 
Additional readings & 

assignments 
1 15 Jan Introduction - - 
 17 Jan Overview 1 - 
 19 Jan History of evolutionary ideas 2 Origin of Species ch. 1 
2 22 Jan Case study: dog domestication - Trut et al. 2004 
 24 Jan History of life 1 3  
 26 Jan Tree thinking 4  
3 29 Jan History of life 2 - Shubin et al. 2006 
 31 Jan Population genetics: HW 1 5, 6.1-6.3 Submit book choice 
 2 Feb Populations genetics: HW 2 - Pop gen problem set 1 
4 5 Feb Population genetics: drift 1 6.4-6.5  
 7 Feb Populations genetics: drift 2 - Pop gen problem set 2 
 9 Feb  Population genetics: selection  6.6-6.8  
5 12 Feb Population genetics - Pop gen problem set 3 
 14 Feb Exam 1   
 16 Feb Quantitative genetics 1 7  
6 19 Feb Quantitative genetics 2 - Quant gen problem set 
 21 Feb Natural selection 1 8.1-8.4 Modiano et al. 2001 
 23 Feb Natural selection 2 8.5-8.7  
7 26 Feb Natural selection 3 - Campbell-Staton et al. 

2017 
 28 Feb Molecular phylogenetics 1 9  
 2 Mar Molecular phylogenetics 2 -  
 3-18 Mar Spring break - - 



8 19 Mar Adaptation 1 10  
 21 Mar Adaptation 2 - Projecto-Garcia et al. 2013 
 23 Mar Exam 2   
9 26 Mar Evolution of sex 11  
 28 Mar Sexual selection 1 - Emlen 1997 
 30 Mar Sexual selection 2  Book review outline 

10 2 Apr Life history theory 1 12  
 4 Apr Life history theory 2 -  
 6 Apr Speciation 1 13  

11 9 Apr Speciation 2 - Qvarnstrom et al. 2010 
 11 Apr Macroevolution 1 14 Book review draft 
 13 Apr Macroevolution 2 - Smith et al. 2010 

12 16 Apr Peer review - Peer reviews 
 18 Apr Coevolution 15  
 20 Apr Behavior 1 16  

13 23 Apr Behavior 2 - Weber et al. 2013 
 25 Apr Human evolution 1 17 Book review 
 27 Apr Human evolution 2 - Kaplan et al. 2000 

14 30 Apr Exam 3   
 2 May Evolutionary medicine 1 18  
 4 May Evolutionary medicine 2 - Yazdanbakhsh et al. 2002 

 


