
BIOL 886-01: Sexual Selection 

University of Nebraska at Kearney 

Spring, 2013 

 

Course Description:  Discussion of readings on the role of sexual selection in evolution.  Offered online. 

 

Instructor: Dr. Kerri Farnsworth-Hoback, Professor  

Department of Biology, University of Nebraska at Kearney 

344 Bruner Hall / 2401 11th Avenue, Kearney, NE 68849 

Office Phone: (308) 865-8410   

Email: farnsworthkm@unk.edu   

Office hours: M, W 1:00-2:00 PM; M, Th 8:30-10:00 AM 

 

Course Objectives: 

1) Describe the role of sexual selection in evolution. 

2) Describe the conflict between the sexes and the strategies that are used to deal with conflict. 

3) Discuss deviations from the usual condition of female choice and male competition in term of 

natural selection. 

4) Discuss fitness in terms of number of offspring and describe how different mating strategies 

help organisms achieve fitness. 

5) Synthesize scientific literature and use logical arguments to support a viewpoint. 

 

Class Structure:  This is an on-line class.  There are no lectures.  You will read the assigned material and 

participate in class discussions on Blackboard (bb.unk.edu).  Your grade will be based on your 

contributions to the online discussions and a term paper (see below for more information on grading).  

To be successful in this course, you will need to stay current with the discussion and the assigned 

readings.  It is expected that you synthesize information and ideas from the readings in your online 

discussions and in the term paper.  Communication is very important in an on-line class.  Watch for 

important announcements on Blackboard and in your UNK Loper email account. No other email accounts 

will be used.   

 

Expectations for Student Conduct:  All students are expected to (1) complete all assigned work during 

the semester, (2) actively and respectfully participate in the discussion, and (3) follow the guidelines for 

ethical conduct and academic integrity (including plagiarism) published in the UNK Graduate Catalog 

(http://aaunk.unk.edu/gradcatalogs/current/ac/actoc.asp).  Penalties for violation of these guidelines 

can be severe, ranging from no credit on the assignment to expulsion from the university.  Assigned 

papers will be checked for plagiarism using SafeAssign software embedded in Blackboard.  Term papers 

will not be accepted via email.   

 

Accommodations for Students with Disabilities:  Students with disabilities are encouraged to contact 

me for a confidential discussion of their individual needs for academic accommodation. It is the policy of 

the University of Nebraska at Kearney to provide flexible and individualized reasonable accommodation 

to students with documented disabilities.  To receive accommodation services, students must be 

registered with UNK Disabilities Services Coordinator, David Brandt, in the Academic Success Office, 163 

Memorial Student Affairs Building, 308-865-8214 email: brandtdl@unk.edu. 
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 Required Materials: 

Texts:  There are two required texts for this course:  

1. Judson, Olivia. 2002. Dr. Tatiana’s Sex Advice to All Creation.  (ISBN 978-0-8050-6331-5 or 

0805063323). Metropolitan Books, New York. 

This book is like “Dear Abby” with an evolutionary twist.  The varied and often bizarre sex lives of living 

things, along with ribald remarks and witty humor, make this an entertaining read. 

2. Birkhead, Tim. 2000. Promiscuity.  (ISBN 0-674-00445-0 or 978-0-674-00666-9). Harvard University 

Press, Cambridge. 

This text manages to present a wealth of information on “the causes and consequences of female 

promiscuity” in an accessible manner.  

  

These books are affordable and available as new or used books from the campus bookstore 

(www.loperbooks.com) and major online retailers.  Hardback copies and Kindle versions may have 

different ISBN numbers and may vary slightly in pagination or front matter, but are still acceptable.  

(Note that the university bookstore offers both books for rent, but you may find that you enjoy them so 

much that you want to keep them.) 

 

Other required readings:  In addition to the required texts, other reading selections will be provided to 

you on Blackboard or as web links.  It is essential that you read the assigned material in a timely manner, 

as the readings will be the basis for online discussions. 

 

Technology:  In addition to a computer, Internet access, and a web browser, there are a few (free or 

low-cost) software packages are required for this course.  Written course materials such as assignment 

descriptions will be provided as PDFs.  Acrobat Reader 7.0 or higher will be necessary for viewing PDF 

files (download the most current version for free from Adobe at get.adobe.com/reader/). The assigned 

term papers must be submitted in MSWord (“.doc” or “.docx”) or PDF format.  Other file formats, 

including Pages, will NOT be accepted due to incompatibilities with the SafeAssign software. 

  

Course Assessments & Grading:  Overall course grade will be calculated based on points earned on the 

following assessments: 

Assessment Points 

Term paper 50 

Online discussions (10 x 15 weeks) 150 

TOTAL 200 

 

Term Paper.  One term paper of 7-10 pages in length (excluding references, tables and figures, if 

applicable) will be assigned.  The due date is listed on the course calendar.  More detailed instructions, 

including how to format, save, and submit papers, are available under “Assignments” area on 

Blackboard.  Late papers will be penalized 20% per day, beginning promptly at the stated deadline (to 

the minute).  Assigned papers will be checked for plagiarism using SafeAssign software embedded in 

Blackboard.  Papers will not be accepted via email for this reason. 

 

Plagiarism:  Plagiarism is not only using another’s words directly without putting them within 

quotations.  It is also plagiarism when either an author's ideas or organization of concepts are used 

without giving a citation and when words are changed but the structure of the sentence is copied. You 

are expected to use references for the term paper and you must properly cite your sources. It is strongly 
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suggested that you visit the online resource http://www.plagiarism.org/ to make sure you understand 

what plagiarism is and how to avoid it.  You may also wish to visit the Indiana University site at 

https://www.indiana.edu/~istd/definition.html  to learn more about paraphrasing source material. 

 

Online Discussion.  Each week, a new topic for discussion will be posted to a discussion forum on 

Blackboard where you will post your thoughts, ideas, reflections, questions, and comments related to 

the topic of the week.  Read the assigned readings and think about the topic before posting to the 

discussion board.  You are expected to make a unique contribution to the discussion, which means that 

you need to read the posts of others in your group and that your posts must consist of something more 

than statements like “I agree” and “Good point.”  Feel free to begin new threads to introduce additional 

points of discussion but try not to wander too far from the topic of the prompt.   

Netiquette:  Remember that your words will be read as text, and that tone and expression do not easily 

come across in the online environment, so sarcasm and humor can be easily missed or misinterpreted.  

Avoid using all capitals, as this is construed as shouting.  Discourse should be carried out with respect for 

the views and experiences of others.  Offensive posts will be removed from the discussion board and will 

not be considered for grading purposes. 

 

Timeliness of contributions:  The online discussions are intended to be a conversation between you and 

your classmates.  Plan to check in, read the discussion, and respond several times during the week, 

spacing your contributions out over the course of the week.  At minimum, two (2) posts per week per 

person are necessary to generate meaningful discussions; thus, if only one post is made for the week, no 

more than 5 points will be given for that week.  Posting entries at the end of the week or at very short 

intervals (such as making all your posts on the same day) will not indicate a serious effort to contribute 

to the discussion and will result in a lower grade.  Making the minimal number of entries does not 

necessarily earn full points, as consideration is given to the value of the contributions.  Discussion board 

participation is worth 10 points per week and is graded using the following rubric: 

Needs Improvement:  

0-5 points 

Progressing:  

6-8 points 

Meets or exceeds  

expectations: 9-10 points 

Contributes only once to 

discussion; contributions are 

not made in a timely manner; 

no evidence of thoughtful 

consideration of topic; no 

response to classmates’ ideas 

Contributes twice to 

discussion; contributions 

are mostly on time; some 

evidence of thoughtful 

consideration of topic; 

does not appear to have 

read ideas of classmates 

Contributes more than twice to 

discussion; contributions are 

timely and spread throughout 

the week; evidence of 

thoughtful analysis of topic; 

contributes unique insights and 

responds to ideas of classmates  

Late & missing work:  Students are expected to attend complete all work assigned for the course by the 

requested due dates.  Deadlines are firm and excuses for late work will be evaluated on a case-by-case 

basis.  Late work, if accepted, will be penalized 20% per day overdue if not submitted by the date and 

time specified in the course calendar or assignment instructions.  Late discussion posts (made after the 

week has ended) will not be graded.  Missing work will be entered as a zero in the gradebook.  It is 

recognized that unavoidable situations do occasionally arise that are legitimate excuses for missing 

deadlines.  Severe injury, death in the immediate family, and illnesses being treated by a doctor are all 

acceptable excuses if documented.  In all cases, final determination of the acceptability of an excuse is 

the prerogative of the instructor.  It is the student's responsibility to contact the instructor regarding any 

late or missing work. 
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Incompletes:  A grade of “I” or Incomplete is granted only in exceptional circumstances in which factors 

beyond the control of the student hinder the completion of course requirements.  To receive an 

incomplete, both student and instructor must sign a contract stating the reason the incomplete is 

necessary and the terms for completing the course.  Documentation may be requested to determine the 

validity of a request for an incomplete. 

Grading Scale:   The final course grade is calculated as a ratio of points earned to points possible and 

assigned a letter grade using the following scale: 

A + 99-100% B + 87-89% C + 77-79% D + 67-69% F    below 60% 

A 93-98% B 83-86% C 73-76% D 63-66% 

A - 90-92%        B -    80-82%         C -      70-72% D -      60-62%   

Course Calendar (subject to change at instructor’s discretion): 

 

Week Dates Topic Reading Assignment 

1 Jan. 7-13 Course introduction None 

2 Jan. 14-20 Background Articles by Darwin, Arnold 

(posted on Blackboard) 

3 Jan. 21-27 The battle of the sexes Judson: Ch. 1, 2, 3 

4 Jan. 28-Feb.3 How to get a mate Judson: Ch. 4, 5 

5 Feb. 4-10 The battle gets ugly Judson: Ch. 6, 7, 8 

6 Feb. 11-17 Deviant strategies  Judson: Ch. 9, 10; Lim et 

al. (2004) 

7 Feb. 18-24 Inbreeding and outbreeding Judson: Ch. 11, 12, 13 

8 Feb. 25-Mar. 3 Evolving ideas about sperm competition Birkhead: Ch. 1 

9 Mar. 4-10* Paternity Birkhead: Ch. 2 

10 Mar. 11-17 Reproductive systems: genitalia Birkhead: Ch. 3 

 Mar. 18-24 Spring Break – no class  

11 Mar. 25-31 Sex cells Birkhead: Ch. 4 

12 Apr. 1-7 The sex act Birkhead: Ch. 5 

13 Apr. 8-14 Mechanisms of sperm competition Birkhead: Ch. 6 

14 Apr. 15-21 How females gain from polyandry Birkhead: Ch. 7 

15 Apr. 22-28 Current issues and course wrap-up Delph & Ashman (2006) 

 Apr. 29-May 2 Finals week Term papers due Tues., 

Apr. 30 at 11:55 PM CDT 

 May 7 Final grades posted in MyBlue  

*Friday, March 8 is the last day to drop a full-semester class.  Daylight savings time begins 

Sunday, March 10. 

 


