
 

BIOSC 1425 SEX AND GENDER IN THE NATURAL WORLD 
Syllabus 

INSTRUCTOR 
Dr. A. West 

COURSE MEETING TIMES 
TBD (twice a week for 75 minutes) 

OFFICE HOURS 
TBD (two hours a week). If you are unable to attend office hours, please email me for an appointment. 

OVERVIEW 
What is sex? Why does sex exist, and what are the consequences of its existing? We will explore some possible 
approaches to these and other questions relating to sex, sexuality, and gender, in humans and in other living beings. We 
will explore how the phenomena of sex and gender are expressed in the natural world, studying a diversity of systems and 
putting humans into a broad comparative biological perspective. We will work to establish a shared vocabulary and sense 
of wonder at the diversity in nature, as we explore some big questions and learn about some new systems. You will be 
required to read and digest current literature, produce high-quality and well-considered writing, and participate in active 
discussion.  

PRE-REQUISITES AND MAJORS 
Foundations of Biology 1 and 2 (BIOSC 0150 and 0160) are pre-requisites. Students coming into the course should have 
some familiarity with evolutionary theory, population biology, and behavioral ecology. This course counts as an elective for 
the Biological Sciences and Evolution & Ecology majors.  

OBJECTIVES 
Develop definitions of sex in the context of comparative biology 

• Describe sex in nature 
• Explore sexual variation between and within species 

Develop evolutionary explanations for the existence and persistence of sex 
• Relate sex to reproduction 
• Relate sex to evolutionary fitness 

Explore, compare, and contrast sexual systems across the kingdoms of life 
• Explore variation in sexual systems and reproductive strategies 
• Compare and contrast a diversity of sexual systems  
• Contextualize human sex  

Develop definitions of gender in the context of human and non-human organisms 
• Explore gender in the contexts of social and reproductive behaviors 
• Contextualize human gender 

CALENDAR 
Theme Week Topics 
Context 
 

1 How do scientists decide what is important? 
What is sex, and what is gender, and are they connected?  

Evolution 2 Asexual organisms  



 
 Recombination, Müller’s ratchet, repair 

3 Anisogamy and sexual selection 
Dimorphism 

4 Mating systems 
Mating types: lessons from yeast and snails 

5 Putting it all together 
Essay 1: The evolution of sex 

6 Essay recap: what we learned and questions we’d still like to ask 
Physiology Development of sex 

7 Intersex anatomy 
Temperature-dependent sex determination 

8 Some functions of genitals: flatworms, wasps, flowers 
Sequential hermaphrodites 

9 Perfect bisexual flowers 
Putting it all together 

10 Essay 2: Biological sex 
Essay recap: what we learned and what questions we’d still like to ask 

Behavior 11 Humans revisited: gender and sexuality 
Gendered schemas in history and natural history 

12 What is gender when it isn’t human? 
Gay animals and revisiting mating systems 

13 Alternation of generations and epigender in plants 
Putting it all together 

14 Essay 3: Gender and sexuality 
Essay recap: what we learned and what questions we’d still like to ask 

ASSESSMENT 
In this class you can earn up to 100 points from the following activities: 

READING ASSIGNMENTS 
Each week there will be one or two articles or excerpts on Perusall which you must read and annotate before coming to 
class. The comments you make in your annotations will be scored on originality and thoughtfulness. This pre-class reading 
is critical so that you will be able to engage fully with the material and with your peers during class time. Weekly Perusall 
assignments are worth 2 points each, to a maximum of 20 points. Reading assignments are homework and as such cannot 
be skipped or made-up: you should plan ahead to fit them into your weekly schedule.  

ESSAYS 
There are three short essays that respond to certain readings and focus on a central question. You will plan and research 
your essay ahead of time and then write it in-class. Essays will ask you to critically assess one or more new pieces of 
information, using your knowledge from the course material to give an informed and scientifically reasoned response. Each 
of these essays is worth 20 points, and is assessed on how well you use the course content to contextualize and respond 
to the prompt. If you miss an essay day, you can make-up the essay in Dr. West’s office hours.  

PARTICIPATION 
Participation during lecture includes attendance, responding to questions, working together with your small group, and 
completing in-class activities. There is a 1-point class work assignment to assess attendance and engagement at each 
lecture, to a maximum of 20 points. Notice that there are 26 lectures (excluding essay days) so that gives you some wiggle 
room should you need to miss a day of class for any reason.   



 
GRADING SCALE 
letter A+ A A- B+ B B- C+ C C- D+ D D- F 
min 97 93 90 87 83 80 77 73 70 67 63 60 0 
max 100 96.99 92.99 89.99 86.99 82.99 79.99 76.99 72.99 69.99 66.99 62.99 59.99 

COURSE AND UNIVERSITY POLICIES AND INFORMATION 

COMMUNICATION 
Course communication policy 
Changes to course schedule and other important announcements will be posted to Canvas; make sure you have opted to 
get an email or push notification when an announcement is posted. Not having read an announcement is not a valid excuse 
for being unaware of its content. You are welcome to send me an email, but be aware that I usually will not answer email 
inquiries about content; if you have a content question, bring it to office hours or discuss it in class. In addition, I will never 
answer email questions to which the answer can be found in the syllabus.  

Email communication policy 
Each student is issued a University e-mail address (username@pitt.edu) upon admittance. This e-mail address may be 
used by the University for official communication with students. Students are expected to read e-mail sent to this account 
on a regular basis. Failure to read and react to University communications in a timely manner does not absolve the student 
from knowing and complying with the content of the communications. The University provides an e-mail forwarding service 
that allows students to read their e-mail via other service providers (e.g., Gmail, Hotmail, AOL, Yahoo). Students that 
choose to forward their e-mail from their pitt.edu address to another address do so at their own risk. If e-mail is lost as a 
result of forwarding, it does not absolve the student from responding to official communications sent to their University e-
mail address. To forward e-mail sent to your University account, go to http://accounts.pitt.edu, log into your account, click 
on Edit Forwarding Addresses, and follow the instructions on the page. Be sure to log out of your account when you have 
finished. (View this PDF for the full E-mail Communication Policy) 

ACADEMIC INTEGRITY AND INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY 
Academic integrity 
Students are expected to comply with the University of Pittsburgh School of Arts and Sciences Academic Integrity Code. 
Cheating/plagiarism will not be tolerated. Students suspected of violating the University of Pittsburgh Policy on Academic 
Integrity, from the February 1974 Senate Committee on Tenure and Academic Freedom reported to the Senate Council, 
will be required to participate in the outlined procedural process as initiated by the instructor. A minimum sanction of a 
zero score for the quiz or exam will be imposed.  

Cheating includes, but is not limited to, obtaining unauthorized answers from anyone else, giving unauthorized answers to 
anyone else, submitting work that is not your own, plagiarism, and the unauthorized use of AI technology such as ChatGPT. 
A second offense will result in an F in the course.  

Violation of the Academic Integrity Code requires the instructor to submit an Academic Integrity Violation Report to the 
Dean. 

Intellectual property 
Course materials including but not limited to lecture notes, slides, quizzes, homework, videos, and other assignments are 
the intellectual property of the University of Pittsburgh, textbook publisher, or Dr. West, unless otherwise cited. You may 
not reproduce any part of any course material, quiz, exam, or assignment in any way. No photos, copying/pasting, screen-
shots, or transcribing. No video or audio recording, unless it is for an official accommodation through Disability Resource 

mailto:username@pitt.edu
http://accounts.pitt.edu/
https://www.policy.pitt.edu/sites/default/files/Policies/01-Administrative_and_Organization/Policy_AO_15.pdf
https://www.as.pitt.edu/faculty/policies-and-procedures/academic-integrity-code


 
Services. Posting any part of the course on any website or sharing it with anyone not currently enrolled in the course, 
without express written permission, is a violation of the academic integrity code and may be a violation of intellectual 
property laws.   

RESOURCES 
Computing  
You will need a device of some kind with reliable internet access to do the reading assignments. If you are having trouble 
with Canvas, Perusall, or any of the other digital platforms we may use in the course, first make sure you are using Chrome, 
as most such platforms are optimized for this browser. For any more complicated technology-related issues, contact the 
Pitt Technology Help Desk.  

Study Resources 
Online tutoring, peer tutoring, and studying advice is available at Study Lab. I encourage you to check out this resource 
even if you are not sure exactly what you need: https://www.asundergrad.pitt.edu/study-lab 

Accessibility accommodations 
If you have a disability for which you are or may be requesting an accommodation, you are encouraged to contact Dr. West 
and the Office of Disability Resources and Services, 140 William Pitt Union, 412-648-7890/412-624-3346 (Fax), as early 
as possible in the term. Disability Resources and Services will verify your disability and determine reasonable 
accommodations for this course.  

DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION 
Course policy on diversity and inclusion 
I will not tolerate any kind of discrimination, harassment, bullying, or otherwise creating a hostile environment. I hope we 
can work together to make our classroom community safe and positive environment in which we can work together to 
explore the subject material, develop our own opinions, and engage in respectful intellectual discourse. If you ever feel like 
this principle is not aligning with what is being practiced, you are encouraged to contact Dr. West or the Title IX office (see 
below).  

University policy on diversity and inclusion 
The University of Pittsburgh does not tolerate any form of discrimination, harassment, or retaliation based on disability, 
race, color, religion, national origin, ancestry, genetic information, marital status, familial status, sex, age, sexual 
orientation, veteran status or gender identity or other factors as stated in the University’s Title IX policy. The University 
is committed to taking prompt action to end a hostile environment that interferes with the University’s mission. For more 
information about policies, procedures, and practices, see: https://www.diversity.pitt.edu/civil-rights-title-ix-
compliance/policies-procedures-and-practices. You can contact the Title IX Coordinator by calling 412-648-7860, or e-
mailing titleixcoordinator@pitt.edu. Reports can also be filed online. You may also choose to make your report to a 
faculty/staff member – if you do so, they are required to communicate this to the University’s Office of Diversity and 
Inclusion. If you wish to maintain complete confidentiality, you may also contact the University Counseling Center (412-
648-7930). 

HEALTH AND WELLBEING 
If you are having mental health symptoms, the University Counseling Center provides free confidential mental health care 
services for students or will refer you to an available provider.  

If you are experiencing financial strain, there are many resources available at Pitt. 

https://services.pitt.edu/TDClient/33/Portal/Requests/ServiceDet?ID=96
https://www.asundergrad.pitt.edu/study-lab%C2%A0
https://www.diversity.pitt.edu/disability-access/disability-resources-and-services
https://www.diversity.pitt.edu/civil-rights-title-ix-compliance/policies-procedures-and-practices
https://www.diversity.pitt.edu/civil-rights-title-ix-compliance/policies-procedures-and-practices
mailto:titleixcoordinator@pitt.edu
https://www.diversity.pitt.edu/make-report/report-form
https://www.studentaffairs.pitt.edu/cc/
https://www.studentaffairs.pitt.edu/cc/
https://pitt.libguides.com/assistanceresources


 
Resolve Crisis Service is a FREE 24-hour crisis service for Allegheny County: 1-888-796-8226 (If you are in an emergency 
situation, call 911.) 

 


