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Introduction 
We have now covered some of the major concepts in animal behaviour and looked at 
several cases where researchers attempted to answer questions about proximate and 
ultimate causes. Think of Tinbergen’s study of the reasons for egg shell removal by gulls, 
or the experiment with captive guppies showing that maladaptive behaviours can be 
transmitted socially. We have discussed the forces that shape behaviour and the different 
approaches researchers use to study them. Real animals may not always follow the 
conceptual or theoretical predictions perfectly, but the surprises often lead to important 
new discoveries. It’s time for you to experience this first hand with your own animal 
projects. 
 
As with project 1, you will work in groups of 3 to study a question that you are interested 
in, using a species that you would like to observe (i.e., your “study system”). Once again, 
you will collaborate with your group to design a study and collect raw data, but each 
member of the group will analyze a separate aspect of the data and write a separate 
report. Most of the instructions for this project are the same as project 1, except for a few 
key differences highlighted below.  
 
Choice of study system 
You can observe almost any species you want: wild animals, pets, zoo animals, lab 
animals or farm animals – but you cannot do this project on Homo sapiens. 

• Do not go out and buy a pet just for this project. There are better ways to study pet 
species that you don’t already own: visiting other people who own them, working 
with animals at a shelter, or observing animals in a pet store. 

• Your study must be as benign and unobtrusive as possible. Animals must not be 
harmed or disturbed in any way that would cause stress or discomfort. Think 
carefully about the potential impacts of your study to the animals, to the greater 
environment, and to other organisms in the ecosystem as you plan your methods. 
As with project 1, keep in mind that you don’t want to inadvertently alter the 
behaviour of the animals you are observing. 

 
There are two ways of approaching your project: either decide on a species that you 
would like to observe, or that you know you have access to, or settle on a concept or 
question that you find interesting first (e.g., foraging, communication) and then pick a 
species that makes sense. One way or the other, you have to think about both. 
 
You should try to collect data from at least 10 animals per group member. For example, if 
you are observing house cats, each group member might collect data from 10 different 
cats, making the total sample size n = 30 for your group. The following animals may be 
around the Kingston area in decent numbers in the fall: 
 

chickadees • squirrels • chipmunks • earthworms • ants • American crows • gulls • 
Canada geese • European starlings • house sparrows • ducks • pigeons  

 



Biology 321 Project 2: Independent study of animal behaviour 
	  

2	  

There are also plenty of options with domestic and/or pet species: 
 

fruit flies • house crickets • cats • dogs • aquarium fish • horses • cows 
 
If you decide to go to a zoo for your observations, make sure to plan at least two visits. It's 
almost impossible to plan and execute a good project at a zoo on a single 1-day visit. 
Handlers are sometimes quite willing to provide you with information on the animals you 
want to observe, as long as they know about your plans. 
 
The lab sessions in weeks 8-12 are your time to consult with your TA, your group 
members and your peers in the preliminary stages. 
 
1. Proposal 
In your groups, you will present your proposal in a brief 4-minute powerpoint seminar in 
the Week 8 lab (Oct. 31-Nov. 4). In this seminar, you will outline the topic you have 
chosen to study and the species you will use to accomplish this (i.e., your “study system”). 
You will also describe the detailed methods you plan to use. How will the 3 group 
members examine 3 separate hypotheses using your data? What results do you expect to 
get, and how will you interpret them? 
 
Keep in mind that the purpose of these seminars is three-fold: 

• We want you to let us know what you are planning, so that we can help you come 
up with a feasible plan. 

• This is a chance to get feedback from your peers. We all have different experiences 
and knowledge of local animals and where/when to find them. 

• It is also a chance to find out what other groups are doing. There may be 
opportunities to cooperate (e.g. travel to Little Cataraqui to observe chickadees at 
feeders) 

 
The most important point is that you define a precise and simple hypothesis for each 
group member. Your hypotheses must be clearly stated and testable with the data you 
collect. They don’t have to be particularly profound, though originality is always 
rewarding (and rewarded). A greater effort put into planning will lead to a much easier 
time collecting data, and a more satisfying end result. 
 
Finally, remember that a proposal is just that – a proposal. If you decide to change your 
methods, use a different species, or you have a brilliant new idea later on, that’s fine – just 
let your TA know about the change of plans. Preliminary observations are often necessary 
just to figure out what might be possible! 
 
Further details on the proposal criteria and marking scheme here: 
http://roslyndakin.com/wp-content/uploads/private/BIOL321Project2_Seminar.pdf 
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2. Data collection 
Refer to the instructions from project 1 for some guidelines on how to start thinking about 
data collection.  
 
Don’t be surprised if the first outing doesn’t result in neat data. In fact, you should 
probably plan your first observation session as a pilot study to iron out problems with your 
data recording and behaviour definitions. Afterwards, improve your data sheets, change 
your methods and definitions if necessary, discard the preliminary data, and then begin 
your study in earnest. 
 
It is often best to break up the observation period into several shorter sessions rather than 
one long one. That way you will get a range of conditions and animals, and you will be 
able to respond to unfavourable conditions. 
 
3. Analysis and interpretation 
Refer to the instructions from project 1 for some guidelines on the analysis stage.  
 
Make sure you use your lab time to consult with your TA about statistical questions. There 
are additional stats references linked on the course Resource page here: 
http://roslyndakin.com/biol321/?page_id=20  
 
4. Project report 
As with project 1, there should be no duplicated text between group members. Any 
instance of this will be considered plagiarism. Each group member should have a different 
hypothesis, and each of you should hand in a unique report.  
 
Reports are due in pdf form on the Biol321 Moodle site by December 9th at 12 midnight. 
 
All reports must have: 

1) In the file name: your TA’s name followed by your name (e.g., Roz_JohnSmith.pdf) 
2) A cover page: with a title, your TA’s name, your name & your student number, and 

the names of your 2 group members 
3) In the document header on every page: your TA’s name, your name & your 

student number 
 
In addition to your written report, each group will submit original raw data sheets. These 
should be stapled together for the entire group, with a cover sheet listing your TA’s name 
and all group members’ names. These are due by December 9th at 5:00 PM in the big 
yellow box in Biosciences 3520. 
 
Further details on the report criteria and marking scheme here: 
http://roslyndakin.com/wp-content/uploads/private/BIOL321Project2_Report.pdf 
	  


