
	

 BI594 Topics in Biology – Spring 2020 
“Sex, sexes, and sexual phenotypes” 

Prof. Karen Warkentin (kwarken@bu.edu) 
4 credits, Mon & Wed 4:30–6:15, BRB 115 

Readings: selected primary & review papers & book chapters 

The evolution of sex was a major event in the history of life, facilitating adaptation and the 
diversification of life, including the evolution and differentiation of sexes and a wide variety of 
sex-related phenotypes. The biology of sex thus offers opportunities to study fascinating, cutting-
edge questions in evolutionary and developmental biology. However, our understanding of the 
biology of sex and sexes has clearly been affected by human social expectations and biases, 
changing dramatically with social changes and the incorporation of different perspectives and 
research questions; this expansion of perspectives is ongoing. The biology of sex thus also serves 
as an excellent area to critically examine science as a human process. In this course, we will 
attempt to build a more inclusive understanding of the diversity of sexual biology by examining 
foundational questions about sex as well as new research that challenges conventional 
perspectives and is shifting our understanding of  sexual variation, in humans and other 
organisms. One goal is to improve our ability to ask questions and design and evaluate research, 
considering all the variation. A second goal is to develop ways to use biology to improve inclusion 
in education. We will also develop resources to make this information more accessible to others. 

Students will actively participate in finding relevant papers and determining the specific topic 
coverage through the semester. They will also explore an area of their choice in depth through a 
research paper, developed in stages with peer and faculty feedback. We will share our work 
within the class through presentations and discussions. We will share our work outside the class 
through an online annotated bibliography and Wikipedia editing. Grading weights will be 
determined in consultation with students when the course begins. 

About Prof. Warkentin — I am an integrative and comparative biologist whose research focuses 
on phenotypic plasticity and life history diversity. I am also a core faculty member in Women’s, 
Gender, & Sexuality Studies. I bring a queer perspective to science, which affects the questions 
that I ask. My teaching about sex has also been informed by collaborations with humanists and 
social scientists through my work as the natural scientist in WS101 since 2011. To see videos of 
my recent talks linking biology with perspectives from gender & sexuality studies, follow links at 
http://sites.bu.edu/warkentinlab/gen-sex/ (2019 plenary talks for Ecological Society of America 
and Brazilian Herpetology Congress, 2018 Boston University Lecture for a general audience). 

Should I take this class? — This is a Biology course designed for seniors and graduate students 
that is also open to seniors and graduate students from other programs. Students must possess 
sufficient biological background in evolution, development, physiology and/or behavior to 
engage deeply with the material, a commitment to active participation, and a willingness to 
critically examine assumptions. For more information, contact Prof. Warkentin. 


