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Student observing an experiment on a chimpanzee at Skylab (2017, Basic

Program)
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Performing the same task as chimpanzees (2018, group participation type)
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Experience Note of ELCAS in Primatology

Masaki ToMONAGA

Primate Research Institute (PRI), Kyoto University

The Primate Research Institute (PRI) of Kyoto University has
been offering opportunities to introduce numerous junior high and
high school students to advanced research in primatology through
lectures and facility tours at such events as its open lectures and
open house days. In addition, the institute has often supported the
learning activities of Super Science High school. Some of the
students at those lectures and activities contacted us directly later
to express their interest. So far, we have responded to those
students by providing them with opportunities of participant
observation at the actual research sites. The content of participant
observation is the same as that of the PokeZemi (pocket-size
seminar called ILAS Seminar today) for first-year students of
Kyoto University. Our laboratory focuses on chimpanzees in the
study of their cognitive ability using the methods of cognitive
science. By doing that, we are trying to explore the evolution of the
mind. The video footage of our research outcomes introduced in
the mass media or the Internet is so called “champion data” or “the
best shots” as it were, and it is difficult to surmise from them what
daily research activities are really like. This being the case, we
maintain a continuous tradition from the time of our previous
professors, which is to invite several first-year students to the
Primate Research Institute in Inuyama, Aichi, and let them stay in
the accommodations of the institute for a week to experience
communal living, so that they can join our daily research activities.
Some of the invited students chose to be researchers later. I was
always thinking about how we could offer junior high and high
school students the experience of practical educational activities
like that. Then, I think it was in 2016, I learned about ELCAS.

I immediately started recruiting fellow academics from PRI for
the project. They and I have been running the special course
Primate Biology together in the Faculty of Science at Kyoto
University for more than a decade. I involved Takakazu Yumoto,
the director of PRI, and the institute managed to join the Basic
Program in 2017. I asked Prof. Yumoto to provide classroom
lectures and worked with five other academics to set the following
topics with “investigation” as the key term: “Investigation of the
origin of language: homology of behaviors between monkey and
human ,” “Investigation of eating: the sense of taste and the genes
of primates including humans,” “Investigation of the evolution of
humans: comparison of shapes and functions of bones,”
“Investigation of the intelligence of chimpanzees: comparison of
string memory tasks,” “Investigation of the life of cells:
reproduction of the emergence and evolution of cells using iPS
cells,” and “Investigation of the brain: structure and functions of
the primate nervous system.” Although it was a new project full of
uncertainties, we received positive feedback from the students and
the involved academics.

My workshop is held in the Skylab facility with a walk-in booth
in the living area for chimpanzees, thanks to which the
chimpanzees can participate in experiments anytime, from
anywhere, with anybody. Students actually conduct experiments
on the chimpanzees there and collect data. After that, students
moved to the other room, where we conduct experiments on one
chimpanzee at a time, to take the experiment themselves by
performing the same task as the chimpanzees. Then they compare
and analyze the results. It is an attempt to provide students with
first-hand understanding of the similarities and differences
between chimpanzees and humans.

Furthermore, 1 started offering an individual participation
workshop in the same format as PokeZemi from fiscal year 2018.
Two students participated in that. In the workshop, I had the
students participate not only in the experiments on chimpanzees
but also in the actual study of cognitive science on horses
conducted nearby. For the poster presentation at the end of the
term, although we could not offer as much assistance as we wanted
because of schedule constraints, the students were awarded the
best presentation prize. It was more of a success than we had
expected, and we were very pleased with that.

For high school students, primatology and cognitive science are
entirely new fields that are not taught in their usual curriculums.
That is a major reason why projects connecting high school and
university education, such as this, are extremely important. We
will do our best for high school students visiting PRI in the next
fiscal year, too, encouraged by a comment from one student who
stated, “Thanks to the workshop, I think I have found the path I
would like to take.”
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