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Bird and Emery (2009) used four rooks, Corvus frugilegus, members of the corvid family, in a series of tool-use tasks in the laboratory. Rooks are not known to use tools in the wild, however, a related corvid, New Caledonian crows, are well-known for using tools in the wild. The authors found that the four rooks successfully used tools in the various tasks, some of which involved finding stones heavy enough to release platforms to obtain food, orienting stones in the proper direction to put into a tube so that food could be obtained, among others. The fact that these rooks were successful at these tasks implies that tool use in crow species is part of what the authors call a “cognitive tool-kit”. The authors suggest that tool-use is likely dependent on the individual’s ecology. For example, rooks have a much more generalized diet, meaning that they eat a wide variety of food, so they may not have as much motivation to use tools in the wild to obtain food. Capuchin monkeys, another species that uses more tools in the laboratory compared to the wild, has been shown to use tools more frequently in the wild when food is scarce. Overall, this study suggests that rooks have similar cognitive abilities to other crow species, and that tool-use is only one measure of their cognitive abilities.
Christopher Bird, the first author, is a professor of Animal Behavior at the University of Cambridge.  He has published many articles about birds, problem-solving, and animal intelligence.  In terms of the methodology, one strength was that the authors had a total of 10 different tests of tool use for each of the four rooks. Providing multiple tasks for each bird to complete helped to provide more evidence of tool-use in the laboratory. The rooks were separated for each test to avoid any type of cultural transmission of knowledge or observational learning. While it is challenging to have access to multiple captive rooks, the results would have been even stronger had the sample size been greater than 4 (a weakness). It is also important to point out that rooks are social animals and often forage together. The authors do not discuss the fact that being tested alone in the foraging tasks may have increased the chances that the rooks used a tool.
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 Objective summary of the methods, results, and discussion; if your source does not collect data, make sure you summarize it in enough detail that someone who did not read it understands the basic points of the source.
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 Subjective summary; Evaluate the credentials of the first author; Evaluate the source.  What are the strengths? What are the weaknesses? 




