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Editing this special issue of Learning & Behavior in honor
of David Sherry, and preparing a celebration of his career
for the 2021 meeting of the Comparative Cognition Society,
have left us admiring David more than ever for his positive
impact on our field and on the people in it. Finding col-
leagues who were willing and able to contribute talks and
papers in honor of David was easy because he has inspired
or trained so many folks in our CO3 community. Here, we
welcome you to the special issue of Learning & Behavior in
honor of David Sherry with a short, and necessarily incom-
plete, career biography connecting David to the excellent
collection of articles in this issue.
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David began his training as a scientist at a time when
“comparative cognition,” to the extent that it existed under
other names, focused almost entirely on the study of labora-
tory rats and pigeons. By bringing together ecology, cog-
nition, and neuroscience, he contributed to a revolution in
the study of animal psychology, demonstrating the power of
approaching cognitive capacities as adaptations that serve
natural behavior.

From early days, David’s work was characterized by inno-
vative thinking and novel experimentation. David earned his
undergraduate degree in psychology at McMaster Univer-
sity, where he did work with Bennett (Jeff) Galef on social
learning. This research relationship produced David’s first
paper, which documented the transmission of food prefer-
ences from rat mothers to their pups through the mother’s
milk (Galef & Sherry, 1973). More than a decade later,
Sherry and Galef surprised students of social learning again
with a paper reporting the fact that black-capped chickadees
learn faster to open “milk tubs” in the presence of other
birds, even though they do not do so by imitating (Sherry
& Galef, 1984, 1990). This work forced a reconsideration
about much of what people thought they knew about the cul-
tural transmission of milk-bottle opening by tits in England.

After graduating, David moved a little north and east to
Toronto, where he earned his master’s and PhD and worked
with Jerry Hogan and Nicholas Mrosovsky on the behavior
of jungle fowl. Here, he published on food calls (Sherry,
1977), thermoregulation (Sherry, 1981), and anorexia
(Mrosovsky & Sherry, 1980; Sherry et al., 1980).

David then moved much further east for an NSERC-
NATO funded postdoc at Oxford University, where he began
the work on memory in food-storing birds for which he is
so well known. Here, he established an approach that com-
bined thorough knowledge of the ecology of his subjects,
field work, and creative and novel experimental techniques.
In one example of this creativity, he, Richard Cowie, and
John Krebs used a Geiger counter to relocate radioactively
labelled seeds they offered birds to cache, allowing them to
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document how marsh tits distribute their cached food and
how long they wait to return to collect it (Cowie et al., 1981).
In a brilliant experiment that conclusively demonstrated the
use of memory to recover cached food, David took advan-
tage of the natural “split brain” of birds. He allowed birds
to cache seeds with one eye covered, and then search for the
seeds using either the eye that had been functional during
caching, or the eye that had been covered. Remarkably, the
brain hemisphere receiving input from the functional eye
knew the location of cached food even when the other did
not (Sherry et al., 1981)!

Returning to Toronto from Oxford, David progressed
from postdoc through to associate professor, publishing
his classic papers on hippocampal volume and food storing
(Sherry et al., 1989), the effects of hippocampal removal on
memory for stored food (Sherry & Vaccarino, 1989), and
his landmark paper with Dan Schacter on the evolution of
multiple memory systems (Sherry & Schacter, 1987). This
paper is considered by many to have inaugurated a new era
in the study of animal cognition, one that combined evolu-
tionary theory, ecology, and neuroscience. If you are new to
the field and have not read this last paper, or a more recent
update (Sherry, 2006), you are strongly encouraged!

In 1990, David moved to Western University, where
he has continued his career since. Over the years, David’s
research breadth has further grown to include studies of hip-
pocampus and memory in voles (Sherry et al., 1992), cow-
birds (e.g., Sherry et al., 1993; Sherry & Guigueno, 2019),
and migratory birds (e.g., Henrique et al., 2021; Magalhaes
et al., 2017). He has continued to branch out, training stu-
dents in more diverse topics to include bee cognition, neu-
rogenesis, and many other topics, always exploiting new
technologies and using clever research designs to probe the
interface between ecology, animal cognition, and neurosci-
ence. David played a pivotal role in founding the Advanced
Facility for Avian Research (http://birds.uwo.ca), and his
research programs have helped attract other bird researchers
to Western.

David is an outstanding teacher and communicator.
Perhaps partly due to his early training in theater, he has
a beautiful way of pacing his lectures to achieve a subtle
and compelling drama. He is known by former students and
colleagues alike for the kind way he teaches, often starting
a question with, “I may have misunderstood, but . . . ,” fol-
lowed by a clear statement of the problem and leading gently
to an appropriate answer.

Beyond the classroom, David has been a generous and
caring mentor to scores of his own and others’ students,
and to junior faculty. David has also fostered robust col-
laborative training partnerships between Canada and Brazil.
At Western, he helped develop undergraduate programs in
animal behavior and neuroscience, and he was director of
an interdisciplinary graduate program in neuroscience. For
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these and other contributions, he has been recognized with
teaching awards, and Western’s highest honor, the Distin-
guished University Professorship.

This special issue, even with so many contributors,
fails—as does this brief biography—to capture the breadth
of David’s research over the years. But it does hint at the
diverse contributions he has made both in discovery, situat-
ing the comparative study of memory in an evolutionary
context, and in training new waves of students interested in
understanding the continuities and discontinuities of psy-
chology across species and ecologies. We hope you enjoy
the range of work found here.
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