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Threats to science education hurt religion, too
The theory of evolution doesn’t conflict with the religious views of the vast majority of people.

Published: Tuesday, March 7, 2006 - 6:00 am 

By Alan I. Leshner and Baxter M. Wynn

When Christian clergy across the country took part in a recent "evolution Sunday," 
South Carolina congregations were well-represented. Similarly, nearly 120 of the 
state's religious leaders are among some 10,000 who have signed a letter affirming 
that "the timeless truths of the Bible and the discoveries of modern science may 
comfortably coexist."

Yet, proposed changes to South Carolina's biology standards -- to be evaluated 
Wednesday by the State Board of Education -- would resuscitate an unnecessary 
and artificial conflict between scientific facts and faith. Bringing this staged conflict 
back to life would only confuse students about the nature of science, while distorting 
their understanding of how science relates to religion. Worse still, the alternative 
language threatens to diminish the very personal nature of religious faith, by 
suggesting that the rich diversity of beliefs could ever be fairly portrayed as a single 
viewpoint in a science classroom.

The Education Oversight Committee, advised in part by two scientists representing a 
leading anti-evolution group, has recommended changing the way that biology is 
taught to K-12 students. On first blush, the alternative language seems reasonable 
enough: It proposes that students should "critically analyze aspects of evolutionary 
theory." But, don't be fooled. These same words have become code for those who, 
like Sen. Mike Fair (R-Greenville), seem determined to insert one -- and only one -- 
type of religion into science classes. Nationwide, more than a dozen pending laws, 
including Sen. Fair's South Carolina S 909, would undermine the teaching of 
evolution by emphasizing "flaws" in the theory, or by calling for more critical thinking, 
though only regarding evolution.

Such efforts are a disservice to students and to parents of many faiths whose own 
beliefs may or may not be consistent with "creationism" -- the literal interpretation of 
Genesis -- or its more recent incarnation, "intelligent design." This is what 
proponents like Sen. Fair want to have taught.

Americans have long 
valued religious freedom. 
A subset of U.S. citizens 
believe that the universe 
and all its inhabitants were 
created, literally in their 
current form, within the 
past 10,000 years, not 
billions of years ago as 
demonstrated by scientific 
evidence. And, that's fine 
for this small group of 
people.

But, the theory of 
evolution does not, in fact, 
conflict in any way with the 
religious views of the vast 
majority of Christian, 
Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist 

or Hindu followers. Further, the updated version of Charles Darwin's original 
proposal that plants and animals evolve and adapt gradually over time is 
well-supported by thousands of studies and well-accepted by virtually every scientist 
in the world. Increasingly, mainstream religious leaders have teamed up with 
scientists to affirm the importance of a high-quality science education, as evidenced 
by the10,000-strong Clergy Letter and by public endorsements from the Vatican's 
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chief astronomer.

Inserting one religious view into science standards is disrespectful of other faiths. 
Presenting science alongside religion within the science curriculum also would 
hinder students' efforts to grasp the nature of science versus faith. That's a shame. 
As President Bush pointed out in his latest State of the Union Address, at a time 
when America is facing unprecedented challenges we cannot afford to compromise 
the quality of K-12 science education. We must do all we can to train the next 
generation of innovators.

The stakes are especially high in South Carolina, which has established a record of 
excellence in science education. The state's science standards are widely admired 
and were even applauded as "exemplary" in a recent Fordham Foundation report.

Creationism and intelligent design may be perfectly appropriate in courses dealing 
with philosophy, religion, family teachings or world views. But, South Carolina's State 
Board of Education should stick to teaching science in science classrooms. The 
state's children deserve the best possible science education, as well as their 
religious freedom.
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