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contributions to scientific methodology?
Most people—or, at least, most Americans—do 

not understand what science actually means, what 
theories are or how scientists conduct tests to reach 
conclusions, Scott said.

“Evolution is an inference,” she said. “It is an 
inference based on a huge amount of information. 
Descent with modification cannot be observed; it 
can only be inferred. It is the only explanation that 
makes sense based on the information we have.” In 
another piece of drive-by-science ammunition, she 
pointed out that nobody has observed the planets 
circle the sun. That’s another inference, and a pretty 
good one.

Above all, science has nothing to do with reli-
gious belief, she said. It has to do with method. It is 
a way of knowing. It compels no particular religious 
belief or disbelief. In fact, as Janet Browne pointed 
out in her lecture, Origin itself dealt neither with 
God nor with human ancestry, so the controversies 
do not spring directly from Darwin’s work.

And yet .... Science magazine in 2006 published 
a survey on evolution (Scott was one of the authors) 
showing that the United States came in second to 
last in acceptance of evolution.

Numbers like that make Stanford President 
Emeritus Donald Kennedy (a former editor of Sci-
ence) a bit hot under the collar. So when President 
John Hennessy formally kicked off the university’s 
K-12 Initiative in April 2007, the speaker was Ken-
nedy, and one of his themes was science education 
in the age of creationism.

At the time, Kennedy told the audience, he had 
agreed to be an expert witness in a trial in federal 
court in which the Regents of the University of 
California were being sued by an association of fun-
damentalist Christian schools, which argued that 
their alternative science classes should be accepted 
as prerequisites for university admission. (One of 
the lawyers for UC turned out to be a former hu-
man biology student of Kennedy’s.)

“What the creationist alternative does to students 
is to intercept and deaden curiosity, along with the 
desire to discover various truths for themselves,” he 
said. “If relationships or correlations can be simply 
allocated to the cleverness of a designer, there is very 
little incentive to think up an experiment or under-
take an analysis.”

To prepare for the trial (which UC won in 
2008), he studied the textbooks used by the plain-
tiffs, books with titles such as Biology for Christian 
Schools.

“In exploring these texts I found few instances in 
which students are being introduced to science as 
a process, that is, the way in which scientists work, 
how they do experiments, or the way in which they 
analyze and interpret the results of their investiga-
tions,” he said.

“The curriculum represented by these books fails 
to accomplish that, even with respect to the hy-
pothesis that dominates them, namely, that biologi-
cal complexity and organic diversity are the result 
of special creation. Critical thinking is absent in the 
defense of those propositions.”

Kennedy has an ally in Stanford’s dean for re-
ligious life, the Rev. Scotty McLennan, who some 
time ago delivered a sermon highly critical of In-
telligent Design. In a nutshell, ID posits that there 
must be an omniscient designer who steps in now 
and then to resolve the occasional inexplicable 

gap or anomaly in universal life. But that is religion, 
McLennan said, and it has no place in a science class-
room. It also, he added, insults the glory of creation.

Teaching science
The challenge that Kennedy described, both in 

schools and in the courts, is taken seriously by the 
scientific community, so much so that the National 
Academy of Sciences in 2008 published a handbook, 
Science, Evolution, and Creationism, for those who 
want to counter anti-evolution allegations. One of the 
internal reviewers of the book was Sharon Long, the 
William C. Steere, Jr.–Pfizer Inc. Professor of Biology 
and former dean of the School of Humanities and Sci-
ences.

In May 2008, the Public Library of Science Biology 
published what it called the first nationally representa-
tive survey of teachers concerning the teaching of evo-
lution, and the results were worrying to Jean Lythcott, 
the Theodore and Frances Geballe Clinical Associ-
ate Lecturer and lecturer in science education at the 
School of Education.

“The survey showed that around one in eight biol-
ogy teachers believes in creationism,” she said, shak-
ing her head. “There has been a strategy to repackage 
creationism” as Intelligent Design, she said, pointing 
to the Discovery Institute’s recent campaign to get ID 
into schools by targeting teacher training. In many 
places, the campaign was successful—until 
the all-important 2005 decision in Do-
ver, Pa. (Kitzmiller v. Dover Area 
School District), in which a fed-
eral judge established once and 
for all that ID was disguised 
religion.

“Will our graduates en-
counter this? Yes, they 
will,” Lythcott said. “We 
can’t tell how strong the 
challenge will be, but we 
must prepare them. At 
Stanford it is our ethical 
responsibility to prepare 
teachers of biology who 
fully understand the consen-
sus view of biology. We have 
had some students here who, in 
the classroom, would support chal-
lenges to biology from a religious posi-
tion, and that’s very hard. It has gnawed at 
my ethical core. But we have to make our position very 
clear.”

To that end, the School of Education recently posted 
a statement on its website that the Stanford Teacher 
Education Program “shares the position of the Na-
tional Academy of Sciences, affirming that biological 
evolution is the central organizing principle of modern 
biology.”

“Everyone needs to be free to hold their own under-
standing of the world without being challenged,” Lyth-
cott said. “But not everyone is entitled to be a biology 
teacher. Teachers have a professional obligation to their 
students.”

Chemist Richard Zare, the Marguerite Blake Wil-

bur Professor in Natural Science, said in a conver-
sation about science and religion several years ago, 
“We may never understand the world. This is an un-
bearable condition for some people. But I live with 
uncertainty.”

Some cannot. They want a blueprint that gives 
meaning and direction to the universe. Without it, 
they say, we have no moral compass; we have only 
chaos.

But for others, such as Durham, Siegel and the 
thousands more who are toasting Darwin this year, 
it is exhilarating and humbling, one of the founda-
tions of modern scientific thinking.

The two worlds sometimes meet. Another Dar-
winist, cognitive psychologist Daniel Levitin, visit-
ing from McGill University, told his winter Human 
Biology class that on the flight from Montreal, the 
man next to him had noticed Levitin was reading 
Origin. The man called the f light attendant to re-
quest a seat change, saying he was uncomfortable 
sitting next to an evolutionist. In the time that 
elapsed before the flight attendant could move peo-
ple around to accommodate his wishes, Levitin—a 
Stanford alumnus and the author of two widely read 
books explaining what music does to our brain (and 
vice versa)—engaged the man, who turned out to be 
a civil engineer with deep, fundamentalist Christian 
beliefs.

Had he studied physics? Levitin asked. 
Of course, the engineer replied. And 

wasn’t it hard to accept Newton’s 
law of gravity? Levitin asked. 

Not at all, the engineer re-
plied. God made the world 
in six days, and during 
that time bestowed grav-
ity upon us. No problem 
there. Might He not also 
have bestowed the law of 
natural selection upon us, 
Levitin asked, so that a 
moth whose coloring pro-
tected it against predators 

might survive better than 
those without? Hmmmm? 

The engineer thought care-
fully. And then, like a designer 

stepping in—though in this case 
to squelch development—the flight at-

tendant found him an empty seat.
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This canonical 1837 image of the “Tree of Life,” above, from Darwin’s 
notebooks, showing the relationship among all organisms, was the first 
known sketch of the evolutionary process. Left, the statue of Louis 
Agassiz, an early opponent of Darwin, after it toppled from its perch on 
Jordan Hall after the 1906 earthquake.

The image of the swooping bird, above, was the backdrop for a winter-
quarter theatrical interpretation of Darwin’s own voyage of discovery 
as he debated with himself, his colleagues, his wife and God about the 
strange natural phenomena he was observing.

‘What the creationist alternative does to students is to 

intercept and deaden curiosity, along with the desire 

to discover various truths for themselves.

If relationships or correlations can be simply 

allocated to the cleverness of a designer, 

there is very little incentive to think up

an experiment or undertake an analysis.’ 

–  D o n a l d  K e n n e dy 
f o r m e r p r e s id  e nt  o f  Sta n f o r d
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