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Intelligent design
Teachers need to accommodate the differing world views of students from Jewish,
Christian or Muslim backgrounds — which means openly discussing creationism and
intelligent design as alternatives to evolutionary theory
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What should science teachers do when faced with students who are creationists? Definitions of creationism vary, but
about 10% ot;geople in the UK believe that the Earth is onl[isome 10,000 years old, that it came into existence as
described in the early parts of the Bible or the Qur'an and that the most evolution has done is to split species into

closely related species.

At the same time, the overwhelming majority of biologists consider evolution to be the central concept in biological

sciences, providing a conceptual framework that unifies every aspect of the life sciences into a single coherent

g;lslgzphne, eqfg‘ll , the overwhelming majority of scientists believe that the universe is of the order of about 13t014
illion years ol

Evolution and cosmology are understood by many to be a religious issue because they can be seen to contradict the

accounts of origins of lite and the universe described in the Jewish, Christian and Muslim Scriptures, The issue sesms
like an ongoing dispute that has science and religion battling to support the credibility of their explanations.

1 feel that creationism is best seen by science teachers not as a misconception but as a world view. The implication of
this is that the most a science teacher can normally hgg'e to achieve is to ensure that students with creationist beliefs
understand the scientific position. In the short term, this scientific world view is unlikely to supplant a creationist
one.

So how might one teach evolution in science lessons, say to 14 to 16-year-olds? Many scientists, and some science
educators, fear that consideration of creationism or intélligent design in a science classroom legitimises them.

For ple, the excellent book Science, Evolution, and Creationism ublished by the US National Academy of
Sciences and Institute of Medicine, asserts: "The ideas offered by intelligent design creationists are not the roducts
of scientific reasoning. Discussing these ideas in science classes would not be appropriate given their lack of scientific
support.”

Tagree with the first sentence but disagree with the second. Just because something lacks scientific supgmt doesn't
seem to me a sufficient reason to omit it from a science lesson. When I was tanght physics at school, an taught it
extremely well in my view, what I remember finding so exciting was that we could discuss almost anythi{:g providing

we were prepared to defend our thinking in a way that admitted objective evidence and logical argument

Bo whan teaching evolutlon, thew iy iuch to be sald for allowdiy students to raise any doubts they have (hardldy a
rovolutionary idea in science teachin, ) and doing one's besl Lo have a genuine discussion. The word ‘genulne’ doesn't
mean that creationism or intelligent design deserve equal time.

However, in certain classes, depending on the comfort of the teacher in dealing with such issues and the make-up of
the student body, it can be aippropriate to deal with the issue. If questions or issues about creationism and intelligent
design arise during science lessons they can be used to illustrate a number of aspects of how science works,

Having said that, I don't believe that such teaching is easy. Some students get very heated; others remain silent even if
they disagree profoundly with what is said. .

1do believe in taking seriously and respectfully the concerns of students who do not accept the theory of evolution,
while still m{:n_)ducmﬁ them to it. While it is unlikely that this will help students who have a conflict Dbetween science
and their religious beliefs to resolve the contlict, good science teaching can help students to manage it — and to leam
more science.

Creationism can profitably be seen not as a simple misconception that careful science teaching can correct. Rather, a
student who believes in creationism has a non-scientific way of seeing the world, and one very rarely changes one's
world view as a result of a 50-minute lesson, however well taught.

Michael Reiss is professor of science education at the Institute of Bducation, University of London, and director of
education at the Royal Society
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