'CATING THE EDUCATORS

Massimo Pigliucet

359 the world got a piece of shocking news: it scems that not only is the
the center of the universe, as Copernicus and Galileo had amply demonstr
that human beings are not the pinnacle of creation after all. This dev:
v to our self-esteem {as Freud called 1t) — the second in three centuries -
Charles Darwin, a quiet Englishman who had made his hifelong acuvit
wnding of the natural vanation of living organisms. As 15 well known
1won of his On the Origin of Species caused quite a stir in academic circle:
he general public. The first kind of controversy (the scientific one} lasted
cades: by the turn of the 20th century the theory of descent with modific
vin called it), or evolution (as we now refer to 1t), was as solidly establish
relativity or the theory of gases.
s0 tor the second sort of controversy: while the general public 1n most Eure
s does not consider the notion that we are closely related to chimps and
ticularly outrageous anymore, a vocal minority in the United Stares refuse
a on 1deological grounds: it’s not in the Bible, so it can’t be.
v can this bizarre state of aftairs persist into the 21st century?
1 scientist, this seems as incredible as somebody seriously defending the
the earth is flat (which a tew people belonging to the Flat Earth Socie
Ja actually do!}. Scientists are not in the business of guestioning people’s
liefs, bur they are also paid to teach the best of whar we have good reaso
e know, leaving individuals to make decisions on how to reconcile the di
science with their own religious views.
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e Tennessee Darwin Coalition served as inspiration behind the intern
n Day Program. The Darwin Day Program works to encourage the pu
bout evolutionary biolegy and to prompt scientists to get out of their ivos
at least a few hours and talk to the people who, after all, pay their salar
-h grants. Surely this sort of communication between experts and lay pecop
ad idea. Bridging the gap between scicnee and society 1s what the Darw
urt is all about.

st in case you'd like to start your own Darwin Day celebrations, let me ¢
we did in Tennessee thas year.

1 events started on February 11 with a workshop for local jumior and high
rs on how ro use evolution as an cxample of critical thinking. [magine! T
it would be much better for students to learn about the process of scien
ertain conclusions (e.g., that we did evolve from a common ancestor share
tly living chimps) are actually rcached instead of just learning facts th
o take on faith.

1 February 12 there was a whole array of cvents, starting with an all-day in
»oth at the student union where faculty and graduarte students will answe
bout evolurion, and eontinuing with a documentary festival in which vide
ed by a discussion of the main idcas presented. Darwin Day 2002 in Ter
ded with a special lecture by philosopher Elliote Sober {of the Univel
nsin-Madison), who nicely showed why intelligent design theory 15 actu
-at all {sec his paper in this anthology.)

»w, you don’t have to do all this to have a Darwin Day next year, but ma
= advantage of vour local colleges and univensities - work with the com
ch you are a part.

hile it is astounding to see that the state of science education 1n this cov
r that people proudly “reject” well established saentitic theories simply |
on't fit with their preconceptions, there is a bnght side to almost everythus
oluticn-creation controversy 1s no exception. After my rude awakening
es of creationism when 1 moved to Tennessee, 1 started to study the probi
ts. [n so doing I lcarned quite a bit about why people believe what they |
shat shortcomings of science education are contributing to cause the pi
-sult has been a better awareness of the situation and a renewed willingne
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