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Natural Evolution vs. Intelligent Design: Should They Both be Taught to our Children?


	A young teenage boy is sitting in his Biology class.  He and his classmates are learning about the origins of life on earth in today’s lecture.  The teacher tells the students that Darwin’s theory of evolution explains everything.  She explains that all life has evolved over billions of years from simple masses of primordial slime to the diverse life we see today simply by chance.  According to the teacher, there is no other reasonable explanation for the variety of life on our planet.  Unfortunately, such is the case in too many public schools in America today.  An intelligent designer is not even mentioned as a remote possibility.  Students should be presented with a clear and accurate picture of what evolution is, with all its strengths and weaknesses, and they should also be given a clear picture of what intelligent design says so that they can make up their own minds about what to believe.


Before proceeding further, perhaps we should take time to define exactly what is meant by the terms “evolution” and “intelligent design.”  For our purposes, we shall define evolution as the common scientific theory that all life evolved naturally over billions of years from a single organism or a very small group of organisms without the presence of any supernatural force or being.  According to evolutionists, these creatures came about on the planet completely by chance.  The theory of intelligent design, on the other hand, says that “the living world reflects the design of a conscious, rational intelligence” (Adler 2).  It must be understood that proponents of intelligent design do not completely dismiss evolution; they simply do not believe its teaching that life occurred entirely accidentally.  Those people who hold the ideas of intelligent design to be true do indeed believe that evolution has occurred to some extent, but they deny the claim that it has occurred without any intervention from an intelligent being.  It must further be understood that the students with which I am concerned are those who are advanced enough in their studies to begin the real act of critical thinking and analysis, namely high school and college students.  Having defined the terms and the subjects who are affected by this debate, let us now consider the issue at itself.  It has been established that both theories should be taught.  Therefore, let us examine some of the reasons for teaching intelligent design along with evolution as well as some of the reasons opponents of this viewpoint wish to leave intelligent design unconsidered in the science classroom.


Evolution and intelligent design should both be taught because neither theory has yet been proven concretely by scientific evidence, and many scientists are finding it increasingly harder to accept blindly the “facts,” as they have been called, of evolution.  While there are some compelling arguments and scientific evidence in favor of Darwin’s theory, it is still just that: a theory.  Unproved though it may be, it is still taught as hard scientific fact.  Dr. Eugenie Scott, executive director of the National Center for Science Education, says that evolution is grounded in scientific fact (Parker 1).  However, this is not necessarily true.  One student at Mississippi College agrees that neither theory can currently be proven by science, so both theories should be treated equally in the classroom (Williams).  Many students go through their entire scholastic careers believing that evolution is ironclad and that it is scientific law; the truth is that it is not.  Many of the things Darwin presented as solid evidence for his theory were seriously flawed or were completely fabricated, yet these things have been accepted as truth.  Icons of the evolutionary theory like the Miller Experiment, Darwin’s Tree of Life, and Haeckel’s Embryonic Drawings, with which every true student of biology is familiar, are just not right.  In his book, journalist Lee Strobel, who was an atheist for most of his life partly because of flawed evolutionary teaching, interviews Dr. Jonathan Wells about evolution.  Among other things, Wells, a senior fellow at the Discovery Institute’s Center for Science and Culture in Seattle, Washington, says, “If you consider all of the evidence, Darwin’s tree is false as a description of the history of life…It’s not even a good hypothesis at this point” (46 - 47).  Dr. Robert E. Kofahl, science coordinator for the Creation Science Research Center in San Diego, California, says, “Evolutionary interpretations and theories are taught… dogmatically… protectively, without criticism and failures, exclusively…as the only scientifically acceptable way of thinking about the world, [and] under an erroneous definition of science…” (159).  Among other criticisms of this view, Kofahl says that theories should always be open to criticism and scrutiny, never protected (159).  Since evolution has not been proven, it should not be taught as though it has been.  It should be taught as a theory, along with other theories, including that of intelligent design.  There are other reasons for teaching both intelligent design and evolution, however.


Over the past several years, startling new scientific evidence has prompted many scientists to begin believing that a rational, intelligent designer was behind the complexity of our universe.  In fact, Gallup polls cited by one web site state that forty-five percent of scientists in America now believe in creation or theistic evolution (i.e. intelligent design) (Robinson 1). Like the evidence for Darwin’s theory, however, the theory of intelligent design cannot be proven by current science.  It is true that much of the evidence in support of a designer exists as much in the metaphysical realm as in the scientific, prompting many critics to completely dismiss the theory.  For those scientists, like Wells, who see this argument as possible, even probable, however, there exists a wealth of scientific data and experiments in favor of a creator.  All one has to do is look in the right places.  Wells believes:


…Science is pointing strongly toward design.  To me, as a scientist, the development of an embryo cries out, “Design!”  The Cambrian explosion - the sudden appearance of complex life, with no evidence of ancestors - is more consistent with design than evolution…None of these things make as much sense from a Darwinian perspective as they do from a design perspective (Strobel 66).


Those like Scott, who believe that only evolution should be taught because there is simply no evidence at all that supports the idea of intelligent design, are, according to many of today’s scientists, mistaken.  She says that there is ample evidence to support evolution, but there is none to support intelligent design (160).  This just simply is not the case.  Since evolution is flawed yet still taught as fact, students should at least be introduced to the idea that a rational designer might be responsible for life.  Many students are coming out of high schools and colleges today with the idea that the theory of intelligent design is completely irrational and that evolution answers all the questions about the origin of life, but it is entirely rational to at least accept this idea as possible.  With so many people, especially scientists, now believing in some form of intelligent design or another it is extremely unwise to leave such teaching out of the curriculum based on lack of support.  It is not at all misleading to teach children about a theory that statistics show almost half of all scientists in America now accept.  Students deserve to know that Darwin’s theory is, in fact, not the only way to view the world from a scholarly or scientific standpoint.  Now, let us answer those who say that intelligent design should not be taught by considering some of the reasons for their belief.


Some would argue that the teaching of creation or intelligent design violates the principle of separation of church and state, since they see religion as a necessary part of that theory.  Dr. John Morris, president of the Institute for Creation Research, believes, however, that intelligent design is no more religious than evolution.  They are simply based on what he calls “opposite religious assumptions.”  He further points out:


The two concepts are on equal religious footing, and to mandate the teaching of only one (i.e., evolution), while censoring the other, “establishes” a state religion, and certainly prohibits the “free exercise” of the religious practice held by creationists. To make matters worse, “free speech” is frequently abridged in such one-sided forums (1).  


One must bear in mind that atheism, though it teaches the absence of any higher power, is a religion of sorts.  By refusing to even mention intelligent design, teachers and school administrators are, in effect, establishing a preferred religion.  One article cited a Supreme Court case which argued that teaching a variety of origins theories was, indeed constitutional.  The article says of that case, Edwards vs. Aguillard:


Furthermore, the [Supreme] Court stated that it was not facially unconstitutional for a legislature to pass a bill which “require[d] that scientific critiques of prevailing scientific theories be taught,” because “teaching a variety of scientific theories about the origins of humankind to schoolchildren might be validly done with the clear secular intent of enhancing the effectiveness of science instruction”(FAQ 1).


As Joseph Charlton, a junior elementary education major at Mississippi College said, “…You are not allowed to be biased in schools.”  This is often easier said than done, but, when put into practice, an unbiased presentation of both major theories, without regard to religion of any kind can make for a better, more objective education for our children.


	Other critics of the teaching of both intelligent design and evolution say that it would be impossible to teach both theories in such a way that would give both theories equal time.  Many believe that, even if it were possible for a teacher be truly equal and unbiased in his or her teaching of the subject, it would simply be stupidity to even consider instruction in both theories.  In an article published recently by USA Today, teacher Jack Krebs, who is also the vice president of Kansas Citizens for Science, says, “It doesn't make any sense to give equal time to all these other ideas that are vastly unsupported.  It's misleading to kids” (Parker 1).  To those who question the feasibility of teaching both theories in the classroom, William Dembski, a professor at Baylor University and a senior fellow at Discovery Institute’s Center for the Renewal of Science and Culture, had this to say: 


…One can be quite conservative in adapting intelligent design to a science curriculum.  There's no need, for instance, to alter our understanding of cosmology or geology regarding the formation of the universe, galaxies, our solar system, or the earth.  Nor for that matter is there any need to challenge the standard chronologies scientists have assigned to these events…(1).


Basically, Dembski, as well as other advocates of teaching intelligent design in schools, argue that there is no need for instructors to radically change the way they do things or the ideas that they teach.  According to these people, evolution and intelligent design can indeed flow together well without overturning all of science if instructors are willing to take the time to teach it.


	There is yet another side to this long-standing and ever growing debate over the teaching of the origins in the science classroom.  Aside from those people who believe that only evolution should be taught (or only intelligent design, though they are few and therefore not considered here) and those that believe that both theories should be taught, there are, in fact, those who believe that neither theory should be considered in the classroom, since we have already shown that neither can be proven by current scientific knowledge.  Chad Vaughn, a sophomore at the University of Southern Mississippi believes that the subject should be completely left out in high school, but included in college curricula.  In such a case as this, however, ignorance is definitely not bliss.  If students are not presented with either side of the debate before reaching the collegiate level, then they will be bombarded with it all the harder with it.  Instructors on the this level would be allowed to force their views on students more easily because the students would have no prior formal knowledge on the subject.  Students would be accepting the words of the professor blindly simply because they would not know any better.  There are also those that believe that instruction in these subjects should be left out completely, no matter what the level of instruction might be.   This exclusion, would not solve the problem, however.  It would only hide it.  It is human nature to desire to know about our past and where we came from.  Somewhere deep inside us all is the hope that through knowing where we have been, we might discern where we are going.  That longing would still be there even if we were completely ignorant of the ideas about our past.  We should never leave such a deep longing unsatisfied simply because we do not want any conflict among ourselves.  By leaving out both evolution and intelligent design completely from our teaching, we would simply be removing ourselves the problem instead of solving it.  I borrow words from C.S. Lewis when I say that it would be like a lunatic trying to put out the sun by writing the word “darkness” onto the wall of his cell (65).


	Students should be introduced to both origin theories to allow them to make up their own minds about them.  As it is, students are not free to decide for themselves which theory to believe because they are only presented with one side of the story.  If students were presented both theories in a fair and unbiased way, then they could make up their own minds to accept or reject one or the other.  Gabe Bouck, a sophomore at Mississippi College agrees, “Give them equal ground and be unbiased.”  Stu Tully, a junior history major at Mississippi College points out that not all students have the same religious background; therefore, both should be taught, and it should be left up to the individual to decide which to believe.  Mississippi State University freshman Nikki Buse asserts that both theories should be taught because “people have the right to know what other people think on the subject.” If we allow students to review the evidence and decide for themselves, then we will create better students.  They will learn to think for themselves not just on this issue, but on others as well.  It will also teach them never to take anything at face value.  Students will learn the value research as a means of discovering the real and whole truth, rather than using it simply to satisfy the demands of a teacher.  These things can never happen, however, until students start getting the whole picture in their biology classes.


	Evolution is flawed.  There actually is some evidence to support the idea of an intelligent designer.  Students should be presented with clear, accurate descriptions of both theories so that they can make up their own minds about which they find more believable.  All of these are valid reasons to teach both evolution and creation in our schools.  It is only when both of these theories are taught objectively, side by side, that students will receive the quality education they deserve in the science classroom.  They have a right to know the whole truth and to evaluate that truth, because that is the nature of science itself.  While both theories require a leap of faith to believe, if both theories were taught equally, at least students would be allowed to decided what direction to leap in.  Many people, like Strobel Wells have become convinced of the existence of a designer through their own serious scientific research.  Their conviction is simply too great to ignore.  In light of all this, it is clear that the teaching of evolution as the only plausible theory has gone on for far too long.  Let us work to correct this “scientific” imbalance so that that teenager sitting in biology class will not have to accept an unproved hypothesis as scientific fact and so that he can believe what he believes with a certain degree of confidence that has not been afforded our generation.
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Reflection


	This research has improved my ability to write scholarly tremendously.  Through this process, I have learned how to better use sources in my writing.  I have learned how to utilize source material without letting it dominate my writing, and I have learned that there are other ways to use source material without using direct quotes.  In regard to research, I have learned to evaluate the validity of my sources better.  I have become proficient at distinguishing between a scholarly work that will be helpful to me and  an unscholarly work that will do little to enhance my point.  I have also learned that research takes a lot of time if it is to be done well.  One cannot expect to simply gather two or three sources in one night and piece of research.  It takes time to gather as many sources as possible, to evaluate those sources, and to use them where appropriate to emphasize one’s own point.


	The group conferences we did outside of the normal classroom setting helped me tremendously.  I found the one at the very end of the research process to be very helpful because it pointed out things that I had not noticed about my own writing.  The people in my group showed me some things that I had originally meant to do in my paper and had simply overlooked.  They also put a new perspective on my writing, helping me to see it from a different view.  They showed me things that I had not even thought about, and that was helpful, especially when it came time to expand.  Even the little things, like whether or not to capitalize evolution, helped me tremendously to stay objective in my writing.


	Probably the biggest challenge to me in this research period was staying objective.  This is a subject I feel very strongly about, and, as such, it was extremely hard for me to be fair and accurate to all sides of the debate.  I simply had to do my best to keep my own personal feelings out of it and to put myself in the shoes of the people on the other side.  Again, the conferences helped tremendously in this effort.  Another hurdle I had to over come was finding scholarly research.  A lot of people have written about this subject, especially on the Internet, but I had a hard time finding source material that could actually be trusted as fact-based.  Also, there is very little objective material out there.  Because this is such a heated debate, everyone either falls on one side of the fence or the other, so it was hard to stay balanced.


	The part of the paper that I think is best is the part where I present the flaws of evolution and the new scientific evidence in favor if intelligent design.  I think I did a good job presenting both of these ideas, while trying not to shoot one down with the ammunition of the other.  This is also a part of my paper that I think my readers would find most educational, because most people don’t realize that much of the evidence for evolution is flawed and outdated, and people definitely don’t hear that there is actual scientific evidence that leads many scientists to believe in a designer.  For these reasons, I think that those two paragraphs are my strongest.


	If I had another week to work on this paper, I would focus in more on how educators are supposed to teach a balanced curriculum that includes both evolution and intelligent design.  One of the problems with doing this in the paper as it presently stands is the lack of information out there.  As I said earlier, most people either think that only evolution should be taught, or if they think both should be taught, they don’t have a clear idea for how to go about doing that.  No one really knows what that would look like because it’s never really been done before, so that’s a part of my writing that I found problematical.


	One reason I wrote about this topic is because of Lee Strobel’s book cited in the paper.  At the time we chose topics, I had just begun reading this book seriously, and have yet to finish it actually, and one of the first chapters is on debunking the myths of evolution.  As I was reading that, I began thinking, “If evolution is so flawed, why is it still being taught in schools as hard, scientific fact,” remembering from my own school days how dogmatically it had been presented.  I found this topic very easy to write about, because it is one that I was already interested in.  In that respect, it was easy, but it was extremely hard, again, to stay objective and to find source material that was subjective.  I definitely enjoyed my research much more than I expected to.  If I could start all over, I would probably choose the same topic again.


	The steps in the project worked really well.  I don’t think it moved to quickly at all.  I think it was a good thing that we used the same topic throughout the semester, because we were already familiar with our topic after the first writing assignment.  All we had to do was to expand it.  Part of me would have liked to have had several different topics to write about, but the centralization of the topic certainly made the writing and research processes go much easier and much smoother.  If we had not simply expanded on previously written shorter works, I probably would not have had time to do everything.  As long as you kept up, it was good.  I don’t really think I would change anything about the process.  It seems to work well, and, from what I have read of other students’ papers, it seem to produce good research.  So, as I always say, if it’s not broken, don’t fix it.


	The use of the computers has made this process better for me.  I don’t have this massive paper trail following me everywhere I go like I would have had if this had been a traditional class where we turn everything in as hard copies.  I was able to have constant access to an editable version of my paper, which really simplified the making of changes.  Feedback through email was also something that I liked very much, because, if something were pointed out to me I could immediately fix it instead of writing it on a piece of paper and having to remember to fix it later.
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