August 2, 2005

To the Members of the Kansas Science Writing Committee:

This is in regard to the undated document entitled “Response to the Changes to the Science Curriculum Standards” that was emailed to the Committee on July 27 by Dr. Case. 

It is helpful that Chairman Case has finally expressed in writing his objections to proposals that have been in his hand for about a year now.  These objections should have been raised in the May hearings and raised by the scientists to whom he refers. In that case, a true debate based on the scientific pros and cons of the issues could have been held. The reservations expressed here are now essentially irrelevant, given the fact that the changes he is objecting to have been embraced by the Board after being validated by the cross examined testimony of 23 expert witnesses.  Even so, this response is productive, because it helps us understand that there really is a controversy here, and that there are no cogent, scientifically-valid reasons for the Board to change its mind. 

Below are some of the problems with Dr. Case’s “Response:”

A. Regarding the issue of grammar.  It is clear that in many contexts one uses the term “science” both in an institutional sense as descriptive of a collective body of individuals and also as an “activity.”  The Response criticizes the Board for this dual usage and then turns around and commits the same offenses:


Dr. Case criticizes: 
 “Science does not proposes (sic) theories, people do.” 




and: 
“Biological evolution does not postulate; people do.


Then Dr. Case writes:
“Science does not claim to have all knowledge and does not claim to be the only way of understanding.”   [Science does not claim, people do.]

“Evolutionary theory does not specify a rate (gradual). [Evolutionary theory does not specify, people do.]  


We don’t think the usage by Dr. Case or the Board is incorrect, given the context.   Further, even if it is valid, we don’t think this kind of nit-picking is at all productive.  Rather it is indicative of the lack of strength of Dr. Case’s basic position.   


B. Dr. Case says: “There are not issues in the science community that challenge evolutionary theory.” (p.5) 

This statement was thoroughly rebutted by 23 experts during the hearings in May.  It is also inconsistent with a recent publication of “issues” that challenge evolutionary theory recently reported in a compilation of 17 articles in Origination of Organismal Form (2003):

“This scenario raises a number of questions that relate specifically to the macroscopic features of morphological evolution.  Why, for instance, did the basic body plans of nearly all metazoans arise within a relatively short time span, soon after the origin of multicellularity?  Assuming that evolution is driven by incremental genetic change, should it not be moving at a slow, steady, and gradual pace? And why do similar morphological design solutions arise repeatedly in phylogenetically independent lineages that do not share the same molecular mechanisms and developmental systems?  And why do building elements fixate into body plans that remain largely unchanged within a given phylogenetic lineage?  And why and how are new elements occasionally introduced into an existing body plan?” [You can find the reference in the Minority Report]


What does the Chairman’s Response do for the credibility of science?  A bald statement by the Chairman of the Science Writing Committee that there are no issues “that challenge evolutionary theory” is damaging to science as an institution.  It is important that the public have trust and confidence in science.  How can “science” (as an institution) have that trust if its leaders deny the undeniable?  Evolutionary biology is undeniably controversial because it is an historical science that simply does not have at its disposal all of the evidence necessary to confirm its explanations about singular, unobserved, remote events that cannot be duplicated in the laboratory or in the field. 


C. The Chairman argues that the origin of life should not be included in the “Life Sciences” section of the standards because it is not a part of evolutionary theory.  The question is not so much “is the origin of life part of evolutionary theory?” but “should the origin of life be included in the biology standards?”

In making his objection, he expressly acknowledges that this topic is a part of the life sciences and that the chemical origin of life is a basic “assumption” of evolutionary theory:

“While the subject of life's origins is within the province of biology, the scientific community does not consider the subject as part of evolutionary theory, which assumes the existence of life and is directed to an explanation of how life evolved after it originated.”


Aren’t students entitled to know the evidence underlying this assumption? As stated by experts during the hearings, the reason the indicator is in the standards is because all of the biology textbooks cover that issue, often committing full chapters to the question.  The problem is that the coverage is very inadequate because it omits highly relevant information regarding the failure of all chemical origin of life experiments conducted over the last 50 years. An example of the misleading nature of the textbooks is expressed by the Response itself:

 
“Current scientific understandings indicate that life probably developed [via chemical evolution] multiple times, not just once, in this early environment.” (the bracketed phrase is added, given the Chairman’s stated adherence to Naturalism)


The testimony during the hearings by two origin-of-life experts demonstrated convincingly that the word “probably” is not at all supported by the data. Now, if Dr. Case had offered his authorities at the hearings for the “probably” case, then perhaps we could have gotten to the bottom of the issue.  But unfortunately, he and his colleagues called for and enforced the boycott that prevented this relevant issue from being debated scientifically. The data to date indicate that life probably did NOT arise by a purely natural process.  If Dr. Case et al. doubt that assertion, they should have argued their case in an open meeting when they had the chance. The reason for the Chair’s aversion to including the origin of life in the Kansas Standards may arise from a deep concern that there is no experimental support for a naturalistic appearance of life from non-life, and such an admission would, in the view of some, “weaken” naturalistic, evolutionary theory. How does this affect the credibility of science?  Can the public place its trust in a version of science that seeks to hide the evidence in order to support the reigning paradigm? 

D. The Chairman takes issue with revisions that cast doubt on the postulate of evolutionary theory that change occurs gradually.  
 “Grades 5-7 S3B3 Teacher notes, page46 The theory of biological evolution is an explanation of how gradual changes of characteristics of organisms over many generations may have resulted in variations among populations and species.. 

Dr. Case writes: “Evolutionary theory does not specify a rate (gradual).”  

He disputes the use of the word “gradual” claiming that evolutionary theory does not postulate a gradual process at all.  This is very interesting given the fact that the word “gradual” was not suggested by the Authors of the Minority Report, but was already a part of Draft 2.  The addition made by the Authors was the word “may” indicating precisely the point that Dr. Case makes, that changes may not actually be gradual as the theory postulates.  


E. Another criticism:



“One of the most problematic, confusing, and false statements is the claim that "The order of the nucleotide sequences within the gene is not dictated by any known chemical or physical law."  


Twelve life scientists with earned PhD’s disagree with Dr. Case: 4 with PhD’s in biochemistry, 5 with PhD’s in biology, and 3 with PhD’s in chemistry. All testified to the contrary, and their testimony was not even challenged in cross examination.  
Interestingly, one of the experts that Dr. Case himself invited to comment on this issue (in writing only) agrees with the fact but disagrees that it needs to be mentioned in the Standards:  

“Watson’s observation that the order of nucleotide sequences is variable is a direct and necessary consequence of the fact that DNA carries information.   That fact, of course, is stated in many places in the guidelines.  Adding that these sequences are not dictated by any physical law is misleading and unnecessary, since no textbook, no curriculum, and no scientist has ever suggested otherwise since the discovery of the double helical structure of DNA in 1953.”  (Kenneth R. Miller, undated “Peer Review” of the Minority report.)

F. Yet another criticism of Dr. Case: “The definitions of microevolution and macroevolution … are no longer in common usage.”


If so, then why does the Chairman then uses the term “microevolution” not once, but twice to prove another point?:

“As the KSU professors point out, this statement is in direct conflict with the acceptance of microevolution, which is clearly stated on the same page of the Standards.”  and 

“Small changes in sequences governed by physical and chemical laws, under the influence of biological processes, are called microevolution.”


In fact, the arguments made against making a distinction between micro and macro evolution are paper thin, at best.  Why is it so important that we not make a distinction - that we blur the two together?  Perhaps it is because considerable controversy exists over the efficacy of natural selection to explain major macrevolutionary changes, such as the sudden appearance of new body plans as discussed in the Origination of Organismal Form. This was made clear by many of the experts who testified during the hearings.  Everyone agrees that natural selection works at the microevolutionary level; it is the wholesale extrapolation of micro- to macro-evolution that is at issue.  Extrapolations of this nature require evidence, not blind acceptance, and students need to hear the evidence in order to make an “informed and reasoned decision” regarding this crucial issue. 
F. Dr. Case says” “Science does not have the tools or methods to determine if natural processes are guided or unguided.”


This was made in opposition to the additional specificity added to the standards that would have students understand that “Biological evolution postulates an unguided natural process that has no discernable direction or goal.”


The opposition to this statement is interesting given the fact that science does indeed take a position on the unguided nature of the evolutionary process.  It has been demonstrated time and again throughout the hearings that all of the developers and leaders in evolutionary biology have always and consistently taken the position that evolution is most decidedly not a guided process. They write entire books that vehemently defend the position that there is no evidence of design in biology.  This necessarily follows from the postulate that mutations (the ultimate source of variation) and environmental conditions (the purported “selector” of favorable traits) are both random events.  By definition a random process is one that is unguided because it has no direction or goal. An intelligent agent that flips a coin or throws the dice does not guide the outcome because the process itself is random.  If he does guide that process by fudging the dice at a casino then he is hauled away to jail.  To say that science takes no position on whether the process is guided or unguided is clearly untrue. Indeed, science SHOULD take no position on the question – unfortunately it does.  The Chairman’s approach is designed, in the words of Liz Craig’s KCFS strategy memo of 2/10/2005, to woo support from “moderates who are not that well educated about the issues.” As evidenced by their support of the boycott, the apparent goal of KCFS is to make sure that the citizens of Kansas stay uneducated about the issues. 

G. The Chairman also takes issue with the indicator about testing certain historical claims.  The change made by the Board states:



“6.  understands methods used to test hypotheses about the cause of a remote past event (historical hypothesis) that cannot be confirmed by experiment and/or direct observation...


The Chairman criticizes this indicator with a disingenuous mischaracterization that fails to recognize its very limited scope:  


“There is a false distinction of “historical” sciences from the nature of all science.”


Where is the false distinction in this indicator?  This indicator does not deal with all science and the Chairman knows that.  This indicator is expressly limited to vary narrow areas of science that study the causes of remote past events.  For example, how did the genetic code come into existence? The distant past is forever unavailable for direct observation, and no present-day laboratory experiment can prove what really happened. Clearly this type of question is explored in a very different way than, say, investigations into why a bird’s wing provides lift. Historical and “operational” sciences address fundamentally different questions, and conclusions regarding historical questions must be held more tentatively.    


So why is there so much worry about teaching students about the real difficulties in confirming and testing explanations about the possible causes of singular, remote, unobserved events?  The reason is that many of the claims of evolutionary biology fall into this speculative category.  This fact makes it difficult to claim that evolutionary theory can be liken to the theory of gravity or heliocentrism.  If evolutionary claims are put to the tests required of other historical hypotheses, then the theory will be “weakened,” and under no circumstance can we tolerate the weakening of evolutionary theory.  Of course, if the theory can not be weakened then it really is no longer a scientific theory.  It is just another ideology.


The Response repeats the often heard lament that evolution is being unfairly singled out for scientific criticism.  It is argued that the special attention given to evolution is not necessary because all scientific theories are subject to criticism.  Of course, the Response does not address the many reasons that have been given in the Minority Report or that were given during the hearings for singling this particular theory out for special consideration.  If it were not protected from criticism by a number of institutions of science through the use of “methodological naturalism” and a variety of strategies designed to ruin the reputations of dissenters, there would be no need for public agencies to be alarmed.  Evolution is being given special attention because it is a theory that begs for that attention. It is also the most important theory in all of biology, perhaps all of science, when it comes to informing the question, “Where did I come from?” This theory forms the foundation for an entire world view and thus deserves all the attention it gets. 

It is also interesting to compare the issues raised by the Chairman’s Response and those addressed during the hearings and by the Authors.  A key issue was the propriety of promoting state-sponsored Naturalism (via the undisclosed use of “methodological naturalism”) in the standards.  The Case response is curiously silent on this issue.  Rather than respond to the complaint that Draft 2 incorporates and perpetuates a religious problem through the use of that assumption, he makes the completely unsupported assertion that the changes made by the Board (changes that seek to make the standards scientifically objective and religiously neutral) have just the opposite effect.  Why is he silent on the issue of methodological naturalism?  Is it because its use is inherently problematic?


Most all of the criticisms contained in the Response are rebutted in detail by the testimony of the 23 experts who presented at the May hearings as well as by the summary of the hearing that have been filed with the Science Committee by Mr. John Calvert, counsel for the authors of the Minority report, and Dr. Harris. We see no need to repeat arguments made in those documents that the Chairman has apparently chosen to ignore.


Finally, Dr. Case misrepresents the purposes and intents of the Intelligent Design network. Just like Kansas Citizens for Science, the organization to which Dr. Case and other members of the Committee belong, IDnet is a non-profit Kansas organization with deep interests in how origins science is presented in Kansas. However, unlike KCFS which is committed to maintaining a naturalistic Darwinian monopoly in public science education, the stated purpose of IDnet is to bring “institutional objectivity” to the scientific enterprise. “Follow the evidence where ever it leads regardless of the implications” – that is objectivity and that is what IDnet has championed. Its mission is absolutely and categorically not to introduce religious beliefs in the classroom, science or otherwise.  That position is both biased and constitutionally-proscribed. Dr. Case said, “Curriculum proposals for "intelligent design" are equivalent to proposals for teaching "creation science.”  Neither we in the Minority nor IDnet have ever advocated for the inclusion of “creation science” in the Standards. Dr. Case’s intentional conflation of intelligent design and creation science (terms which have very different meanings) serves no purpose other than to confuse and polarize this issue. 
In addition to these concerns, we believe that it is procedurally inappropriate for the Committee to vote on this document for the following reasons:
· As acknowledged by the Response itself, each of the issues has already been discussed and voted on by the Science Writing Committee:

“Each of the suggestions from the minority report was discussed at length, voted on by the full committee, as a part of the writing process.  The committee discussion of each of these changes with a complete response to each of the changes suggested was reported by Dr. Posny in her summary of the January 27, 2005 writing committee meeting.”

That being the case, there is no reason to revisit this issue. From a science writing committee standpoint, the matter has already been decided and the position of the Committee is clear. The Response is not a part of the standards and is not intended to be made a part of the standards.  

· The Response is replete with factual errors and omissions.

· The Response raises issues that the Chairman should have raised in an appropriate manner at the hearings where a valid scientific debate could have informed both the Board and the citizens of the state of Kansas. In that setting, the complex issues at hand could have been thoroughly discussed by both sides and clarified.  

· The Committee procedure in the past has not allowed for a blanket vote on documents or proposals that contain many different issues. Our procedure has always been to require a separate discussion and a vote on each issue.    

· The Response is merely an implementation of the KCFS PR strategy to portray those opposed to its views in the “harshest light possible.”  This strategy, which was clearly explicated by Ms. Craig in her Feb. 10 memo, specifically aims, not to address any substantive scientific issues, but rather to characterize those favoring alternate views as “political opportunists, evangelical activists, ignoramuses, breakers of rules, unprincipled bullies, etc.” 


For the foregoing reasons, the Authors of the Minority Report have authorized me to lodge their objections to the Response.

For the Authors of the Minority Report










By___________________________


     Greg Lassey, M.S. 
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