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NEWS OF THE WEEK

New science standards for Texas schools

strike a major blow to the teaching of evolu-

tion, say scientists and educators who last

week tried unsuccessfully to block the adop-

tion of last-minute amendments aimed at pro-

viding an opening for the teaching of cre-

ationism. The standards incorporate talking

points from the intelligent design literature,

including doubt that the fossil record pro-

vides convincing evidence of evolution. Sup-

porters of the new standards, who prevailed

on 27 March by a vote of 13 to 2, say the next

step will be to press publishers to modify

biology textbooks.

“I think the new standards are wonderful,”

says Don McLeroy, chair of the Texas Board

of Education and a dentist who claims that

“dogmatism about evolution” has sapped

“America’s scientific soul.” McLeroy believes

that biology texts, to meet the new standards,

should include “an evaluation of the sudden

appearance of fossils” and “an explanation of

stasis or how certain organisms stay the same

over time.” He also wants the textbooks to

declare there is no “scientific explanation for

the origin of life” and that “unguided natural

processes cannot account for the complexity

of the cell.”

McLeroy is anticipating the state’s adop-

tion in 2 years of new biology textbooks.

Because Texas is the second-largest text-

book market in the United States, publishers

have a strong incentive to be certified by the

board as “conforming 100% to the state’s

standards,” says Dan Quinn of the Texas

Freedom Network in Austin, which has cam-

paigned to keep creationism out of the sci-

ence classroom. Quinn cited the example of

a high school textbook on health education

that was stripped of anatomical line draw-

ings and references to sexuality and contra-

ceptives before it was submitted for board

approval in 2004.

Quinn and his colleagues thought they had

won a major victory earlier in the 3-day meet-

ing when the board voted to strike from the

existing standards the requirement that teach-

ers present the “strengths and weaknesses” of

evolutionary theory. But the next day, conser-

vatives won support for a similar phrase that

calls on teachers to “analyze, evaluate, and

critique scientific explanations in all fields of

science by using empirical evidence, logical

reasoning, and experimental and observa-

tional testing, including examining all sides

of scientif ic evidence of those scientif ic

explanations so as to encourage criti-

cal thinking by the student.”

The new language covers two hot-

button topics. Teachers will now be

required to have their students “ana-

lyze and evaluate scientific explana-

tions concerning the complexity of the

cell” and “analyze and evaluate the evi-

dence regarding formation of simple

organic molecules and their organiza-

tion into long complex molecules hav-

ing information such as the DNA mol-

ecule for self-replicating life.” Stu-

dents will also be expected to “analyze

and evaluate a variety of fossil types

such as transitional fossils, proposed

transitional fossils, significant fossil

deposits with regard to their appear-

ance, completeness, and alignments

with scientific explanations in light of

this fossil data.”

The creationists were “dogged,” says

Eugenie Scott of the National Center for Sci-

ence Education in Oakland, California. “It

was like you put the stake in the heart of the

vampire and it comes back.” Moderates on the

board may have failed to recognize the final

amendments as intelligent design talking

points, she added, because they were focused

on the “strengths and weaknesses” clause.

–YUDHIJIT BHATTACHARJEE

New Texas Standards Question 
Evolution, Fossil Record

SCIENCE EDUCATION

Dogged. Texas school board chair Don McLeroy and member
Gail Lowe supported textbook language questioning evolution.
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From the Science

Policy Blog

In Bonn, Germany, international negotiators to
the U.N. climate change treaty began work
this week on a successor to the Kyoto Accords,
an effort they hope to finish by December in
Copenhagen. “My team and I came here
determined to make up for lost time,” top
U.S. negotiator Todd Stern told delegates. The
United States also hopes to hold bilateral talks
with the 15 or so biggest emitters around the
world. Meanwhile, stateside, a key draft of cli-
mate legislation was released this week in the
House of Representatives by Edward Markey
(D–MA) and Henry Waxman (D–CA). 

British scientists and biomedical institutions
have rallied to oppose portions of a new
European Union animal-experimentation

law. Animal-rights advocates have pushed
the E.U. law, which would create new ethical
reviews and tougher minimum housing and
care requirements. British scientists told 
ScienceInsider that they fear the new regime
will create a mountain of paperwork.

The U.S. National Institutes of Health (NIH)
announced that $60 million of the $10 bil-
lion it has received as part of the stimulus
package for spending to boost the economy
will be set aside for a competition on autism

research. In 2008, NIH spent $118 million
on the disease, so that’s a big increase. Most
of the rest of the stimulus funds will be spent
on proposals already in the hopper, but
National Institute of Mental Health Director
Thomas Insel says he hopes that the autism
funding can be distributed in the next 
18 months if proposals are good. 

Elsewhere … The blog offered regular updates
on the Texas vote on science standards related
to the teaching of evolution (left). It chroni-
cled difficulties among the Irish science com-
munity to justify current funding in hard eco-
nomic times and a new database of Japanese

research. And it noted the frustration of some
environmentalists that the Obama Admini-
stration, despite its green reputation, didn’t
endorse Earth Hour, an international effort to
turn off the lights from 8:30 p.m. to 9:30 p.m.
on 28 March.

For the full postings and more, go to
blogs.sciencemag.org/scienceinsider.
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