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THEODOSIUS DOBZHANSKY MAY NOT BE A HOUSEHOLD NAME, BUT SCIENTISTS
worldwide remember him as one of the foremost geneticists of the twentieth
century. By science teachers, however, Dobzhansky is known primarily for his
famous essay entitled “Nothing in biology makes sense except in the light of evo-
lution”,1 which has been quoted in myriad articles, textbooks, and science ped-
agogy publications for over thirty years. But although evolution is, as Dobzhan-
sky insisted, the underlying and unifying concept of all of the life sciences, it
appears that many Canadian students are not being presented with an evolu-
tion-based biology curriculum.

Recent events in the United States have brought anti-evolution efforts into
the forefront of the media’s coverage of science education, and it makes press in
Canadian outlets as well. Canadians can be regularly heard scoffing at American
debacles such as the controversy regarding the denigration of evolution in
Kansas’s science standards, the anti-evolution “warning stickers” only recently
removed from science textbooks in school districts in Georgia and Arkansas, the
legally defeated “Intelligent Design” (ID) policy of the Dover Area School District
in Pennsylvania, and the spate of on-going anti-evolution legislation in several
states. While it is easy to deplore such egregious anti-science activity south of
the border, Canadians need to be aware that rejection of evolution, anti-evolu-
tion education efforts, and neglect of evolution in schools are problems in this
country as well.

Polls have shown that the level of Canadian acceptance of evolutionary the-
ory is about as dismally low as that of the U.S., with about one in two people
favouring some form of creationism.2 And Canada has not been without its own
evolution education debacles. In the 1990s, creationists were encouraged by the
Abbotsford School District in British Columbia to present their pseudoscientific
and religious beliefs in senior science classrooms. That case eventually involved
legal action by the BC Civil Liberties Association, an ultimate quashing of the
practice by the Minister of Education, and national embarrassment for Abbots-
ford. Still, some sources report that as many as 30 percent of BC’s science teach-
ers remain sympathetic to creationism.3
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And then there is the embarrassment the Ontario 
Ministry of Education suffered in 2000 when headlines
regarding the province’s new curriculum read: 

“Evolution nearly extinct in classroom: New science curriculum
tries to avoid controversy” (Ottawa Citizen, Oct. 29, 2000).

“Ontario downplays evolution education” (Victoria Times-Colonist,
Oct. 30, 2000).

“Ontario education is missing a link” (Sudbury Star, Nov. 1, 2000).

“There’s a missing link in our schools”
(Guelph Daily Mercury, Nov. 1, 2000).

“Evolution theory off-limits; Provincial
curriculum shies from teaching topic to
avoid controversy” (The Windsor Star,
Oct. 30, 2000).

Ontario was not the only province
to have seen press regarding evolution
that year. Reports from Prince Edward
Island told of the Home and Schools
Federation’s resolution calling for the
PEI Education Department to give
equal time to creationism whenever
evolution is discussed in schools. The
response from PEI’s Ministry of Edu-
cation was to assure people that evo-
lution isn’t part of the province’s cur-
riculum in the first place because it
was “too controversial.”4 Of course, in
the scientific community, evolution is
not controversial at all. Rather, it is
fundamental.

But that is not the message por-
trayed by Canada’s anti-evolution
organizations. Yes, that’s right; Cana-
da has several creationist groups…
almost one in every province (the
Maritime Provinces share the Atlantic
Canada Creation Science Association),
and there are others focusing on the
nation as a whole. Aside from hosting
websites, these organizations offer
presentations in schools and invite
students to attend presentations in
other venues. Some of them host
anti-evolution summer camps, pub-
lish very attractive anti-evolution
magazines and books for children as
well as adults, sponsor creation sci-
ence museums, coordinate anti-evolution conferences in
communities across the country, broadcast on hundreds of
radio and television shows per year, write letters to editors
of newspapers, etc. – all here in Canada! 

What effect these creationist organizations are having
on Canadian students remains to be seen. We at the Evolu-
tion Education Research Centre, housed at McGill Universi-
ty, are interested in studying this matter. Our efforts to do
so have involved an application for funding from Canada’s
Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC)
to find out whether, and if so how, the popularization of

anti-evolution campaigns, namely ID, might be influencing
the learning, teaching, and understanding of science in this
country. The readers of Education Canada may recall the
burst of media activity that ensued earlier this year after it
was made public that the rejection letter sent by the
SSHRC’s granting committee cited, among other reasons
for denying the grant, a lack of “justification for the
assumption in the proposal that the theory of evolution,
and not intelligent-design theory, was correct” – as if that
were in doubt.5

Scientists from across Canada, and
indeed from around the world, have
written in protest of this statement.
The evidence of the occurrence of
evolution is overwhelming, so much
so that it is no longer debated in the
scientific community. Modern biolog-
ical scientists work under the model
of evolution without any need to jus-
tify it in their writings, including grant
applications. In the natural sciences,
the occurrence of biological evolution
is, and has been since the late 19th
century, a given. This is evident in the
position of the Academy of Science of
the Royal Society of Canada (RSC),
which declares:

The theory of evolution by natural selec-
tion was first clearly formulated in 1859,

and for over a century it has been tested

and improved by the research of many

thousands of scientists: not only by biolo-

gists and geologists, but also by chemists

and physicists. From deductions based on

abundant data, the theory has been devel-
oped to explain the changes that have taken
place in living things over much of the

Earth’s history. In its modern form, it
remains the only explanation for the diver-
sity of life on this planet that is acceptable
to the scientific community.6

This acceptance of evolution and
its centrality to modern science is also
very clear in the RSC’s statement in
response to the SSHRC committee: 

Intelligent Design is a religious belief, and
Evolution is the only credible scientific
position that is defensible. The RSC posi-

tion in support of evolution has been consistent: from a scien-
tific point of view, the teaching of Evolution is a benchmark for
legitimacy. Other theories or positions, such as Intelligent
Design, are not scientific in basis or nature.7

Eventually, the SSHRC also released a statement con-
firming the institution’s support of evolutionary science in
a statement that read, in part, “The theory of evolution is
not in doubt. SSHRC recognizes the theory of evolution as
one of the cornerstones of modern science and of our
understanding of the world.”8



EERC still has not obtained funding for the proposed
large scale Canadian study. But there is anecdotal evidence
that some Canadian students have been voicing their rejec-
tion of evolution in the classroom. Keith Wilcox teaches at
a high school in Laval, Quebec. In a letter to EERC asking for
help in finding a speaker on evolution for his class, Wilcox
reported, “Well over half of my students reject the idea that
humans have anything in common with other primates.”
He went on to say, “In Quebec high schools, there is a com-
pulsory general Science course in Grade 10, but that cur-
riculum does not include evolution. I wonder whether any
students are ever taught evolution in the Quebec science
program, at any level.”

Indeed, evolution is taught in Quebec, and at various
levels. It appears, however, to be treated inconsistently
among different schools and by different teachers. To be
sure, evolution is specified in the Quebec Education Pro-
gram for cycle three elementary and cycle one secondary.
However, in discussions with many elementary school and
secondary cycle one science teachers in Quebec, we at the
EERC have found that many of them confess that evolution
is never actually taught in their schools. 

Evolution is also listed in Quebec’s curriculum for senior
biology courses, but instead of taking the central role in the
structure of these courses as it should, it is relegated to the
last part of the last quarter. To add to this, relatively few
students take this optional course, so it is completely
understandable that Wilcox would wonder whether evolu-
tion is taught in Quebec at all. 

It isn’t only students who attempt to exert pressure on

teachers to limit or avoid teaching evolution. Colleen
Carter, a public school science teacher in the Montréal area,
reports that she can expect to hear from parents every year
when evolution comes up in her classes. These parents will
call her on the phone, send letters, or even come into the
school to protest what is being presented in her biology
courses. Parents have even proposed that their children be
exempt from any sessions and material dealing with evolu-
tion or even that she include creationism in her curriculum.

As with Wilcox’s classes, though, it is often the students
who try to bring creationism into Carter’s classroom. Some
students are just sullen when the topic of evolution arises,
but the ones who do want to talk about it are very vocal.
According to Carter, her descriptions of the fossil record
and of the mechanisms of evolution are punctuated by 
students saying “That’s not true!” or “You can’t prove it!”
One year, her students wanted to stage a “debate” between

EN BREF On entend souvent les Canadiens se moquer des déconfitures
américaines comme dans le cas de la contreverse suscitée par le dénigre-
ment des théories de l’évolution dans les normes scientifiques du Kansas ou
le fait que les étiquettes de mise en garde « anti-évolution » n’ont que récem-
ment été retirées des manuels d’apprentissage des districts scolaires de la
Georgie et de l’Arkansas. Plutôt que de se gausser de ces activités anti-
scientifiques extrêmes chez leurs voisins du Sud, les Canadiens devraient
s’inquiéter du fait que le rejet de la notion de l’évolution en éducation et le
peu d’importance accordée à l’enseignement de l’évolution dans les écoles
sont aussi des problèmes dans notre pays. En effet, le Canada compte
plusieurs groupes créationnistes qui sont implantés dans presque toutes les
provinces et dont certains ont une envergure pancanadienne. Reste à voir
s’ils auront un impact sur la population étudiante canadienne.   
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evolution and creationism. Carter refused to allow this,
however, because she did not want to permit anyone “to
advocate religion in her science class.”

This is the proper attitude for a public school science
teacher to adopt. Religion is not within the realm of scien-
tific inquiry and therefore should not be part of the science
curriculum. This is quite explicit in the position statements
on evolution education of over 100 scientific, educational,
and religious organizations listed in the (U.S.) National
Center for Science Education’s “Voices for Evolution” web-
site.9 One of these is the American Institute of Biological
Sciences (AIBS), an umbrella organization comprising near-
ly 200 professional societies with a total individual mem-
bership of over 250,000 scientists and science educators.
According to AIBS, “evolution is the only scientifically
defensible explanation for the origin of life and develop-
ment of species.”10 This position is consistent with the
aforementioned statement of the RSC’s Academy of Sci-
ence, which concluded “The methodology and conclusions
of scientists and ‘scientific creationists’ are ... incompatible,
and the term ‘scientific creationism’ is a contradiction in
terms, since it has no basis in science.”

These scientific societies are in agreement with the (US)
National Association of Science Teachers, the world’s
largest organization of professional science educators,
which “strongly supports the position that evolution is a
major unifying concept in science and should be included
in the K-12 science education frameworks and curricula.
The NSTA adds, “if evolution is not taught, students will not
achieve the level of scientific literacy they need.”11
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Canadians would do well to acknowledge that, even
though we may not see as many battles over evolution as
there have been in the U.S., we may not be doing a much
better job of teaching our students about evolution. The
resulting ignorance will not serve them well. In Canada, as
much as in the U.S., now is the time for educators to rally
in defense of the teaching of evolution. I

The EERC opened its doors at McGill University in 2001
with four McGill professors and four Harvard professors
who have expertise in anthropology, biological evolution,
educational psychology, geology, molecular biology, pale-
ontology, philosophy of science/education, and science
education. In addition, the Centre currently has two full-
time managers: a postdoctoral fellow from Harvard Uni-
versity and a Ph.D. student in evolution education, both
working on various Centre activities. The Centre’s activities
receive modest financial support from the federal govern-
ment, McGill University, and private donations.
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