Controversy
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Teachers rebel, lawyers sue and feelings run high in Dover, Pa., as parents
square off over the teaching of evolution in the schools
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biology class at Dover Area High

School in Pennsylvania this past
January, school superintendent
Richard Nilsen read a nine-sentence
statement from a piece of paper. “Dar-
win's theory [of evolution] is a theory
... notafact,” he intoned. Nilsen stated
that some people have embraced other
explanations for the origins of life. He
directed students “to keep an open
mind.” Then, without any further dis-
cussion, he walked out. And in classic
teenage fashion, the students reacted
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with a collective Whatever, dude. “It
was kind of sad,” says Tim Mummert,
15. “Nobody really paid attention. It
was like, “That'’s it? This is what every-
one’s fussing over? "

The fuss, at its root, is about science
versus religion, and religion’s place in
American classrooms. It pits main-
stream biology—rooted in Charles
Darwin’s theory of evolution—against
intelligent design, which argues that
nature is too complex to not have been
guided by some higher being. Now the
battle has moved to federal court in
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Harrisburg, Pa., where 11 Dover par-
ents have sued to stop the reading of
the statement. The potentially land-
mark case could have repercussions
across the country, where some two
dozen states have wrestled with the
issue of whether to offer an alternative
to Darwin, for decades the standard
teaching in biology class.

The controversy has roiled feelings in
Dover, a largely white, rural and con-
servative area of 22,000 people in south
central Pennsylvania that boasts plen-
ty of rolling farmland and at least 16
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