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Saturday is the 202nd anniversary of Charles Darwin's birth.
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The annual celebration of Darwin Day comes as a plurality of Americans continue to reject evolution despite ample evidence for its role in fostering the diversity of life on Earth.

Meanwhile, at least six state legislatures are pondering bills that would force science teachers to expose their students to religious ideas in biology class.

Robert Luhn, a spokesperson for the National Center for Science Education, says these efforts can only result in misinformed Americans.

"It will say that evolution is a controversial topic," Luhn said. "What that will translate into in the classroom is that teachers will say, OK, I’m not going to talk about it at all."

A recent study indicates that, in fact, only about one-fourth of American high school science teachers teach evolution properly, while about 13 percent openly advocate creationism.

The study, which was published late last month, also indicates that about 60 percent of them teach the subject in a manner designed to avoid controversy, which generally means omitting mention of humanity's biological origins or even telling students that they do not have to "believe" in evolution's occurrence on the planet.

A series of federal court decisions, including a 1987 ruling of the U.S. Supreme Court, makes clear that the U.S. Constitution requires that evolution be treated as fact in public school science classes and that public school science teachers must avoid endorsing, or even discussing, creationism or its ideological cousin, "intelligent design."

Scientists, meanwhile, continue to emphasize that there is no basis to doubt that evolution has occurred and continues to occur on Earth.

“If you talk to anyone from the National Academy of Sciences, to biology organizations, professional societies, teaching societies, all of them will tell you that evolution is the foundation of modern biology," Josh Rosenau, a biologist and the programs and policy director at NCSE, said. "Nothing in biology makes sense except in the light of evolution, and it’s true now more than ever."

Darwin Day is intended to celebrate the life and accomplishments of the man who was the first to scientifically describe evolution through natural selection.

As the International Darwin Day Foundation explains, "Darwin Day expresses gratitude for the enormous benefits that scientific knowledge, acquired through human curiosity and ingenuity, has contributed to the advancement of humanity."

"One of the things that Darwin Day is, it’s an opportunity to do quirkier things to reach out to a broader audience of people that aren't a fan of Darwin or at least don’t know they’re a fan of Darwin," Rosenau said. "It’s not just ‘Let’s all stand on the street corner and read a chapter from the Origin.’ [It's] doing some things that are a little out of the ordinary, a little unexpected, looking at things that improve our lives, or just having fun with the history."

Rosenau was referring to Darwin's masterwork and the book that first set forth the scientific basis for evolution, "On the Origin of Species."

Although Darwin Day is Saturday, several universities around Colorado hosted pubilc lectures on topics relating to evolution this week.

Many mainline Protestant churches on the Front Range are planning "Evolution Weekend" tomorrow and Sunday, during which they will emphasize that evolution is not inconsistent with religious faith.

In addition, there will be a "Charlie Darwin Birthday Party" on Saturday evening in Colorado Springs. Guests will be able to enjoy a birthday cake and poetry about evolution and science.
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