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Five states recently have considered legislation to protect the "academic freedom" of public educators who wish to question the scientific evidence for biological evolution: Alabama, Florida, Louisiana, Michigan, and Missouri.

The cry of "academic freedom" is the latest mutation of creationism, distilled in the legal laboratories of the Discovery Institute in Seattle from the dregs of earlier, failed legislative efforts to permit "balanced treatment" of evolution alongside other, religious points of view. This message is also promoted in Ben Stein's movie "Expelled", which is currently playing at Crossroads Cinema in Wausau. Likely the timing of the movie's release and the various states' initiatives is not coincidental.

The first indication of this new tactic surfaced in a comment by the Discovery Institute prior to the 2005 Dover creationism trial: "(T)he outcome of this lawsuit could be that the court will try to tell scientists what is legitimate scientific inquiry and what is not ... a flagrant assault on free speech."

Thus, the Discovery Institute (and Ben Stein) would define the boundaries of science by notions of free speech, rather than by the methods of inquiry established in this field of knowledge over 400 years of work and testing in the natural world.

The fact is, teachers have always had a right to question any theory, and the best teachers do just that with great knowledge and skill. In history, a good teacher might question an established idea concerning a historical event; in English, teachers present alternative interpretations of texts.

But there are limits to this, which have nothing to do with freedom. The boundaries of what can be legitimately taught in a given class are set by relevance and competency in the discipline.

In science, an instructor has to teach and demonstrate the practice of good science. For example, an instructor who questions evolution because "Evolution is only a theory -- has not been proven and does not make predictions, cannot be falsified, is not testable, is circular reasoning, cannot be replicated, has not been observed, is not the simplest explanation, etc." simply demonstrates a profound lack of knowledge of the content of science and its methods (for an exhaustive list of bogus objections, see http://www.talkorigins.org/indexcc/list.html).

An instructor's right to present these views can be legitimately questioned on grounds of competency in the subject, and should not be protected by legislative action. When states encourage attacks on evolution in public institutions they do not protect freedom of speech for educators, but defend ignorance of science and promote academic fraud against students.

Now, this cuts both ways, although I don't imagine that legislators had it in mind to protect anti-religious views in science classrooms under freedom of speech. But, if so, that would be equally wrong-headed. Nature may well be the handiwork of a god, but there's no way to prove that it is using the methods of science, let alone decide whose particular god that might be (science and technology, along with mathematics, are probably the only human enterprises that have consistently transcended cultural differences across the world). However, neither can any godly influence be denied on purely scientific grounds. It is not good scientific practice or even in the practice of science at all to draw conclusions about anyone's god.

Let's not fool ourselves into thinking that anyone has the right to say just anything in a science classroom based on "academic freedom" or freedom of speech. The truth is, neither religious nor anti-religious views are appropriate in a science class.
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