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Evolution is clearly a topic that engenders strong feeling these days amongst educators, scientists, and the religious public. It is a topic that is under severe attack for more than scientific reasons and its teaching has recently been argued in federal court. Though evolution is part of science standards teachers say their teaching of evolution is often tempered by their concerns about parental complaints. The public’s lack of understanding of science has been well documented and this is one of the sources of their confusion about evolution. Specifically the public is being confused about the use of the word theory in terms of evolution, the facts of evolution and the relationship between their personal religious beliefs and the scientific fact of evolution. Informal education institutions have an obligation to present evolution in the context of their missions in an engaging way so that our visitors (almost half children <10 years old average age) can understand it. This is rarely done. There are numerous exhibitions at natural history museums that encompass evolution but very few at science centers or other informal science centers. Evolution exhibitions at natural history museums very often do not present evolution as an ongoing process, explain how scientists think evolution occurs, or address issues involving faith based reasoning and understanding science. The attacks on teaching of evolution have far greater implications for society than the publics understanding of evolution. I will discuss what we understand about the public’s understanding and acceptance of evolution from the perspective of current evolution exhibitions (eg Explore Evolution) and from current research of children’s developmental ability to understand evolution. This forms the basis of a new program (Life Changes) on evolution for science centers.

