PEGGY O’SHEA

What do you think about the fact that evolution is included in the new science standards?

It’s going to raise some concerns and I understand that. Any time something is taught in the classroom that might have a religious connotation, the parents have the ability to opt out of that discussion and the child wouldn’t be tested on it.

So you’re saying that parents could opt out of their child being taught about evolution?

Perhaps. I’d want to look at what’s being taught and how it’s being taught. What are they saying about evolution? Are they posing it as a theory or as a fact? I’d have to see how it would play out in the classroom. It’s similar to the health curriculum. There are pieces in there that a lot of people don’t agree with. Maybe this should be something that can be taught, but it could be an opt out.

But if evolution becomes part of the Sunshine State Standards, students will be tested on it. Won’t districts have to teach it?

If the state mandates it, we’ll do it, but we want the local community to understand we’ll do it within the regulation of the law but with their interests in mind. If the state comes down with the standards, kids are going to be tested on it. Certainly we’ll have to teach it, but we’ll have to see to what degree and in what capacity we have to teach it.

Just from a personal view, and I’m not saying it’s right or wrong, we talked at home about it because I wanted my children to understand both issues. But we can’t assume that’s what happens in every household. We have to be very sensitive and look at all the ramifications. If it would be taught in the classroom, we would have to look at how it would be taught and what would be said. I would want to know at what grade levels it’s being taught. It’s one thing to do it in a high school classroom. It would be different in an elementary classroom. In general, I would say we need to be very careful and look into this really carefully. If the state is going to do this, we need to hear what they’re going to do and then give them input.

So you’re saying that you would want more details on how evolution would be taught?

Yes, it’s going to depend on where it’s taught and to what age group. It could be confusing to kids who are taught creationism at home. This is a theory that doesn’t always fit in with religious beliefs. I would want to know to what age group are we teaching this. I think it would be very confusing to younger children. It needs a lot of thought. Would we be teaching it as a theory or as a fact? I would have a lot of questions about how it’s going to be taught before I could make a decision.

It sounds like you’re not convinced that evolution is a sound theory.

Evolution is a theory that opposes the different religious theories. How do we teach that without offending the child?

And what about creationism?

How scientific is it? I’m not in a position to judge that. But it does open up an area that public schools try to stay out of. I would want to know, does every religion believe the same thing? I don’t mind doing both, but if we’re teaching creationism, it has various interpretations. You’re getting into some areas that I don’t know belong in the curriculum per se. And I’m not so sure the schoolteacher is the one to be presenting religious ideas. My question would be, are we better off not teaching any of it at all? We need to hear from the public on that.

I’m not saying it belongs in the schools. But if we’re teaching one thing, don’t we have the obligation to teach the other side? What is the obligation we have to the community? I don’t think religion per se belongs in the schools, but each of us have beliefs that are part of who we are. You can’t totally separate that because it’s part of who we are. I’d probably ideally like to keep it ALL out of the classroom. If it’s going to create this much controversy, how important is it?

