How Do Adventist Students

Think About

Creation and Evolution?

By Donna Evans

“There’s no proof of creation; I just believe it
because the people I trust believe it.”

“Obviously, there’s no scientific basis for
creation as there is for evolution. Beliefin crea-
tion is an issue of faith, whereas evolution is one
of science.”

“Both creation and evolution require faith.
When you look at evolution, there’s not a lot of
evidence, but there’ s no direct evidence that God
created the earth, either, except for the Bible.”

“I don’t think anybody can say right now that
they know for sure that the Bible is correct, un-
less they’ve had some supernatural experience.
But you know, I've chosen to believe the Bible.”

—Adventist College Students

hese college students—part of a

study interviewing 19 freshmen
and 19 seniors at an Adventist college—all
claimed fidelity to the views of Creation, evolu-
tion, and biblical inspiration traditionally upheld
by the Adventist church. Their responses to ques-
tions designed to probe their thinking revealed
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that each had done some wrestling with the issues
involved. All had quite honestly faced the fact that
the “other side’” had some supportable arguments.
But what about the foundation of these students’
belief? On what did they base their confidence? It
appears that their beliefs were built without ref-
erence to the weight of evidence, rationality, or
even personal experience. Instead, a faith sup-
ported by feeling, apart from rationality, and
governed, not by understanding, but by precondi-
tioning, is prevalent. They seem to lack compre-
hension that, in a world where most choices are
not clear-cut, the choice of what to put faith in
must be based on a careful weighing of evidence.

When analyzing the comments of these stu-
dents, unsettling questions come to mind: Why,
having come so far in Adventist education, are
they unable to get beyond acknowledgement of
other potentially valid viewpoints? Why must
they cling to their beliefs based on what can only
be called truly “blind” faith? The answer may lie,
at least partially, in the way Adventist young
people are taught or encouraged to think.

eing an Adventist—and especial-

ly growing up as one—canbea
very secure and comfortable experience. There is
security in knowing which things are right and
wrong; there is security, too, in understanding the
meaning of the past and anticipating events in the
future. There is great comfort in knowing the
acceptance and favor of God and in being reason-
ably sure of what his will is for one’s life.
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Many Adventists are able to hold onto this
comfort and security indefinitely because they
believe that knowledge (or truth) is absolute and
can be absolutely known. Others, however, come
to the place where they must deal with challenges
to their cherished values and beliefs. Because of
such confrontations, these individuals eventually
realize that not only are they no longer sure of
things they once knew for certain, but now they
aren’t sure if they can know anything for certain.
This ambiguity causes a major shift in their world
view.

Such a shift is traumatic. The realization that
human beings, because of their limitations, can
never know all things, nor perceive revealed
things with complete accuracy, is a major one.
Especially for Adventists, the birth of such an
understanding is generally difficult and painful,
because it entails a loss of much of one’s basis for
security and comfort.

Major changes in world view come not only to
Adventists, but to most people at some time in
theirlives, as a natural result of confrontation with
reality. Some changes may happen gradually as a
child matures, encounters more people, and expe-
riences more of life. Other changes occur—
gradually or not—as aresult of learning that takes
place during formal education. And finally,
changes in assumptions about knowledge come
because of major life crises. But regardless of
how these changes occur, they usually carry a
great deal of impact.

There is a model that describes a natural and
predictable sequence of changes in world views
(stages of thinking and/or attitudes toward knowl-
edge). It is known as the reflective judgment
model. Asin any stage model, it presupposes that
the stages are progressive, sequential, and invari-
ant. This means that when people change from
one distinct type of thinking to another, the
change follows a set pattern. It also means that
people don'’t skip stages—that for one to arrive at
stage four, for instance, one must first go through
stages one, two, and three—and, having achieved
a certain stage of thinking, they generally don’t
regress to an earlier stage.

The reflective judgment model describes a
predictable progression of stages, moving from a
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certain and absolute view of knowledge through a
relativistic and uncertain view, and beyond to a
mature and reasonable way of selecting the
knowledge that is most likely to approximate
reality.!

The Absolute Level

tage 1: There is an objective

reality that exists just as the indi-
vidual sees it. Reality, and knowledge about real-
ity, are identical, and are known absolutely.
Thus, since knowledge exists absolutely, one’s
own views and those of authorities are assumed to
correspond to each other and to absolute knowl-
edge.

Stage 2: There is an absolute, objective reality
that is knowable and known by someone, but that
knowledge may not be immediately available to
the individual. It is, however, available to legiti-
mate authorities. The choosing of beliefs depends
on authority, as certain knowledge can be ob-
tained from authority. Evidence does not play a
role in decision-making.

Stage 3: There is an objective reality, but it
cannot always be immediately known, even by
legitimate authorities. Absolute knowledge ex-
ists in some areas, but in others it is uncertain, at
least temporarily. Even authorities may not have
certain knowledge yet. However, given enough
time and sufficient study, absolute knowledge can
be attained. In the meantime, in areas of uncer-
tainty, subjects are unsure of how to choose their
beliefs. Therefore, in these areas, they tend to
make their decisions based on feeling, whim, or
previous belief.

The Relativistic Level

tage 4: There is an objective real-

ity, butit can never be known with
certainty. Neither authorities, time, money, nor a
quantity of evidence can be relied on to lead to
absolute knowledge. Therefore, knowledge is al-
ways uncertain. There are many possible answers
to every question, but no way to decide which one
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is correct or even which one is better. Subjects are
aware of evidence, but not able to evaluate it or to
see how it leads to decision-making. Therefore,
they tend to make decisions based on whim and/
or mechanically used, or incomplete, evidence.
Stage 5: An objective understanding of reality
is not possible, since objective knowledge does
not exist. Reality exists only subjectively, and
what is known of reality reflects a strictly personal
knowledge. Knowledge, therefore, is subjective,
and knowledge claims are limited to subjective
interpretations from particular perspectives. Sub-
jects are able, however, to cite evidence support-
ing the various different perspectives and to un-
derstand how each group of data can lead to a
given conclusion, but only within a given context.

The Probabilistic Level

tage 6: An objective understand-

ing of reality is not possible, since
our knowledge of reality is subject to our own pre-
conceptions and interpretations. However, some
judgments aboutreality may be evaluated as more
rational or based on stronger evidence than other
judgments. Knowledge claims can be constructed
through principles of inquiry that are general-
izable across contexts.

Stage 7: There is an objective reality against
which ideas and assumptions must ultimately be
tested. Despite the fact that our knowledge of
reality is subject to our own perceptions and
interpretations, it is nevertheless possible,
through the process of critical inquiry and evalu-
ation, to determine that some judgments about
that reality are more correct than others.

Eleven years of research have shown this
model to be very consistent. Subjects tested at
different intervals of their lives have progressed
from lower stages to higher stages in the sequence
described, often reaching a higher stage at which
they have remained. Cross-sectional studies have
shown older subjects with more education to
score at higher levels than younger subjects with
less education. The Reflective Judgment Inter-
view, the instrument used in these studies, has
proved to be both valid and reliable.
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The later stages of this model provide a very
reasonable framework of thinking for the Advent-
ist who has matured beyond absolutism, but is not
content to remain relativistic. While it is true that
the security and comfort of absolutistic thinking
are gone, it is not necessary to remain in a state of
chaos and unfounded and unmeasurable choices.
The model provides for thinking that is evaluative
and yet still open to change and/or additional
information. This allows for both strong commit-
ment and openness to new thought. It allows the
individual to choose the better option based on
evidence, authority, and personal experience.

Reflective Judgment Research
and Adventist Education

he journey through the reflective

thinking stages is a slow one and
may stop atany given stage, leaving the individual
with that particular style of thinking indefinitely.
It is especially important to notice, however, that
for a person to move from the arbitrary, authority-
reliant, black-white early stages to the probabil-
istic stages, it is necessary to go through a time of
relativism.

Research has shown that relative judgment
scores increase with formal education. But what
isitabout formal education that causes changes in
reflective thinking?

It is conjectured that the move from absolutis-

College education seems to
provide the stimulus for the
major jump from eventual
absolutism to clear relativism.

tic stages to the relativistic ones is caused by
confrontation. The move fromrelativism to prob-
abilism may be fostered by the building of verbal
and critical thinking skills; by support for ques-
tioning as a legitimate stage; by the teaching of
options for thinking other than skepticism, cyni-
cism, and relativism; and by the role-modeling of
making choices based on probabilistic attitudes.?

Research done thus far has shown high school
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students scoring generally between stages two
and three, college freshmen at stage three, college
seniors at stage four, beginning graduate students
between stages four and five, and advanced
graduate students between stages five and seven.
A look at these scores shows that college educa-
tion seems to provide the stimulus for the major
jump from stage three to stage four, a leap that
goes from eventual absolutism to clear relativism.
But college does not seem to lead students
through the relativistic states to the clearly more
desirable probabilistic stages where choice is
based on evaluated evidence.

The Adventist who studies the reflective judg-

How is it possible that Adventist
students graduate with definite
relativistic thinking? How can an
education that is supposed to
preserve values create, or at least
sustain, relativism?

ment model will sooner or later come to ask how
Seventh-day Adventist college education affects
its students. Do Adventist students go through the
relativistic stages, too? Is this possiblein a college
whose purpose itis to pass on “proven” values and
to impart “truth”? If not, do students remain in the
absolutistic stages? Or, on the contrary, does Ad-
ventist education provide its students with the
necessary factors by which to arrive at probabilis-
tic decisions without lingering in relativism?

In order to seek answers to these questions, 19
freshmen and 19 seniors, full-time students at an
Adventist college, were given the reflective judg-
ment interview, which consists of four dilemmas
presented to the student one by one. After each
dilemma, the student is asked a series of ques-
tions. The dilemmas explore the student’s think-
ing about issues that are familiar to most people,
and about which there are conflicting viewpoints
and no definitive solution or answer. These inter-
views were taped and later transcribed word for
word. They were then separated and coded so
they could be rated blindly. The scores of these
Adventist students were then compared to scores
of freshmen and seniors attending non-church-
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sponsored colleges and universities. The com-
parison students were subjects of various studies
done on freshmen and seniors, the students from
each study attending the same school. Their ACT
scores and high school GPAs were comparable to
those of the students in the Adventist study.

Before the study at the Adventist college was
undertaken, three hypotheses were proposed:

1. That there would be a significant difference
or gain between the freshmen and the seniors in
this study. (This hypothesis was based on the
score trends for all college freshmen and seniors
studied so far.)

2. That the Adventist freshmen in this study
would score similarly to freshmen in other stud-
ies, but that the seniors would score lower or
spread across a wider range than the seniors in
other studies. (This hypothesis was based on the
assumption that a religious, somewhat conserva-
tive, and homogeneous education would not pro-
vide the necessary confrontation with previously
held values in order to move most of the freshmen
into relativistic stages.)

3. That the students’ thinking on the Creation/
evolution dilemma would score at a lower stage
than their thinking on the other three dilemmas.
(This hypothesis was based on the assumption
that it would be difficult to bring into question a
church doctrine so ingrained as the Creation doc-
trine.)

The results were unexpected. The first hypo-
thesis was confirmed. The mean score (stage) for
the freshmen was 3.87, and the mean of the
seniors was 4.18. This, as hypothesized, was a
significant gain. The freshmen mean, however,
rather than being about the same as that of fresh-
men in the comparison studies, was actually the
highest of any study done so far. The senior mean
was not lower than that of other seniors; rather it
was average. Therange of scores for these seniors
was narrower than any in the comparison studies.
Thus, the second hypothesis was disproved.

The third hypothesis was also disproved.
Scores on the Creation/evolution dilemma were
not significantly lower than the scores on the other
three dilemmas. However, the scores on the
news-reporting dilemma were significantly high-
er than scores of the other three dilemmas.*
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The results of this study raise several major
questions.

1. Why did the freshmen score so high?

2. Why were the seniors’ scores average, given
that the freshmen scored so high? The progress
between freshmen and seniors in this study is less
than the progress between freshmen and seniors in
any of the comparison studies.

3. Why was there a significant difference in the
scores for the news-reporting dilemma compared
to the other three dilemmas?

4. How is it possible that Adventist students
come into college with close to relativistic think-
ing and graduate with definite relativistic think-
ing? How can an education that is supposed to
preserve values create, or at least sustain, relativ-
ism?

Careful analysis of the transcripts of the inter-
views provided some answers to these questions.

High Freshmen Scores

ne basic difference between the

Adventist freshmen and those in
the other studies was that they had all attended
private academies rather than public high schools.
A possible explanation, then, for the high scoring
of the Adventist freshmen is the repeated refer-
ence in the freshmen interviews to exposure to
both the Creation point of view and the evolution
point of view.

Itis to the credit of the science teachers at these
academies that they presented both points of view
rather than just presenting the Creation viewpoint
and dismissing the evolutionary one. Although
evolution was not validated, it seems that at least
some of the bases for evolutionary belief were
presented. It seems certain that this issue was
discussed more deeply than it would have been at
a public high school where, in general, Creation is
dismissed as invalid and unscientific. The stu-
dents in this study, therefore, were at least permit-
ted to see possibly valid conflict, something not
allowed for in stage two. Because confrontation
on this fundamental issue challenged an overly
simplified world viewpoint, it is possible that that
style of thinking would have carried over into
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other content areas. Examples of freshmen’s
statements citing the high school confrontation
follow:

Uh, my ideas changed in academy. Until I went to
academy, you know, I always heard that God created
everything one day ata time, and that it took seven days
and that was it; seven literal days of creation. And um,
that always leads to well, what about these rocks that are
so old and stuff. Well, I believe that there could have
been matter here when God came on the first day,
because it says that on the first day the Spirit of God
moved on the face of the water . . . I got that from a high
school teacher who taught science class . . .

Well, I guess, ever since I've been in school and old
enough to, to uh, understand what my textbooks were
saying, whether it was fifth or ninth grade, you know, I
mean, some of which you have say millions and millions
of years, you know, evolution this and evolution that,
and you have to, I mean it is something that you’re not
used to seeing, you're not, youdon’tbelieve in it because
your parents have taught you this and you have learned
this in Sabbath school, and so when you have this
conflictin belief, I mean, you have to sit there and figure
it out for yourself in your own mind and you have to say
this doesn’t really make sense.

These freshmen obviously confronted a di-
lemma before they ever got to college. They
wrestled with concepts and moved past the totally
absolutistic stages.

Another possible reason for high scores of
freshmen is that perhaps in a smaller, private
school there were more opportunities for them to
participate in activities of leadership and respon-
sibility. Both of these factors—confrontation of
beliefs and leadership opportunity—seem to have
advanced these students’ ability to think for them-
selves.

Relatively Low Scoring
of Seniors

iven that the Adventist freshmen

scored so high, why is it that the
seniors did not make more notable progress? The
low average for seniors wasdue notonly to mostly
stage four scoring with a goodly number still
scoring at stage three, but also to the fact that there
were very few evidences of stage five. Why did
these seniors have such difficulty getting past
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stage four? The transcripts suggested several
reasons. One of these seemed to be the difficulty
of seeing affirmation of faith as something that
could be arrived at, at least partially, through an
underlying rational process. Over and over again,
the seniors gave faith as a valid ground for their
decisions, but saw faith as alien to reason and
more based on feeling or whim—evidences of
stage-four thinking. Here are a few examples:

[In speaking of Creation and evolution,] both sides
take, take a lot of faith into consideration. Because, you
look at evolution, there’s not a lot of evidence for alot of
these things that happened way back. But Creation, you
know, there’s not direct evidence that God created the
earth, except for the Bible, and so you kind of, kind of
have to work backwards from faith in God and religious
experience to believing that what God has set down is
true, and from that you believe that Creation is true.

No, I don’t think that anyone ever knows for sure, I
mean, I don’t think that anybody can say right now they
know for sure that, you know, the Bible isuh, necessarily
correct except that they’ve had some supernatural expe-
rience and/or they feel they’re so close to the Lord that
they know for sure, but uh, you know, I've chose to
believe in the Bible. I understand that this is contradic-
tory from what I’ ve said before [in reference to knowing
things].

The following excerpt from the actual inter-
view evidences the same stages of thinking:

Interviewer: What do you think about these state-
ments?

Student: That’s a tough subject. Obviously there’s
no scientific basis for Creation as there is for evolution.
I would, I think that the belief in Creation as opposed to
evolution is one of mere faith, where evolution is one of
science.

Interviewer: You don’t see that as a cognitive issue
atall, then? An issue of logic at all?

Student: No, to hold Creation as a belief is one of
mere, merely of faith, not of support.

Interviewer: So you wouldn’t base it on any specific
support?

Student: (Shakes head.)

This type of response was prevalent. It seems
that to these students, belief in religion-related
issues can validly be based on faith; but that faith
is based on feeling, on choice made aside from
rationality, on what “seems right,” or on precon-
ditioning, as one senior put it. This was true
of most of the dilemmas.
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Differences in Scores
Across Dilemmas

tudents did not see faith issues

only in the Creation-evolution
dilemma, but also saw their religion permeating
most aspects of life. Therefore, both the chemical
additives (Are chemical additives in foods harm-
ful or beneficial?) and the pyramids (Were such
complex structures built by the Egyptians alone,
or did they have help from supernatural sources,
i.e., aliens from space?) dilemmas were also faith
issues. Only the news-reporting dilemma (Is
news reporting objective or subjective?) seemed
to be free of faith-related factors.

Because of the tendency, then, to see faith as a
non-cognitive action, all faith-related dilemmas
scored lower than the dilemma that to the students
was free of faith factors.

Relativistic Thinking in
SDA College Students

Ithough the students in this study

all adhere firmly to church beliefs
(insofar as this study refers to them), their think-
ing about such issues is very relativistic. The
question, then, is, How do Adventist students
becomerelativisticasaresultof Adventistcollege
education? The answer seems to lie, at least par-
tially, in the nature of that education.

Actually, any kind of formal higher education
seems to provide a broadening of viewpoints and
a certain amount of challenge to previously held
beliefs just because of exposure to so much thatis
new. Also, it should be noticed that many of the
freshmen were already into a relativistic style of
thinking when they arrived at college. The more
appropriate question, perhaps, is why an Advent-
ist college education doesn’t guide them more
quickly toward probabilistic thinking.

Several answers suggest themselves. Perhaps
Adventist students are not being given sufficient
support for and acceptance of the legitimate ques-
tion-asking that should occur as one comes out of
absolutism. Question-asking, viewed as danger-
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ous, is a somewhat frowned-upon activity at
Adventist colleges. Without support and valida-
tion for a student’s honest and legitimate ques-
tion-asking process, there will be a delay in prog-
Tess.

Secondly, faculty may fail to provide students
with sufficient role models for probabilistic think-
ing by explaining clearly and carefully the proce-
dure they go through in arriving at decisions or
choices, given the uncertainty of human knowl-
edge. Faculty members themselves must think at
probabilistic levels in order to be of help to their
students in advancing out of relativism.

Even more fundamentally, Adventism too of-
ten sees faith as totally feeling-oriented. Our fore-
bears studied and searched for truth and adjusted
to and accepted new knowledge as it came to
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them, even when that required abandoning or
altering cherished beliefs. Surely we should teach
ourselves and our students to weigh all the evi-
dence that can be produced, to search for the best
information available, and to examine all experi-
ence and circumstance in order to make faith
choices as intelligently as possible.

The reflective judgment model provides a
description of changing patterns of attitudes to-
ward knowledge. It advocates probabilistic think-
ing as the highest form of reflective thinking.
Understanding this model and its sequence of
stages should help toward making the relativistic
period a normal, though hopefully temporary, sit-
uation. The probabilistic period is a goal toward
which all honest thinkers (not mere reflectors of
others’ thoughts) must move.
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