Alfred P. Sloan Foundation

630 Fifth Avenue

Suite 2550

New York, NY 10111

Darwin Day Celebration; Next Phase Expansion

This letter of inquiry is being sent, as requested by the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation to solicit a preliminary response from the Sloan Foundation, with the hope that we will be encouraged to submit a fully developed proposal regarding the possibility of support. 

Introduction:

Problems Facing Science Education in America:

In recent months we have all become aware of the dire state of science education in our schools.  A recent editorial in the New York Times addressed this subject with the following statement: “The United States could easily fall from its perch in the global economy unless it does something about the horrendous state of science education at both the public school and university levels.”  This point of view appeared in OPINION, July 3, 2006, and was titled How to Educate Young Scientists.

To help alleviate this problem in both our culture and our educational system, Darwin Day makes use of modern communications technology to maintain an attractive educational website that also promotes an innovative, authentic Celebration of Science and Humanity!

Overview of the Darwin Day Project:

The 'Darwin Day' project promotes and delivers informal science education on the subject of evolution, in an economically efficient manner, to a broad spectrum of the general public.  The successful model, which we have tested for over 6 years, consists of two significant, innovative elements.  First, we have constructed an attractive website http://www.darwinday.org, that serves continuously as an informal source of accurate scientific information on evolution, for students and teachers at all levels.  This website contains detailed information about Charles Darwin's life and his contributions as an important scientist, and about evolutionary biology, including the molecular mechanisms that underlie the process of natural selection.  An independent measure of the success and respect given our Web site is the fact that over 1,100 other Web sites link to it for information on these subjects.  Second, using Darwin as a symbol, we promote annual Celebrations of Science and Humanity, sponsored by many other organizations at no cost to us.  These activities take place on or near Darwin's birthday (February 12) each year.  To promote these activities, we use a database, dynamic Web page generation, and e-mail to encourage and publicize a variety of public lectures at universities, appropriate activities in K-12 classrooms, exhibits in libraries and museums, discussions, dramatizations, and other events open to the public, as well as private functions such as dinners and parties, that focus on a theme of science and humanity. 

In February 2006 there were over 650 informal educational Darwin Day events open to the public, which took place across America and in 13 other countries.  These activities are listed on our website under 'Events'.  In addition, our activities were picked up by 'major news services' such as Bloomberg and AP, and as a result articles appeared in over 150 newspapers, E-news articles and also on primetime TV evening news.  Further, the term "Darwin Day," a phrase propagated by our website and outreach activities, now appears on over 142,000 web pages.  Unfortunately it is not possible to establish an accurate figure on how many people have been directly influenced by this activity, but we think it is safe to say that they number in the millions.

We are currently seeking funds to improve and expand the scientific content of our website http://www.darwinday.org and to greatly increase our outreach to the national and international communities.  Plans are already in place to do this when funds become available.  While our current website is attractive and very useful, there are areas where the content would benefit by expansion and inclusion of additional, relevant scientific material.  We also plan to translate our website into 8 or 10 of the major languages of the world, as soon as possible.  When this is completed it will greatly improve our ability to reach out more effectively to both national and international audiences.  Creation of additional free information-downloads for use by those who sponsor the many activities will also encourage more participation.  In addition, further expansion and automation of our extensive email outreach activities will be productive in both the domestic and international markets.  These improvements will greatly enhance one of our major goals, which is to increase participation each year in order to produce an impressive global celebration of science and humanity on Darwin's bicentennial birthday, February 12, 2009.

Our approach addresses a timely and current topic in the public arena that stirs strong emotions, that of the authenticity of evolution as a scientific reality and a central organizing principle of all biological science.  Emotions lead to higher alertness and offer an opportunity for teaching and learning --- "if it matters, we remember."  For instance, many members of the general public have shown a strong interest in the structure of DNA and the function of the human genome, both from the point of view of their personal health and in its relationship to the evolution of all other living organisms on this planet. 

Organization and Mission:

Darwin Day Celebration (DDC) is a tax-deductible 501(c)3 nonprofit California Corporation formed in 2000 and our offices are at 2682 Middlefield Rd, Suite P, Redwood City, Ca, 94063.  We have a local Board of Directors and an Advisory Board consisting of internationally recognized scientists, educators, philosophers, and writers who are available to guide our efforts and to answer scientific and technical questions that arise.

Our Mission is as follows: "The dual mission of Darwin Day Celebration is to promote public education about science and in addition to encourage the celebration of Science and Humanity throughout the global community including the general public, private and public institutions, science professionals, science educators at all levels, libraries, museums, the print and electronic media, and science enthusiasts everywhere.  Science is our most reliable knowledge system.  It has been, and continues to be, acquired solely through the application of human curiosity and ingenuity and, most importantly, it has provided enormous benefit to the health, prosperity and intellectual satisfaction for our human existence.  These are worthy achievements for all people to celebrate!"
Strategy:

To accomplish the above mission DDC uses a promotional effort that consists of sending professional email invitations to subject experts, personally inviting them to visit our website, where we offer them encouragement and non-monetary assistance on how to initiate an educational EVENT appropriate for their institution or private organization.  When needed, individualized electronic communications are subsequently used to answer questions and give advice on how to develop a successful Celebration for their circumstances.  We have been pleased to discover that once an institution or organization has had an EVENT it continues from year to year to produce new EVENTS.  We have found that these activities are an effective way to promote a good relationship with their communities and to also promote lifelong learning, as many participants return annually to learn more about new scientific discoveries.  The broader implication of our activity is that inexpensive transmission of information through the Web can be coupled with informal, social gatherings, that is ‘Celebrations’, for high effect.  In addition, there is a worldwide movement toward open access to scientific publications, and we are demonstrating how easily new discoveries can be transmitted to interested people, and how emotionally charged topics can be used to increase retention of scientific principles. Also, technical expertise is widely believed to be a major requirement for national economic success.  

Unique Characteristics:

The 'Darwin Day' organization is unique because we know of no other organization that is doing what we have done successfully for the past 6 years.  We have been able to show that our approach is a successful model with which to promote appreciation for what humans have achieved through scientific thinking throughout history.  As Darwin's loyal friend, Thomas Huxley pointed out in the publication of his collected essays, Darwiniana, in 1893, "We are all scientists."  The only thing that sets scientists apart today is the complexity of our instruments to acquire new data.  Scientific knowledge is gained through individual and collective application of human curiosity and ingenuity and these human characteristics have greatly improved our existence and deserve to be celebrated.  The model that we have developed to accomplish this is very cost effective because we promote both science education and the recognition of human accomplishments by asking other existing organizations, institutions and private individuals to produce EVENTS.  They use their own personnel, facilities and finances in response to our website and/or our formal email requests.  Our budget is modest precisely because our idea is innovative and the benefits are so obvious that others are willing to spend some of their own resources to participate.

Science is our most reliable knowledge system. It has been, and continues to be, acquired solely through the application of human curiosity and ingenuity and, most importantly, it has provided enormous benefit to the health, prosperity and intellectual satisfaction for our human existence.  These are worthy achievements for all people to celebrate. In addition it is clear that Darwin himself has become an internationally acclaimed figure, whose influence on progressive modern thought continues to be both profound and pervasive (Ernst Mayr, Darwin's Influence on Modern Thought, Scientific American, July 2000).
Financial needs:

The financial request that we would like to make is for approximately $155,000 for the following needs:

(1) Expand the scientific content of our website and to greatly increase our outreach to the national and international communities

(2) Increase our current Web programmer from ½ time to 1 FTE in order to (a) increase Web site scientific content, (b) automate handling of increasing email related to the Web site, and (c) coordinate translations of our Web site into other languages.  We have volunteer translators for several languages currently available.

(3) Hire two professional communications experts to assist EVENT sponsors who would develop customized outreach and response communications to Celebration sponsors in both the domestic and international markets thereby providing greater support, particularly to first time sponsors.  In addition they would assist in testing the automated translation capabilities on the Web in a limited domain of discourse about Darwin and evolutionary science.

(4) Incorporate positional information (latitude/longitude, as from GPS devices) to allow spatially targeted organization and promotion of Events.  The Web moves information freely, but people don't travel far for informal education.

Our Current Team:

The team of people that would supervise and carry out the project proposed here are as follows:

1. Robert J. Stephens, Ph. D. Pres. Darwin Day Celebration (DDC).  Dr. Stephens is the Founder of Darwin Day.  He is a Cell Biologist with the following degrees: B.A. from Pepperdine College, M.A. from Cornell University and a Ph. D. from the University of Southern California and Postdoctoral training at Yale University.  He spent over 28 years at SRI International and Stanford Research Institute as Director, Cell Biology Program and is author or co-author of over 125 reviewed, research publications.  Upon leaving SRI International Dr. Stephens became President of Tech-Star Industries a manufacturer of second-source parts for the semi conductor industry.  He is now retired and a full-time volunteer at DDC.  He has been responsible for the design and content of the DDC website and would oversee the expansion of this project in his capacity of President of the Corporation.

2. Mary P. White, Ph. D. is a member of the Board and Secretary of DDC. Dr. White holds a B.S. degree in Psychology from MSU, and a Ph. D. from University of Michigan. She is currently a Counselor/Learning Specialist, Menlo College, Atherton, CA. and has many years of experience as a research scientist and educator.  In addition to teaching at the university, high school and middle school levels, Dr. White has organized several informal Science Education projects including (a) community service learning for high school and college students, and (b) after-school enrichment program for middle school students.  She will volunteer her time to assist and coordinate the expansion of our project.

3. David C. Harris is currently working ½ time as a Web site programmer and developer for DDC and will be hired full-time when funds are available.  Mr. Harris holds a B.A. in biochemistry from UC Berkeley, a M.A. in Molecular Biology from the University of Oregon at Eugene, a M.A. in Biomedical Communication and a M.S. in Health Services Administration from Stanford University.  He has worked for years at biotech and pharmaceutical firms (Genentech, Affymetrix, Syntex, and others) doing principally database and clinical research programming, as a Scientific Programmer, Database Administrator, and Systems Analyst.  He will continue to develop the applications of computer technology that has made our project efficient and successful.

4. Several professional volunteers who are available to assist on a limited basis include Lola Stephens, a reference librarian and language expert; Nancy Pinkerton, a conference organizer and communications professional and Alison DeGeus a language specialist and graduate student.  In the past these volunteers have helped with various tasks such as content development, translations of emails from international sponsors, editing, and artwork.  In addition, the Stanford University ‘Tech Group’ has been of assistance with the design of the current website.

Board of Directors

The nonprofit corporation known as, Darwin Day Celebration, is governed by a five-member Board of Directors, that meet regularly to make decisions that guide the direction this organization.  Members of this Board are Robert J. Stephens, Ph. D. Chair; Arthur M Jackson, vice Chair; Benjamin Wade, CFO; Mary White, Ph. D. Secretary and one vacancy.  

Advisory Board: 

Darwin Day Celebration is fortunate to have many internationally recognized scientists, educators, philosophers, and writers serve on our Advisory Board.  They are available to answer questions on content and to guide our progress.  Their names are provided immediately below and for additional information on each of them please go to http://darwinday.org/NEWlang/aboutddc/advisory.html .  They are Edward O. Wilson (Harvard University),  Eugenie C. Scott (National Center for Science Education), Daniel C. Dennett (Tufts University), Patrick Bateson (Provost, Cambridge University), Steven Pinker (Harvard University), Frank Sulloway (U.C.Berkeley), Richard Dawkins (Oxford University), William Durham (Stanford University), Helena Cronin (London School of Economics), Michael Shermer (California Institute of Technology), Steve Jones (University College London), Carl Zimmer (Science Writer), William Calvin (University of Washington), Robin McKie (London Observer), and Colin Tudge (London School of Economics).  

Thank you for considering this letter.  I look forward to your response.

Sincerely Yours,

Bob Stephens 

Primary Contact

Robert J (Bob) Stephens, Ph.D.

President, Darwin Day Celebration, Inc.
2682 Middlefield Rd. Suite P,

Redwood City, California, 94063.

Phone # 650-701-1948

Fax # 650- 369-7214

Email rstephens@darwinday.org 
