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Legionnaires’ disease outbreak in Philadelphia in 1976 was mysterious and deadly – 50 years later, scientists know the cause but outbreaks continue

theconversation.com · Charles N. Haas, Professor of Environmental Engineering, Drexel University · Robert Promisloff, Clinical Professor Emeritus of Medicine, Drexel University

Legionnaires wait to testify before a special congressional inquiry in November 1976 into the cause of the mysterious disease.
 Bettmann/Bettman Collection via Getty Images
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              The landmark Bellevue-Stratford Hotel in Philadelphia went out of business after the Legionnaires’ disease outbreak in 1976.
              Bettmann/Bettman Collection via Getty Images
            
          

Soon after Philadelphia hosted America’s bicentennial celebrations in late July 1976, more than 200 attendees of the American Legion Convention at the Bellevue-Stratford Hotel in Philadelphia fell ill with pneumonia symptoms, including fever, cough and trouble breathing.


Thirty-four of them died.


One of us was a newly minted pulmonary fellow at Hahnemann University Hospital. The hospital was just a mile from the hotel and received some of the first cases. 


At the time, no one knew what caused the illnesses. Scientists considered bacterial or viral infection, heavy metal toxins or some combination of environmental causes.


Early days of Legionella pneumophila


Several months later, Dr. Joseph McDade, a microbiologist at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, discovered the organism that was responsible after doing detailed microbiological investigation and animal testing. 


The newly recognized bacteria was named Legionella pneumophila after the outbreak at the Legionnaires’ convention.


Legionella pneumophila differed from infectious respiratory organisms known at the time since it multiplied in an environmental water source and was not spread by person-to-person contact. 


It was also atypical because these bacteria do not have cell walls and appear colorless with the usual laboratory staining methods – making them difficult to identify. 


The CDC found that this same organism had been responsible for earlier, milder clusters of respiratory illness in Pontiac, Michigan, that occurred in 1968. This milder disease form was named Pontiac fever.



            [image: Woman in white lab coat looks through microscope]
            
              Microbiologists had a hard time identifying the cause of the 1976 Legionnaires’ outbreak, as it was an atypical bacterium.
              CDC/Warren Jones, 1979/Smith Collection/Gado via Getty Images
            
          

Legionella can thrive in pipes, whirlpools and humidifiers


Legionnaires’ disease puzzled epidemiologists and microbiologists because it came from a type of exposure that had not received much attention. 


The bacterium was found to multiply in biofilms – slimes that grow on wet surfaces. The air conditioner cooling systems at the Bellevue hotel in 1976 hosted such biofilms.


We now know that household pipes and plumbing fixtures, whirlpools, humidifiers and many other places can provide a habitat for Legionella pneumophila.


From these engineered systems, particles containing the bacteria can become airborne and be inhaled by nearby people. Disinfecting these systems can reduce growth of Legionella, while new designs can reduce the spread of aerosols. 


Scientists now also know that Legionella pneumophila is just one of dozens of species of microorganisms that can cause respiratory illness from airborne water particles.


One of us, a professor of environmental engineering, has developed ways to assess the risk for many different environmental microorganisms. Students at Drexel University in Philadelphia used the methods to calculate critical concentrations of Legionella for water management.


Today, there are also consensus guidelines for managing building water systems, especially to reduce the risk of Legionnaires’ disease. For example, it is very important to keep buildings’ hot water lines above critical temperatures and to avoid stagnant zones in which chlorine in water can decay.
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              Legionella pneumophila is a bacterium that causes Legionnaires’ disease.
              Janice Haney Carr/Centers for Disease Control and Prevention via AP
            
          

Evolving treatments for Legionnaires’


In the early days of treating Legionnaires’, the standard treatment became an antibiotic called erythromycin.


However, erythromycin had many side effects. 


Today, doctors typically treat Legionnaires’ and other cases of severe community-acquired pneumonia with newer antibiotics like azithromycin or levofloxacin, which are commonly used for a variety of infections.


Legionnaire’s disease runs a spectrum from very mild disease or with moderate symptoms such as cough and chest congestion to severe cases that require prolonged hospitalization. Fortunately, rapid diagnostic tests have been developed that can detect the organism in urine. Hospitals use these tests to determine whether a patient with respiratory symptoms has Legionella. 


Cases are rising and outbreaks continue


Much has been learned about the microbiology, clinical response, ecology and engineering factors linked to Legionella. Still, numerous outbreaks have occurred in the years since 1976. 


Notable ones include contamination at a whirlpool spa at a flower show in the Netherlands in 1999 that caused at least 188 illnesses and 21 deaths. In 2015, a Legionnaires’ disease outbreak in multiple building cooling towers in the South Bronx in New York resulted in 138 cases and 16 deaths.



            [image: People walk down street near building that says Opera House Hotel]
            
              A rooftop air conditioning unit at the Opera House Hotel in the South Bronx in New York was the source of a deadly Legionnaires’ outbreak in 2015.
              Spencer Platt via Getty Images
            
          

More recently, a Legionnaires’ outbreak that began in late July 2025 in the Harlem neighborhood of New York caused 90 hospitalizations and seven deaths.


Reported cases of Legionnaires’ disease in the U.S. have increased in recent decades. Currently there are about 2.5 confirmed cases per 100,000 people per year. According to the CDC, that’s a fivefold increase since 2000.


The CDC estimates that the U.S. economic burden from Legionnaires’ disease is likely more than US$1 billion per year.


Cases peak during warm weather, especially in humid conditions or after rain. Legionella bacteria can grow in cooling towers, hot water tanks, hospital plumbing systems and decorative fountains. Today, hospitals, hotels, cruise ships and office buildings all have routine Legionella monitoring. 


Also, different species of Legionella can cause other respiratory illnesses besides Legionnaires’ disease. Current clinical tests may miss much of the diversity of Legionella, but molecular biological tools are improving quickly, and DNA-based methods are expanding the diagnostic tool kit.


Read more of our stories about Philadelphia and Pennsylvania, or sign up for our Philadelphia newsletter on Substack.

Charles N. Haas has received prior funding from the USEPA and from the American Water Works Research Foundation on projects related to the occurrence and disinfection of Legionella in water.
Robert Promisloff does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/legionnaires-disease-outbreak-in-philadelphia-in-1976-was-mysterious-and-deadly-50-years-later-scientists-know-the-cause-but-outbreaks-continue-284150



02

Quantum sensors could spot hidden damage in the thousands of US bridges rated ‘structurally deficient’

theconversation.com · Alex Krasnok, Assistant Professor of Electrical & Computer Engineering, Florida International University

The Dames Point Bridge spans a river in Jacksonville, Fla.  Jonathan Zander/Wikimedia Commons, CC BYEvery bridge has parts that drivers never see: steel buried in concrete, welds tucked under girders, and soil packed around foundations below the waterline. A bridge can look fine from the road while rust spreads around steel hidden inside concrete. A small fatigue crack can lengthen. A flood can wash soil away from a pier. By the time cracks, loose concrete or lane closures appear, the cheapest repair window may already have closed. 


When it comes to these damaged bridges, this problem is national. The United States has more than 624,000 highway bridges. About 220,000 need major repair or replacement, and 41,677 are rated poor, also called structurally deficient. While “poor” does not mean unsafe, it does mean at least one key bridge element received a poor rating, indicating deterioration or cracking that will require significant repair.





As a researcher who studies photonics and quantum sensing, I work on devices that measure faint or hidden signals. My lab applies physics to develop devices, including quantum sensors. Advanced sensors of this type might one day be able to help engineers pinpoint where to look to determine whether hidden damage in infrastructure is worsening. However, they cannot replace human inspectors.


Inspections keep bridges safe, but are snapshots


Federal bridge inspections – rooted in National Bridge Inspection Standards mandated by Congress in 1968 – exist because past failures showed that small defects can threaten large structures.


Under current federal rules, many bridges must be inspected in, at most, 24-month intervals. Higher-risk bridges, such as those carrying heavy interstate traffic, those with aging structures or known defects, or those built over saltwater, may require shorter intervals. Lower-risk bridges with lighter traffic and sound materials may qualify for longer intervals.


Those inspections remain essential, but they are snapshots. A bridge may change during the months between visits. Corrosion can spread below a deck that looks sound. A small crack can sit inside a weld. A river can displace soil from a foundation while the roadway above looks unchanged. Sensors extend inspections by tracking these change that form between scheduled checks.


Hidden damage can grow quietly


The three common hidden threats to bridges are corrosion, fatigue and scour. Corrosion begins when water, oxygen and salts reach steel. A concrete layer usually protects steel, but cracks, salt spray and chloride ions from seawater or deicing salts can break that protection. The rust then expands, much like ice widening a crack in a sidewalk. It pushes the concrete outward and can cause the material to come loose or the layers to separate.


Fatigue damage is the bridge version of bending a paper clip back and forth. Just as a paper clip eventually snaps after repeated bending, a bridge’s steel components weaken and break down under continuous cycles of stress. Thousands of heavy vehicles can make tiny cracks grow near welds, bolted connections or older steel details.  


Scour damage is different: Moving water removes soil around the bridge’s foundations. The bridge above can look stable, while the support below loses the ground it needs. 


Waiting costs more


The earlier engineers can identify damage to aging bridges, the more time and options they have to fix them. The average U.S. bridge is about 47 years old. Many bridges are near or past the 50-year life they were designed for, and about 45% have exceeded their planned design lives. 


Typically, it’s less costly to preserve bridges in fair condition than those already in poor condition. Making all the identified necessary U.S. bridge repairs would cost about US$467 billion.


Past failures show why small details matter. As one example, the 2007 I-35W bridge collapse in Minneapolis was partially due to undersized gusset plates – steel plates that connect the intersecting beams in a bridge’s structural framework – along with added weight and construction loads. The collapse killed 13 people and injured 145. 



            
            Monitoring bridges can pinpoint structural damage that could eventually lead to devastating collapses.
          

Sensors alone are not a cure for such failures, but better measurements can help engineers notice when important details are changing.


Sensors help engineers look, listen and scan


Sensor systems are easiest to categorize based on what they do. 


Some sensors see: Drones can photograph cracks and loose concrete, infrared cameras can show heat patterns linked to damaged deck zones, and LiDAR, short for light detection and ranging, can build three-dimensional maps. 


Some sensors listen: Ultrasonic testing and impact-echo probes send sound waves into concrete or steel, acoustic emission sensors listen for active cracking, and accelerometers track how a bridge vibrates. 


Some sensors scan below the surface. Specialized radio tools try to locate hidden steel, trapped moisture, empty pockets or crumbling layers inside the concrete. Meanwhile, magnetic and electrical instruments attempt to guess whether that buried steel is rusting away.


The value of sensors often comes from combining methods. One bridge deck inspection robot uses subsurface radar, electrical tools that measure moisture, and a standard camera to collect data. It then builds simple visual maps showing the exact health of the bridge deck. Fiber-optic sensing could be another route. Researchers have shown that existing telecommunication cables can record bridge vibration signatures.


Sensors are evidence, not verdicts


While instruments provide crucial clues about a structure’s condition, they do not automatically dictate the solution. Engineers still need to examine the bridge design, inspection history, traffic loads, weather, material condition and measurement uncertainty before deciding whether to repair, restrict traffic or close a bridge.


Field data is messy. Wet concrete can blur radar results. Traffic, wind and temperature can mask vibration changes. 


The best systems answer narrow questions: Where is the concrete deck beginning to split into horizontal layers underneath the surface? Is this crack actively widening? Is a suspension cable losing its structural strength because its inner steel wires are rusting away? Is the fast-moving water washing away the critical soil supporting the bridge’s underwater foundations after a storm? 


Quantum sensors are a frontier


Quantum sensors may help when the signs of structural distress are weak, buried or noisy. These devices use quantum systems, such as atoms or electron spins, as highly sensitive probes. 


By measuring how these atomic properties shift in response to extremely subtle changes in gravity, motion or magnetic fields, the sensors can detect flaws that traditional instruments miss. 


For bridges, the nearest-term opportunity is likely magnetic inspection. My team and I co-authored a review, which has not yet been peer-reviewed, on quantum magnetometers for infrastructure inspection. These sensors identify signals from induction responses, magnetic flux leakage, stress, corrosion and operational currents. 


In plain terms, these sensors may help map weak magnetic fields near steel, cables or electrical conductors. Changes or disruptions in these local magnetic fields can reveal hidden rust, snapped wire strands inside a thick suspension cable, or abnormal stress points in the steel before a crack even forms.



            [image: a small piece of electronics]
            
              Atomic magnetometers are a type of sensor that use atoms in a vapor cell to measure faint magnetic fields. They can operate at room temperature.
              J. Kitching/NIST
            
          

The hard part is not building a record-setting sensor in a quiet lab, but rather making a device that works on a noisy bridge, near traffic, weather, steel and electrical interference. Quantum sensors will matter only where they beat cheaper classical tools in real inspection conditions.


The goal is not to make every bridge smart. The goal is to make damage harder to hide. Sensors give engineers more ways to see inside concrete, steel, soil and water, turning some surprise closures into repairs planned months earlier.


The public may never notice the best use of bridge sensors. That is the point: The safest infrastructure technology often works before a problem becomes visible from the road.

Alex Krasnok does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/quantum-sensors-could-spot-hidden-damage-in-the-thousands-of-us-bridges-rated-structurally-deficient-283569
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Toy Story 5’s ‘Lilypad’ is an indictment of the world that birthed the ‘iPad Kid’

theconversation.com · Aarushi Bhandari, Assistant Professor of Sociology, Davidson College

Some parents call tablets the 'square au pair.' Danielle Villasana/The Washington Post via Getty ImagesIn the trailer for “Toy Story 5,” a little girl named Bonnie is playing with her toys when a package arrives in the mail. 


She opens it to find Lilypad, a tablet for children. 


The iconic toys from the series – Woody, Buzz Lightyear, the Potato Heads, Forky and Slinky Dog – then watch in dismay as Bonnie casts them all aside in favor of the bright tablet screen. Rex the dinosaur exclaims, “What? Extinction? Not again!” 


The film zeros in on a uniquely 21st-century phenomenon: the “iPad kid,” a term used – often disparagingly – to describe a generation of children who grew up enchanted by screens.


A lot of the discussion around tablet use among kids shames parents, framing it as an example of lazy or bad parenting. Yet factors such as long working hours and lack of access to affordable childcare compel many parents to rely on tablets. 


As a scholar of the attention economy – and also as a mom to a 4-year-old – I’ve noticed a disconnect between the resources U.S. society offers parents versus what’s expected of them in the digital age.



            
            In ‘Toy Story 5,’ Woody, Buzz and the gang must prove that traditional toys still matter when Bonnie becomes captivated by a high-tech tablet named Lilypad.
          

The pandemic and the ‘square au pair’


When the first “Toy Story” came out in 1995, many single-income families could still afford to comfortably raise multiple kids. It was more common for new parents to live near their extended families, such as grandparents, to provide childcare support. Federal policies provided some low-income families with cash assistance that helped ease the cost of transition to parenthood. 


Since then, parenting has become a lot more challenging. Single-income households with kids under 18 have steadily declined as wages have stagnated, forcing both parents into the workforce. At the same time, it’s harder to qualify for government benefits.


And even when moms do earn a paycheck, working moms experience what sociologists call the “motherhood penalty” – career disadvantages, such as lower wages and promotion barriers, due to childbirth – even as U.S. parental leave policies remain weak.  


So it’s hardly a surprise that fewer Americans are choosing to become parents under these conditions. But those who did have kids in the years leading up to 2020 ran smack into the COVID-19 pandemic. 


The lockdown that started in March 2020 following the outbreak of the pandemic led to closures of schools and many workplaces. Many parents either worked from home or provided critical work in grocery stores and hospitals. Kids stayed home and schools transitioned to remote-learning models. 


It’s important to remember that many institutions with social legitimacy and authority encouraged the use of tablets during the COVID-19 pandemic lockdowns.


School systems around the world normalized their use for remote learning. Children as young as 4 were given tablets, which gave their parents space to complete their own remote work and other household tasks, with some moms referring to it as “the square au pair.” 


In this sense, the tablet became a form of school-sanctioned childcare. 


Economic activity was minimally disrupted. Productivity hummed along. And the kids? Comfortably distracted.


For some households, there’s little choice


When lockdowns ended, tablets remained integrated into the education system. In 2021, 4 in 5 U.S. households with children had a tablet. Beyond schoolwork, kids also use tablets for activities, such as video games and watching TV. 


The adverse impacts of excessive screen time in general has been well documented for decades. But scholars have only recently unpacked the specific harms of interactive tablet use among young children. 


Children who use tablets are more likely to experience emotional dysregulation and dependency on screens. Researchers have also found tablet use among kids to be significantly associated with ADHD diagnoses.


At the same time, research shows screen time use among children is tied to social class. 


Parents from working- and middle-class households are more likely to rely on screens compared to high-income parents, who can hire childcare services, such as full-time nannies.


Parental education is also a factor. Americans generally have little grasp of digital hygiene – knowledge about best practices to minimize negative effects of screens. But households with parents who didn’t graduate from college are even more in the dark.


And while schools hand out tablets, most of them fail to provide students and families with a comprehensive education on the adverse impacts of excessive screen time.  


In other words, this isn’t a Generation Alpha problem. Most people – adults included, with or without children – aren’t properly educated and informed about their choices around technology use. Yet adults continue to be shamed if they hand their kid a tablet. All the while, parents navigate the added burdens of challenging the educational status quo around tablets. 


Frankenstein’s village


When work is the only sturdy pillar in a society where government benefits for low-income people, family ties and community institutions have eroded, tablets replace the metaphorical village – the web of social support that helps families thrive. 


In pursuit of jobs or affordable housing, many young parents move farther from their extended families and the communities where they grew up. The working parents who are forced to rely on daycare – sending kids as young as a few weeks old – end up spending an exorbitant amount of money on the service.



            [image: A woman plays with two infants on a colorful mat in a daycare.]
            
              Some parents have no other option but to send their infants to expensive daycare – often staffed by underpaid workers who are moms themselves.
              Pat Greenhouse/The Boston Globe via Getty Images
            
          

Meanwhile, the persistence of traditional gender roles ensures that many moms still go home to a second shift: Working women continue to disproportionately cook, clean and care for children. No matter how overworked or exhausted some parents are, they cannot afford to hire help as the inflation and cost-of-living crises hit historic highs. 


Big Tech takes advantage of this crisis with a “solution” that ultimately treats children as products, manipulating their emotions and mining their data. As I argue in my book, “Attention and Alienation,” children’s dependency on screens is a key component of the attention economy.


The earlier a life is monetized, the longer it is profitable. 


“Toy Story 5” and its critical take on the tablet may be helpful. But it will take more than a blockbuster movie to protect small kids from the harms of too much screen time. Instead, I think it will require strong parental leave policies, expansive and affordable childcare access, fair wages and shared household labor.


In other words, there needs to be a full rehabilitation of the village.

Aarushi Bhandari does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/toy-story-5s-lilypad-is-an-indictment-of-the-world-that-birthed-the-ipad-kid-285049
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Federal flood insurance carries 2 moral hazards – which you face depends largely on how wealthy you are

theconversation.com · Ivis García, Associate Professor of Landscape Architecture and Urban Planning, Texas A&M University

Anyone who has been through a flood or hurricane knows the scene: waterlogged furniture piled on curbs, gutted homes with mold creeping up the walls, families displaced for months. But the recovery isn’t the same for everyone.


While federal flood insurance subsidizes risky coastal and waterfront development for wealthier homeowners by lowering the cost of living in these areas, many low-income households in flood-prone areas remain stuck with risky properties and little help.


As a disaster recovery researcher, I’ve witnessed how perverse incentives create different cycles of vulnerability across income levels. The problem with federal disaster insurance today isn’t just about subsidizing wealthier coastal homeowners – it’s equally about leaving low-income households systematically underinsured without resources to either protect themselves or leave.


Federal flood insurance’s moral hazards


The National Flood Insurance Program was established by Congress in 1968 to provide affordable flood insurance to the public while encouraging floodplain management. 


Communities that participate in the program are required to adopt regulations to reduce flood risk in their areas for their residents to qualify. The insurance policies, around 4.7 million today, are purchased either through the program or insurance companies but administered and underwritten by the Federal Emergency Management Agency, the nation’s disaster response agency. When the policy cost is lower than the risk, the property is being subsidized by the federal program.


The National Flood Insurance Program did succeed in providing accessible insurance for many people, but it also produced a “moral hazard,” where people take on risk without bearing its full consequences. What’s less well understood is that this operates differently by income level.



            [image: A person stands on porch of a small house looking at flood water covering the yard up the home's foundation.]
            
              Water rises toward homes in Hampton, New Hampshire, on Jan. 10, 2024, after a storm with high winds, heavy rain and high seas.
              Joseph Prezioso/AFP via Getty Images
            
          

FEMA is currently working to adjust flood insurance prices to more closely match each property’s actual risk. The program’s Risk Rating 2.0 changes, which began in 2021, aimed to transition policies to full-risk pricing for everyone. The annual premium increases are capped by law at 18% for primary residences, so full-risk pricing won’t be fully reached until around 2037, according to federal estimates. 


But there’s another, less visible problem: Federal flood insurance already wasn’t affordable for many people.


In low-income neighborhoods, more than 90% of households are estimated to be underinsured, and their uninsured losses when they experience flooding often exceeds 20% of their annual income.



            [image: Two homes at the river's edge, one missing half of it's lower floor, with top hanging over precariously. Lots of boulders and debris are in the water.]
            
              Many homes along creeks and rivers in western North Carolina were devastated by flooding from the remnants of Hurricane Helene in 2024.
              Sean Rayford/Getty Images
            
          

Many families are unable to afford federal flood insurance premiums – only 37% of all policyholders pay less than $1,000 per year, according to FEMA. Instead, homeowners may skip insurance, gambling that disasters won’t strike. When floods do occur, these households can face catastrophic uninsured losses. 


Homeowners and renters may also choose federal flood insurance plans with lower premiums but that provide less coverage in a disaster, and even those plan costs can be high.


Because the federal flood insurance program doesn’t specifically help those who cannot afford premiums, this creates a structural trap: Wealthier homeowners receive government-subsidized insurance support for risky properties, while many lower-income households fall outside the system entirely.


Severe repetitive loss homes


FEMA’s repetitive loss properties also tell a story. Roughly 1% of National Flood Insurance Program properties are considered “severe repetitive loss” homes – those with multiple flood events over a 10-year period. Historically, those properties have accounted for nearly 30% of all claim payments. 


Low-income households that can’t afford to move can end up experiencing repeated losses, depleting their savings and leaving them facing persistent instability.


My research in Puerto Rico has shown how this repeated rebuilding deepens vulnerability, trapping families in a cycle where each disaster pushes them further into poverty and housing insecurity rather than allowing them to recover, what sociologists call “downward mobility.”



            [image: A map showing lots of repetitive loss properties along the Gulf and Atlantic coasts, but also in inland river valleys.]
            
              A National Flood Insurance Program map shows the number of repetitive loss properties within a 5 kilometer radius as of 2023. The highest rates are along the Gulf and Atlantic coasts, as well in some inland river valleys.
              FEMA with Esri, TomTom, Garmin, FAO, NOAA, USGS, EPA, USFWS
            
          

Breaking both cycles


Addressing these moral hazards requires different responses.


Income-based assistance programs such as FEMA’s Flood Mitigation Assistance grants can help ensure families aren’t priced out of safety.  For example, the upfront cost of home improvements that could reduce a home’s flood exposure, such as elevating the home or flood-proofing the property, can be too high for many people to afford, but assistance programs can help.


Voluntary buyout programs can also be effective in helping low-income homeowners relocate from risky properties – if those programs offer fair market value, meaningful relocation support and timely implementation. Prolonged, underfunded buyout processes can be harder for households with less cash available to manage.


The National Flood Insurance Program has another ongoing problem as more people move to flood-risk areas and as property values and storm damage rise. By early 2025, the program was about $22.5 billion in debt to the U.S. Treasury, even after Congress canceled $16 billion in debt in 2017. That debt accumulates $1.7 million in interest daily – costs borne by current and future policyholders through their premiums.


I believe fixing federal flood insurance will require an approach that prices risk accurately for those who can afford it while providing genuine assistance for low-income homeowners, for example, through affordable insurance, aid for projects that reduce homes’ vulnerability or equitable buyouts.


The water will come again. Flooding will strike both the insured mansions on the coasts and the uninsured mobile homes inland. The question is whether U.S. policies will continue leaving different forms of moral hazard for rich and poor or whether the government will finally align the country’s disaster response with reality.

Ivis García has received funding from the National Science Foundation; the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development; the U.S. Department of Transportation's National Institute for Transportation and Communities; the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention; the Environmental Protection Agency; the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering and Medicine; JPB Foundation; Ford Foundation, Pritzker Traubert Foundation; Chicago Community Trust, SBAN, Texas Appleseed, Fundación Comunitaria de Puerto Rico, Urban Institute & UNIDOS, and Natural Hazards Center.


Original: https://theconversation.com/federal-flood-insurance-carries-2-moral-hazards-which-you-face-depends-largely-on-how-wealthy-you-are-272345
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I’ve been studying racist costume parties for a decade, and colleges are failing at educating the students about why they’re wrong

theconversation.com · Ingrid A. Nelson, Professor of Sociology, Bowdoin College

The campus of Bowdoin College in Brunswick, Maine.   Catherine Robotis/UCG/Universal Images Group via Getty ImagesIn 2014, a group of students at Bowdoin College thought it would be fun to dress up as Pilgrims and Native Americans for a Thanksgiving-themed party. This is not the first or last event like this, nor is it unique to one college. 


Attendees later told me that, at the time, they did not understand why others might find the theme offensive. After all, many had dressed as Native Americans as children. One student told me he chose a Native American costume for the party “because it was way cheaper and I didn’t have to wear a shirt.” 


The college privately disciplined the students who dressed up as Native Americans but chose not to discipline all of the partygoers. 


My research shows that this selectivity sent a message to other students: Bowdoin saw racism as a problem affecting individual students, not a broader issue.  


I am a sociologist at Bowdoin and studied this and two other racially charged costume parties at the college in 2015 and 2016. I wrote a book about this topic in 2024. On each occasion, students, mostly white, dressed up using harmful racial stereotypes.


As national movements for racial justice gathered momentum a decade ago, students on campuses were also becoming more aware and outspoken about racial harms. At Bowdoin, too, students began to speak up after these parties.


And after each party, administrators sent emails to students and staff that condemned partygoers’ behavior. Yet, some students still didn’t understand why the parties could be seen as offensive. And other students just didn’t care. 


Asked for comment from The Conversation, Doug Cook, Bowdoin’s director of communication, wrote in an email: “We work hard to build community at Bowdoin and respond to all forms of intolerance in thoughtful and serious ways.” He also noted that the parties took place more than a decade ago.


But an April 2026 report from the Yale Committee on Trust in Higher Education cited a 2015 Halloween costume controversy there, noting, “At Yale as elsewhere, such events became identified with "cancel culture”: The idea that one wrong word or departure from campus orthodoxy could yield outsize punishments and social sanctions.“ 


At Yale and elsewhere, old questions about costume parties are feeding new questions about trust in higher education.  


Colleges generally try to create respectful campus communities in which students feel seen and safe. But they also try to encourage open, reasoned debate. 


Racially charged controversies, such as costume parties, tend to put those two goals at odds with each other, leaving college administrators to decide whose interests to prioritize. And being on the front lines of debates about free speech and racism puts higher education in a spotlight.


A problem that keeps happening


While racially charged events happen on campuses in many ways, costume parties can be among the most visible. It is why, in part, I chose to study what happened at Bowdoin. But Bowdoin is hardly alone.


In 2015, the Halloween controversy mentioned in the report took place at Yale. The university’s Intercultural Affairs Committee emailed students a few days before Halloween, asking them to avoid "culturally unaware and insensitive costumes.” 


Shortly after, Erika Christakis, associate head of one of Yale’s residential colleges, contradicted the email. She argued that the university should not tell students what costumes not to wear. 


Many costume controversies came before, and others followed, including at Brigham Young University, the University of Central Arkansas and Franklin & Marshall College, to name only a few.


Fallout from Bowdoin’s parties


In October 2015, one year after the Thanksgiving party and at the same time as the Yale Halloween controversy, another racially charged student party took place on Bowdoin’s campus. 


This one featured stereotypical gangster attire – baggy pants, jerseys, gold chains and a white student sporting cornrows. 


In 2017 and 2018, as part of research for my book on the subject, I spoke with students who attended this and other parties. 


Students who attended the 2014 Thanksgiving-themed party participated in an educational session with members of the Native American student group to learn more about why their costumes were hurtful.


Some students told me they “learned a lot” from that experience and realized that offending a certain group of people “is not something to just be pushed aside.” 


But students I spoke with who did not participate in these educational sessions remained confused, resentful or oblivious to the harm caused. 


After the 2015 gangster-themed party, the college asked the partygoers – all members of the school’s sailing team – to sit down and talk with the Black student group in a facilitated conversation.


The students who attended this party apologized publicly and worked to change their team’s culture through measures such as talking with new members about the hurtful party so they do not repeat the same mistakes. 


The college administration praised these conversations in an email to the campus, writing, “In our view, the most powerful and effective response is an honest, open discussion between the students who dressed as they did, those who were stereotyped, and the larger student community.”


However, some other students posted in anonymous online apps such as Yik Yak that they felt all of these measures were taking away their fun and removing their right to say and do what they wanted. 


As one self-described white guy wrote in a 2015 op-ed in the campus newspaper, “How can we have an open exchange of ideas when we’ve already decided that one side is right and the other is wrong?” 


My research shows that the burden of educating the offending students fell almost entirely to students of color. These students organized meetings, participated in conversations, wrote educational columns and shared painful personal stories – all while keeping up with their own coursework. 


A deepening divide


When yet another racially charged costume party took place at Bowdoin in the winter of 2016, this time a tequila-themed party that featured sombreros, the mood was different. 


Many students felt like the partygoers should have learned something from the prior parties. 


Mexican and Mexican American students said they felt exhausted discussing the party at length.


But others felt this new set of partygoers were being unjustly attacked. As one student said to me, “I remember feeling like I couldn’t speak because I was a white female on this campus who wore a sombrero and exercised white privilege.”


Many of the accused students I interviewed called their parents, and some consulted with lawyers to try to avoid disciplinary action by the college. Conservative and more mainstream media outlets picked up on the story. 


While some Yik Yak posts featured outright racism, the student newspaper showcased a range of views. One student of color condemned the costumes, while another student of color took no issue. 


One white student called for restorative justice through education and reconciliation, while another white student wanted to promote uncomfortable conversations. And still another pushed back against “disciplining ignorance.”
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              A series of racist costume parties at Bowdoin College offers insight into some of the trust issues plaguing higher education.
              iStock/Getty Images Plus
            
          

As one partygoer told me in 2018, “Everyone was afraid to step on each other’s toes, no one knew what was right and wrong, and everyone felt like a victim. … People on my side who attended the party or wore sombreros felt victimized by administration. Obviously, the Latinx community felt victimized by us.” 


What’s right or wrong


What’s striking about these parties is not that they kept happening – they have been happening for generations, and not just at Bowdoin – but what has happened in the decade since they caught the public eye.


My research suggests that Bowdoin, and elite colleges like it, can treat racism like blight carried by a few bad individuals rather than a condition baked into the institutions themselves. 


I believe this is important, because higher education cannot build trust among all students without acknowledging hard truths that may not even be obvious to leaders.


Elite colleges, according to research, remain elite because they serve elite interests. They tend to admit the children of alumni and donors at higher rates. They often reward the kinds of extracurricular activities, such as expensive club sports, that mainly wealthy families can afford. They market “diversity” but maintain social structures that keep white students comfortable and in control. 


When racist incidents happen, colleges sometimes respond with educational programs that ask students of color to fix white ignorance for free. Meanwhile, wealthy students can opt out entirely, using their social and economic capital to shield themselves from consequences. 


That’s not a system designed to address racism. That’s a system designed to manage public relations while preserving the status quo.

Ingrid A. Nelson receives funding from the Spencer Foundation. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/ive-been-studying-racist-costume-parties-for-a-decade-and-colleges-are-failing-at-educating-the-students-about-why-theyre-wrong-281499
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Chinese American teens experience depression, anxiety at higher rates than peers – here’s why their parents may miss the warning signs

theconversation.com · Huaying Wang, Researcher in Education, Cleveland State University

Many Chinese and Chinese American students do not seek the mental health care they might need, sometimes because of stigma. Jonathan Kirn/The Image Bank/Getty Images She has straight A’s, a full schedule of Advanced Placement classes, a chair in the youth orchestra and a bedroom wallpapered with college acceptance letters. She also hasn’t slept a full night in months. She lies awake at 2 a.m., convinced she is a burden to her family – and she has no idea how to tell anyone.


I know students like this. My niece – a teenager who was quiet, hardworking and by every outward measure doing well – was one of them.


During the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, she died by suicide. Her family was not aware she was depressed, no one at her school had raised a concern, and she never sought any mental health support. 


After her death, I began asking different questions – not only as a family member, but also as an educator and researcher. Between 2023 and 2025, I interviewed 11 Chinese immigrant parents living in the U.S. about how they understood their children’s mental health and why many families avoid mental health services, even when their children are struggling. 


The parents I interviewed for my doctoral dissertation at Cleveland State University were not indifferent to their children’s suffering or overall well-being. They were navigating mental health through a different framework – one shaped by deeply held, traditional Chinese beliefs about family honor and self-control. Often, they didn’t have the language and understanding to easily discuss mental health openly. 
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              Schools could adapt their mental health and counseling services to make sure they are connecting with Chinese immigrant families and other families from different cultures.
              Raul Ortin/Moment/Getty Images
            
          

When distress has no name


While many immigrant teenagers are vulnerable to mental health challenges, Chinese and Chinese American teenagers whose parents are immigrants experience higher rates of anxiety and depression than many of their peers. 


Suicide rates among Asian American girls age 10 to 19, meanwhile, have more than doubled over the past two decades. 


Despite this escalating crisis, a massive treatment gap persists among youth: Only about 10% of Asian American college students and adolescents experiencing emotional distress seek professional help. This leaves the vast majority of these students to struggle silently, because of stigma, academic pressure and fear of their parents’ response if they seek help. 


Many Chinese immigrant families I spoke with did not use labels people in the West might use, like depression or anxiety, to describe emotional distress. 


Chinese and Chinese American children and teenagers struggling with mental health challenges might say they are tired, for example. Chinese immigrant parents often only see their children’s physical symptoms, like headaches or loss of appetite. Neither the child nor the parent has the vocabulary to connect what they are seeing to depression or anxiety – and the school sends home an English-language brochure that no one reads.


In tight-knit immigrant communities where reputation matters and word travels fast, admitting that a child is struggling can feel like broadcasting the family’s failure to everyone who knows them. One parent in my study told me in 2024:


“Chinese parents care a lot about ‘face.’ If something is positive, they want the whole world to know; but if it’s negative, they would prefer to hide or cover it up. Even if they are facing an issue, they are unlikely to seek help publicly.”


Another Chinese parent described how the words “mental illness” are heard in her community:


“If someone has even a minor mental issue, others think they’re not normal and may discriminate, or even gossip about it. ‘Mental illness’ is often used as an insult.”


My research, in the process of publication, also found that many parents missed the warning signs of a child’s mental health deterioration entirely – not because they were not watching, but because they did not know what they were looking for. Many described a “wait and see” approach, assuming that teenage stress was temporary and that the child would grow out of it. 


One Chinese father, an elementary school teacher who had a 21-year-old son, described what he observes in his community:


“Most parents want to protect their child and believe their child is normal. Often parents just hope to get through the day — they think if the child acts up, it’s nothing, it’ll pass. A lot of days just pass by, and these issues get ignored.”


One mother in my study shared a story that has stayed with me. A teenage boy in her community jumped from a building on the first day of school because he could not turn in a homework assignment. He survived. Later, his mother realized she had missed warning signs for years, mistaking his exhaustion and withdrawal for laziness. As my participant explained:


The boy’s mother “used to think he was just lazy or unmotivated. But in reality, he had no energy — he was deeply lacking motivation. Her philosophy was ‘diligence can make up for lack of talent,” this other parent described.


What schools get wrong


Schools are one place to intervene in identifying and supporting students with mental health needs. 


Some parents in my study described supportive teachers who reached out with genuine compassion when they noticed a student pulling away or struggling. Far more encountered counselors who did not understand the family’s cultural context, sent home materials only in English or treated behaviors that were entirely normal within a Chinese household, like a child avoiding eye contact or expressing disagreement through silence rather than words, as a cause for concern. 


When a school’s entire approach to student mental health is built around the expectation that students will name their feelings directly and families will welcome a clinical referral, it may feel foreign – and therefore unsafe – to many Chinese American families. 


I think that real progress on supporting Chinese American youth mental health requires a few things: 


First, states with growing Chinese immigrant and Chinese American populations could fund bilingual, bicultural mental health services. Screening tools used in schools could recognize what might be a cultural way to express distress in Chinese culture, not only through the self-reporting language of Western psychiatry.


Second, I think that schools could invest in bilingual family liaison roles within counseling teams – not just translators of paperwork, but genuine bridges between two worlds. Mental health systems could build formal partnerships with the community institutions that families already trust: Chinese-language churches, cultural organizations and community centers. 


My niece was celebrated for her grades, her discipline and her quiet reliability. What she needed was for someone to look past all of that and see how she was really doing. 


I cannot change what happened to my niece. But her death continues to shape my work – and my belief that schools, families and communities must learn to see young people more fully – not only for what they achieve, but for what they carry silently.


If you or someone you know is considering suicide, the free and confidential 988 Suicide and Crisis Lifeline  is available to call, text or chat.

Huaying Wang does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.
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I’m a doctor who helped rename PCOS to PMOS – a 10-year process of listening to 14,000 patients and health professionals speak on how to improve care

theconversation.com · Melanie Cree, Professor of Pediatric Endocrinology, University of Colorado Anschutz

PMOS affects multiple organ systems beyond the ovaries. champpixs/iStock via Getty Images PlusA disease’s name can have a significant influence on its diagnosis and treatment – or lack thereof. Polycystic ovary syndrome, or PCOS, is a condition that affects millions of people worldwide. For decades, doctors thought the condition mostly affected the ovaries, but its misleading name has left many people undiagnosed and at risk of developing several related chronic conditions at a young age.


In a study published on May 12, 2026, in the medical journal The Lancet, an international team of researchers and health professionals formally announced the renaming of the condition to polyendocrine metabolic ovarian syndrome, or PMOS. Dr. Melanie Cree, a pediatric endocrinologist at the University of Colorado Anschutz, was part of the team behind the renaming.


The Conversation asked Dr. Cree to guide readers through this decade-long renaming process and explain what this renaming means for the future of PMOS care.


What is PMOS?


Polyendocrine metabolic ovarian syndrome, or PMOS, is a condition that affects many parts of the body – hormones, metabolism, mental health, skin and the reproductive system. The signs and symptoms of this complex condition often start in the teenage years and continue after menopause. 


PMOS affects approximately 1 in 8 women globally, amounting to over 170 million women worldwide. However, it is estimated that 70% of women with PMOS may not know they have this condition.
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              People with PMOS are at higher risk of developing metabolic conditions, such as Type 2 diabetes.
              Javier Zayas Photography/Moment via Getty Images
            
          

Most people with PMOS have higher insulin levels than those without the condition, and this contributes to worse metabolic disease, including Type 2 diabetes, high cholesterol, high blood pressure, excess liver fat, weight gain and obstructive sleep apnea.


A 2025 study of over 87,000 women in the United States found that more than 45% of those with PMOS had a metabolic disease diagnosis – such as prediabetes, diabetes, high blood pressure or high cholesterol – compare to around 25% of those without PMOS. Additionally, over 16% of those with PMOS had problems getting pregnant, compared to under 4% of those without PMOS.


Why change PCOS to PMOS?


A global call from patients and health professionals started in 2015 to establish a more accurate and appropriate name for the condition. The previous name, polycystic ovarian syndrome, or PCOS, is imprecise and confusing to patients, families and physicians. 


The average time to diagnosis takes more than a year and often requires visits to multiple providers, in part due to confusion around the condition’s name.


A 2015 study found that 85% of patients thought ovary cysts were the primary feature of the condition. The old name overemphasized the role of the ovary in this condition and did not describe how PMOS can affect many body systems. There is no increase in abnormal cysts on the ovary, only partly developed eggs – which form a fetus when its mature form is fertilized by sperm – that can look like cysts.


Confusion over the signs and symptoms of PMOS has contributed to not only delayed diagnosis and fragmented care but also stigma and anxiety about the condition and disengagement with care.


What was the process to change the name?


Over the course of 10 years, an international team of health professionals and researchers and I discussed renaming PCOS. Our expertise spanned various disciplines, including obstetrics and gynecology, endocrinology, pediatrics, dermatology, radiology, primary care, nutrition science and psychology.


The first eight years of this process included two rounds of global surveys of patients and health professionals in 2015 and 2023. Over 14,000 participants across regions and disciplines contributed their voices across both rounds. From these surveys, we found that 86% of patients said they wanted to change the name of the condition. Doctors and health professionals also strongly supported changing the name, believing that the benefits would outweigh the risks. 



            
            Renaming PCOS to PMOS was a global effort.
          

In the past two years of this process, we brought together leading academic, clinical and patient organizations to establish a formal approach to change the condition’s name. This involved iterative global surveys and consensus workshops to identify key principles, acceptable terminology and ways to implement changes that are feasible and easily communicated.


Participants prioritized scientific and medical accuracy, clarity, ease of pronunciation, avoiding stigma, and cultural appropriateness. The majority preferred an updated name that reflected the endocrine, metabolic and ovarian features of the condition, rather than retaining the existing acronym or adopting a generic term.


This renaming process highlighted the importance of inclusivity and thoroughness in renaming a disease. It also established a basis for implementing the name change worldwide.


The new name – PMOS – is clearer and more accurate, better reflecting what the condition really is because it was shaped by people who live with it every day and those who care for them.


How will renaming PCOS to PMOS change care?


Our hope is that professional and patient education on the new name will allow specialists to better diagnose, study and treat PMOS.


Many people with PMOS are not tested for metabolic disease, even though they are at a higher risk of developing Type 2 diabetes and heart disease at younger ages compared to those without PMOS. If people with PMOS are checked for metabolic problems earlier, these conditions can be prevented or treated.


Over the next three years our team will be working to help patients, health professionals, governments and researchers around the world transition from using PCOS to PMOS. The new name will be included in the 2028 update to the international guideline on the condition.


Patients with PMOS were the biggest drivers to change the name of the condition – their voices made it happen, and their continued advocacy will improve care.

Melanie Cree receives funding from the National Institutes of Health an research product donation from Abbott. She has consulted for Eli Lilly, Novo Nordisk, Roche pharmaceuticals and diagnostics, Chiesi and Neurocrine, though companies these would not benefit from this article.
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A rare bipartisan housing victory faces a bigger problem – Americans still can’t afford housing

theconversation.com · Kirk McClure, Professor Emeritus of Urban Planning, University of Kansas · Alex Schwartz, Emeritus Professor of Urban Policy, The New School

As sweeping as the bill is, its impact is likely to be modest. Ilia Yefimovich/Picture Alliance via Getty ImagesThe U.S. House of Representatives has passed what could become the most significant housing legislation in decades. But even supporters say it doesn’t do enough to ease America’s housing affordability crunch.


On May 20, 2026, the House passed the 21st Century ROAD to Housing Act by a lopsided, bipartisan vote of 396 to 13. The vote took place 10 weeks after the Senate overwhelmingly approved a somewhat different version of the bill.


If the two chambers can reconcile their differences, the legislation would be one of the few substantive bills approved by Congress in recent years.


Many of the 56 provisions in the wide-ranging bill are regulatory in nature, such as streamlining environmental impact reviews and reducing the frequency of inspections for homes with tenants receiving federal rental assistance. Others seek to make it easier for homebuyers to acquire financing. 


These elements and more could help move the needle on the nation’s housing morass.


But as housing policy scholars, we believe the improvements will be only marginal. That’s because the reforms do not address the main source of the nation’s housing problem: that millions of renters and homeowners lack the income necessary to cover their housing costs.


Promising changes


The bill does include several important reforms.


The provision that has received the most attention would limit the ability of private equity firms and other institutional investors to acquire and operate single-family homes as rental properties. 


Although institutional investors account for about 2% of all single-family rentals nationally, they have a bigger presence in certain housing markets, mostly in the South. These firms will typically purchase homes in cash, disadvantaging individual homebuyers who need to take out a mortgage. They’ve also been known to more aggressively raise rents and initiate eviction proceedings than other landlords.


The legislation also includes several measures aimed at reducing home prices and increasing housing supply. 


One would reduce the cost of manufactured housing – often known as mobile homes – by eliminating the requirement to include a steel chassis that can be attached to wheels. This would reduce building costs by around US$5,000 to $10,000, or about 4% to 8% of the average cost of a new unit.


Other cost-saving elements include streamlining environmental reviews for proposed housing developments and encouraging new designs for midsize apartment buildings that would allow for just one stairway. Fire safety regulations have long required multifamily buildings to contain two or more staircases so that residents can exit their homes safely if one staircase is impassable because of smoke or other reasons. However, improvements in fire safety have largely eliminated the need for the second staircase in midsize buildings. By eliminating the two-stairway requirement, developers can reduce their construction costs and have more flexibility in their architectural designs.


Another component would require the Department of Housing and Urban Development to issue guidelines and “best-practice frameworks” for zoning and land-use policies, presumably to nudge cities and towns to allow developers to build smaller homes on smaller lots.


To further facilitate housing construction, the bill would require local governments that receive federal funding for community development to publish a “searchable online database of undeveloped land parcels,” which would make it easier to identify potential low-cost development sites.


Finally, the Federal Housing Administration and other lenders would be encouraged to issue “small dollar mortgages” of less than $100,000. Currently, when low-priced homes are available, it can be difficult for interested homebuyers to obtain financing because it is more profitable for lenders to underwrite larger mortgages.


While most of the legislation focuses on homeowner housing, a couple of provisions would address important challenges for subsidized rental housing. One seeks to encourage landlord participation in the Housing Choice Voucher Program by making it easier for landlords to satisfy the federal government’s housing inspection requirements.


Another provision would help protect low-income rural renters from losing their homes when the federally funded mortgages on their buildings expire. Currently, these rent subsidies, which are provided by the Department of Agriculture, can only be used in the buildings it finances. Many of these mortgages are due to expire over the next few years, putting residents with rental assistance at risk of eviction. The legislation would enable these households to remain in place or move to other buildings without federally funded mortgages.


Americans are still being crushed by costs


Yet as sweeping as the bill is, its impact is likely to be modest.  


Nearly all of the legislation involves regulatory changes. The bill does not increase subsidies available to low-income renters and homeowners, or to potential homebuyers. 


The majority of all renters are cost burdened, meaning they currently spend more than 30% of their income on housing. Over a quarter of all homeowners are cost burdened, too. The legislation almost certainly will not diminish this affordability crisis.




Several measures aim to reduce the cost of new housing. But with few exceptions, they are contingent on the support and participation of states, cities and suburbs. 


For example, nothing in the bill would require localities to change their zoning and building codes to allow more apartment buildings or smaller single-family homes to be built at higher densities. Homeowners are usually strongly opposed to development if they fear it will change the character of their community or lower the value of their property. Existing homeowners do not want – and almost certainly will not allow – a wholesale erosion of their home equity. They will continue to fight to preserve the valuations of their homes.


Nor does the House’s passage of the bill mean that Congress has become more supportive of low-income housing. On the same day that the housing bill passed, the House Appropriations Committee released its fiscal year 2027 budget proposal for Transportation, Housing and Urban Development. It included cuts to public housing, Community Development Block Grants, the Home Investment Partnership Program and the Housing Choice Voucher Program.


If the Senate and House come to an agreement on the final version of the bill and President Donald Trump signs it into law, the 21st Century ROAD to Housing Act will hopefully accelerate reform efforts. But on its own, it’s less a speedway that will supercharge housing supply and provide immediate relief for the most cost-burdened Americans, and more a modest on-ramp that reflects the limits of what’s politically feasible in a divided and polarized Congress.

Kirk McClure received funding in the past from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development. 
Alex Schwartz does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.
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Should you get a second medical opinion? A surgeon explains why doing so can make you a more confident patient

theconversation.com · Danielle Friedman, Assistant Professor of Surgery, Quinnipiac University

 Getting a second opinion has become routine in medicine – and it often boosts patients' confidence in their care. Jacob Wackerhausen/iStock via Getty Images PlusImagine you have heartburn. For years you’ve managed with antacids, but one day you’re struggling to swallow steak without vomiting. Your gastroenterologist finds a large hiatal hernia, an enlarged opening of the diaphragm trapping part of your stomach. She sends you to a surgeon, who says a surgical procedure will correct the problem but could permanently alter your digestion. 


This is your first time hearing that surgery might help you, and you’re just not sure: Should you follow the surgeon’s advice?


As a surgeon focusing on specialized esophagus and stomach procedures, I often treat patients who may want to seek a second opinion. I’m often asked to provide second opinions, too. 


Seeking a second opinion is a patient’s right, and it is widely accepted in medical practice today. But it can also feel daunting. You may worry about offending your physician or making them feel you don’t trust them. And it’s not always clear whether your condition, or a treatment the doctor recommends, is straightforward or more complicated. Getting a second opinion also takes additional time and energy.


Understanding the origins of second opinions, how they are used today and what steps you can take to decide whether you should obtain one can help you navigate your care with more confidence.


A brief history of the second opinion


Through the turn of the 20th century, physicians generally embraced a one-way view of the doctor-patient relationship in which they wielded the medical knowledge and technical expertise and decided what treatments best served their patients. But in the early to mid-20th century, a growing recognition of the principles of patient rights and autonomy began to emerge alongside the modern foundation of medical ethics. 


In the wake of Nazi atrocities during World War II, the Nuremberg Code and later the Belmont Report established protections for human research subjects. A series of landmark legal cases required doctors to discuss the risks and benefits of surgical procedures with their patients and obtain informed consent – a term introduced in 1957. 


As respect for patient autonomy grew, so too did an emphasis on patient advocacy and empowerment. In 1972, researchers at Cornell University Medical College launched the first known surgical second opinion program. Collaborating with insurance companies, they made sure patients could obtain a second surgical consultation before any planned procedure. More than 7,000 patients participated in the program in its first six years – and 28% of them declined the original treatment plan after obtaining a second opinion.  


Today, most insurance plans, including Medicare and Medicaid, provide coverage for second opinions regarding surgical care, serious injury or illness – especially cancer. Patients may still be responsible for a percentage of the cost, so anyone considering a second opinion may want to check their plan’s benefits.  
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              The practice of getting a second opinion grew out of the growing recognition of patient rights in modern medical ethics.
              Natee Meepian/iStock via Getty Images Plus
            
          

The value of a second opinion


One type of second opinion initiated by doctors when required by insurance companies or hospital protocols is called a mandatory second opinion. It is most often seen in cancer care, where doctors at some smaller hospitals routinely collaborate with specialists in larger national cancer centers on a broad range of questions, from confirming a diagnosis to selecting the right medications. 


Routine second opinions confirming biopsy findings, for example, resulted in major diagnosis changes in about 7.5% of patients, one study showed. Other studies found that this type of second opinion changed the interpretation of imaging scans or overturned a decision about undergoing surgery, about one-third of the time.


Patients, on the other hand, may have different reasons for requesting second opinions. For example, they may want to find a doctor with more experience with their health condition, or someone who communicates in a way that is clearer to them. Patients might also seek a second opinion if they are experiencing symptoms that are difficult to fit into one clear diagnosis. 


Sometimes, a patient with complications or poor results from a prior treatment may need guidance. Or, if a doctor is recommending a course of action that is invasive, has a high risk of side effects or might affect long-term quality of life, a second opinion may boost a patient’s confidence in that course or provide an alternative. 


When patients seek a second opinion regarding a cancer diagnosis, they make major changes to their treatment plan in up to 42% of cases, according to one study. For more common issues such as fatigue or abdominal pain, a second opinion might yield a new diagnosis only 10% of the time, but 70% of patients receive advice they find helpful.


It’s not clear whether patients who obtain a second opinion are more likely to complete a particular treatment – but getting another perspective often leads patients to feel more satisfied, confident and informed in their care. 



            
            Even if it doesn’t change the diagnosis, a second opinion can help patients understand what they’re facing.
          

Tips for navigating a second opinion


Hopefully, knowing how empowering second opinions can be both for patients and clinicians can help you feel less guilty or awkward asking for one. Here are a few proactive steps you can take to help you decide whether to seek a second opinion – and to streamline the process if you do. 


Plan ahead. Contact your insurance company in advance – if possible, even before your first visit about your concern. The insurer can tell you about your coverage for any specialty care you may need and whether a second opinion would be covered under your policy.


Come prepared to maximize your appointment. Before your initial visit, think through how you’ll take notes. Bringing a trusted friend or relative to your appointment may make this easier. Start a running list of questions you can update as they occur to you. 


This can help focus your concerns and make the most of your time with the first provider. If you decide to seek a second opinion, this documentation can also define key points you may want clarified or confirmed.


Gauge your comfort with the initial provider’s expertise with your symptoms or condition. Questions you might ask include: Is this a rare or common diagnosis?  Are my symptoms typical? Is this a procedure or treatment typically carried out by providers with special training? How often do you perform this procedure or treat this illness? How often are patients with my condition treated at your hospital?  


Ask whether the provider has any printed information, research studies or reliable websites they can share to reinforce your discussion. 


If you have a rare diagnosis, unusual symptoms or are seeing a provider who doesn’t frequently treat your condition, a second opinion may be more likely to improve your care.


Think about the quality of provider-patient communication.  Were all your questions answered? Did the visit feel rushed? Was your provider a good listener?  If the visit fell short, either in terms of time or communication, a second opinion can help you feel heard and understood, and demystify points of confusion. 


On the other hand, if the discussion was clear and left you feeling confident in your care, but you would still feel more comfortable with another perspective, you can be honest with the doctor about it. Providing feedback to your initial physician is often helpful in maintaining a positive and trusting relationship. Many patients choose to return to their first clinician after exploring other options.


Pin down the time frame for a second opinion. Ask the provider you initially see whether the diagnosis or recommended treatment is urgent or time sensitive. Some medical and surgical treatments must be scheduled weeks or months in advance, while others are more flexible. Confirming this time frame helps your doctor plan ahead, but more importantly it helps you figure out how much time you have to consider your alternatives without delaying needed treatment.

Danielle Friedman does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.
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Education Department is investigating whether Smith College’s admissions violate Title IX – but this law doesn’t actually apply to the case

theconversation.com · Marie-Amelie George, Associate Professor of Law, Wake Forest University

Smith College is one of the 30 all-women's colleges in the U.S.  Jonathan Wiggs/The Boston Globe via Getty ImagesSince 2015, Smith College, one of the largest and most prestigious women’s liberal arts colleges in the United States, has allowed any student who identifies as female to apply to and attend the school. 


Over the past decade or so, most other women’s colleges in the U.S. have taken similar steps, permitting transgender female students to apply. 


The Trump administration is trying to end that practice. The Department of Education announced on May 4, 2026, that it had opened a Title IX investigation into Smith for admitting transgender students. 


“Allowing biological males into spaces designed for women raises serious concerns about privacy, fairness, and compliance under federal law,” Kimberly Richey, the assistant secretary for civil rights at the Department of Education, explained in a statement. 


The Education Department’s announcement signals a new front for the Trump administration. Until now, the administration’s battles over transgender students have largely focused on restricting their participation in team sports and preventing them from using bathrooms based on their gender identity.


As a legal scholar who has written extensively on gender identity nondiscrimination laws, I find it notable that the administration invokes Title IX of the Civil Rights Act, a 1972 law that prohibits sex discrimination in any educational program that receives federal funding. 


What is striking is that this law does not, under any circumstance, apply to Smith’s admissions decisions. Title IX’s language is clear that law does not cover the admissions decisions that private colleges and universities make. 


At the same time, the investigation adds to the mounting pressure colleges and universities have faced since President Donald Trump returned to office in 2025. So, even if the investigation ultimately does not result in a lawsuit or court case, the probe still has high stakes for schools around the country. 



            [image: A few young women stand together in front of a red brick building on a green lawn.]
            
              Smith College, in Northampton, Mass., began allowing all students who identify as female to apply starting in 2015.
              Jonathan Wiggs/The Boston Globe via Getty Images
            
          

What Title IX says – and leaves out


Title IX protects against sex-based discrimination in any educational program or activity that receives federal financial assistance. 


The law’s scope is broad: It guarantees equal opportunity in all aspects of education. That includes academics, athletics, events, extracurricular activities and financial aid. The law also requires schools to address sexual violence, sexual harassment and stalking. These safeguards extend beyond students, protecting faculty and staff at schools. 


Since the law applies to all educational settings that receive federal financial assistance, it reaches nearly all public and private schools, from elementary schools through universities.


But Title IX still has limits. For example, it allows single-sex schools, like Smith, to exist. 


Smith is one of 30 women’s colleges in the U.S. There are also four men’s colleges in the country. 


Additionally – and crucially for the Education Department’s investigation – Title IX is clear that it does not apply to the admissions decisions that private undergraduate institutions make. 


Title IX states that the law applies to the admissions decisions of “only institutions of vocational education, professional education, and graduate higher education, and to public institutions of undergraduate higher education.” 


Private undergraduate colleges, like Smith, are not on the list. 


The Trump administration’s use of Title IX


There is no legal basis for the Education Department’s decision to investigate Smith “for admitting biological men.” Nevertheless, the investigation could still spell trouble for the college – and other colleges and universities. 


The second Trump administration has repeatedly targeted schools with transgender-inclusive policies. 


In March 2025, the White House froze US$175 million in federal funding to the University of Pennsylvania because the school allowed transgender women to compete in female team sports. 


It released the funding after Penn reversed its policy on transgender athletes. 


In early 2026, the Education Department also announced Title IX investigations into 18 universities and colleges because they allowed transgender students to participate in women’s team sports.  


The Education Department has additionally launched Title IX investigations into K-12 schools based on their bathroom policies. In August 2025, for example, it determined that Denver Public Schools were in violation of Title IX for allowing transgender students to use the restrooms that align with their gender identity. 


Title IX battles


The Education Department appears to be basing its investigation into Smith on the fact that Title IX permits educational institutions to maintain some sex-segregated spaces. These include sports teams and bathrooms. But how transgender students fit within the statute’s framework is an open question. 


In 2024, the Education Department under the Biden administration determined that Title IX protects the rights of transgender students to live according to their gender identity. It produced regulations requiring schools to comply with this interpretation of the law. 


This followed a 2019 Supreme Court ruling, Bostock v. Clayton County. In that case, the court determined that Title VII of the Civil Rights Act, another law that prohibits sex-based discrimination in workplaces, protected against gender identity discrimination. 


In January 2025, however, a federal district court in Kentucky ruled that the Biden administration’s regulations were invalid. Since then, the Trump administration has taken the position that sex is assigned at birth and unchangeable. 


Because of this back-and-forth, Title IX’s protections for transgender students have depended on who is in the White House.



            [image: A large government building says U.S. Department of Education, with the r from department misisng.]
            
              Smith College is the latest school that the Education Department under the Trump administration has challenged over policies for transgender students.
              Allison Robbert/Associated Press
            
          

The investigation’s broader implications


Title IX does not reach Smith’s admissions decisions, based on the plain language of the law. However, the law does affect the school’s other policies, such as restroom access. As a result, the investigation will likely embroil the college in a lengthy legal battle. 


Smith has not commented on the government investigation, other than to say the school is “fully committed to its institutional values, including compliance with civil rights laws.” 


As the Education Department’s process unfolds, Smith will face a crucial choice. It could accede to the Trump administration’s demands. Alternatively, it could fight for transgender student rights. In the process, it could set precedent on what Title IX requires, thereby protecting transgender people around the country. 


The decision will not be easy. Smith receives limited federal grants, but battling the Education Department requires expending time, attention and money to a lawsuit rather than devoting those resources to student education. 


At a time when higher education is feeling the strain of the Trump administration in the form of funding freezes, student loan limitations and civil rights investigations, it is difficult for colleges and universities to resist federal demands.


Smith is better positioned than most, given its prestigious rank, extensive alumni network and sizable endowment. 


How the college responds could be a test of higher education’s wherewithal to withstand a hostile executive branch. Where Smith goes, others will likely follow.

Marie-Amelie George does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/education-department-is-investigating-whether-smith-colleges-admissions-violate-title-ix-but-this-law-doesnt-actually-apply-to-the-case-282829



About this edition

Every chapter in this issue is an article from The Conversation US — written by academic researchers, edited by professional journalists. Chapters are selected from the technology, health, environment, arts, and education desks; each one credits its authors under the title and links to the original at its foot.

The Conversation publishes under a Creative Commons Attribution-NoDerivatives 4.0 (CC BY-ND) license. Article text is reproduced in full and unedited, reformatted for e-readers.




Colophon

Sent by sendle.app

Long reads, delivered to your reader.



OEBPS/images/img-4.jpg
OPERA HOUSE HOTEL

= %
o= G





OEBPS/images/img-5.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-3.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-8.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-20.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-9.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-21.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-6.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-22.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-7.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-23.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-0.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-1.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml

Table of Contents


		In this issue

		Legionnaires’ disease outbreak in Philadelphia in 1976 was mysterious and deadly – 50 years later, scientists know the cause but outbreaks continue		Early days of Legionella pneumophila

		Legionella can thrive in pipes, whirlpools and humidifiers

		Evolving treatments for Legionnaires’

		Cases are rising and outbreaks continue





		Quantum sensors could spot hidden damage in the thousands of US bridges rated ‘structurally deficient’		Inspections keep bridges safe, but are snapshots

		Hidden damage can grow quietly

		Waiting costs more

		Sensors help engineers look, listen and scan

		Sensors are evidence, not verdicts

		Quantum sensors are a frontier





		Toy Story 5’s ‘Lilypad’ is an indictment of the world that birthed the ‘iPad Kid’		The pandemic and the ‘square au pair’

		For some households, there’s little choice

		Frankenstein’s village





		Federal flood insurance carries 2 moral hazards – which you face depends largely on how wealthy you are		Federal flood insurance’s moral hazards

		Severe repetitive loss homes

		Breaking both cycles





		I’ve been studying racist costume parties for a decade, and colleges are failing at educating the students about why they’re wrong		A problem that keeps happening

		Fallout from Bowdoin’s parties

		A deepening divide

		What’s right or wrong





		Chinese American teens experience depression, anxiety at higher rates than peers – here’s why their parents may miss the warning signs		When distress has no name

		What schools get wrong





		I’m a doctor who helped rename PCOS to PMOS – a 10-year process of listening to 14,000 patients and health professionals speak on how to improve care		What is PMOS?

		Why change PCOS to PMOS?

		What was the process to change the name?

		How will renaming PCOS to PMOS change care?





		A rare bipartisan housing victory faces a bigger problem – Americans still can’t afford housing		Promising changes

		Americans are still being crushed by costs





		Should you get a second medical opinion? A surgeon explains why doing so can make you a more confident patient		A brief history of the second opinion

		The value of a second opinion

		Tips for navigating a second opinion





		Education Department is investigating whether Smith College’s admissions violate Title IX – but this law doesn’t actually apply to the case		What Title IX says – and leaves out

		The Trump administration’s use of Title IX

		Title IX battles

		The investigation’s broader implications





		About this edition

		Colophon







OEBPS/images/img-17.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-18.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-19.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-13.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-14.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-15.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-16.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-10.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-11.png
FEMA Repetitive Loss
Skm as of 2023
Unique Addressess

I 201566
720
s
2550
[RIES
610

1





OEBPS/images/img-12.jpg





