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Taylor Swift trademarking her voice and likeness points to a new legal frontier in combating AI deepfakes

theconversation.com · Daryl Lim, Associate Dean for Research and Strategic Partnerships, Penn State

Taylor Swift’s filings sit at the messy intersection of copyright, publicity and trademark law, each of which addresses different aspects of AI deepfakes. Luis Gutierrez/Norte Photo via Getty ImagesAs one of the most popular celebrities in the world, Taylor Swift has already endured her share of AI-related abuse.


Fake nudes of the singer have spread widely online. Her voice and likeness have also been used to create fabricated political messages and bogus product endorsements.


In April 2026, Swift pushed back. Her intellectual property and brand management company, TAS Rights Management, filed trademark applications covering short audio clips of her voice and her visual likeness.


As a law professor, I was struck by Swift’s filings because they highlight a new legal frontier in artificial intelligence.


Most AI-related litigation has centered on copyright law, which protects creative works such as songs, books, photographs and recordings from being copied, distributed, adapted or publicly performed without permission.


But TAS Rights Management’s recent move involves trademark law, not copyright. The filings aren’t really about protecting Swift’s lyrics or albums. Instead, they’re about preventing AI-generated voices and images from misleading people into believing she has endorsed a product, political message or cause. 


Copyright is about creative works


Most AI-related lawsuits have been tied to whether copyright violations have taken place – specifically, whether AI companies used copyrighted works to train their systems, or whether their chatbots have produced outputs that too closely resemble protected material. 


For example, The New York Times sued OpenAI and Microsoft in 2023, alleging that the companies used the outlet’s journalism to train their AI systems, which then went on to generate outputs that have competed with or reproduced New York Times articles. Authors, publishers, photo agencies and music publishers have sued other AI companies for the same reason.


But copyright violations are only one part of the legal issues raised by generative AI.


Copyright doesn’t necessarily protect a person’s identity. It does not give Swift a general right to control anything that sounds like her, looks like her or evokes her in the minds of audiences. 


If an AI-generated voice imitates Swift without copying a particular recording, song or lyric, copyright may not address the real issue, which is that people are being led to believe she said, sang or endorsed something she never approved.


Trademarks are about trust


Trademark law starts from a different concern. It protects names, images, sounds and other markers that help consumers identify who or what is behind a product or service.


A trademark can be a word, phrase, symbol, design or combination of these things. Familiar examples include brand names such as Coca-Cola, logos like the Nike swoosh, slogans like Subway’s “Eat Fresh” and even distinctive sounds, such as the MGM lion roar. 



            [image: A red banner featuring the Coca-Cola logo and the text 'FIFA World Cup 26.']
            
              FIFA uses a ‘TM’ wordmark in its 2026 World Cup logo, meaning soccer’s world governing body is claiming the logo as a trademark. Coca-Cola features a small ‘R’ with a circle around it at the end of its iconic cursive logo to indicate that it has registered the design as a trademark with the United States Patent and Trademark Office.
              Steve Russell/Toronto Star via Getty Images
            
          

A trademark is not a general ownership right over a word, phrase, voice or image. It is a way of helping consumers know who stands behind what they are buying, hearing or seeing.


That difference becomes crucial once AI can mimic a person’s voice or face. Suppose a company uses an AI-generated Swift-like voice to sell perfume or cryptocurrency. The concern is that listeners may think Swift approved of the product or message.


That is a trademark problem. Trademark law asks whether the use misleads consumers about whether a company or person has produced or endorsed something. Swift’s filings appear aimed at that danger. They suggest a concern beyond copied songs: fake endorsements, fake appearances and fake signals of approval.


Swift’s concerns also bleed into what are known as “publicity rights,” which generally protect against unauthorized commercial use of a person’s identity, such as a name, image, likeness or voice. 


A classic publicity rights case involves a company using a celebrity’s face in an advertisement without permission to mislead consumers into believing the celebrity endorses the product.


AI’s ability to clone voices and images makes publicity law especially relevant. But in the United States, publicity rights are mostly governed by state law, and the rules vary widely from one state to another. That patchwork helped inspire the bipartisan NO FAKES Act, introduced in 2025, which would create a national standard that would prohibit unauthorized AI-generated replicas of a person’s voice or visual likeness. The bill, still in its early stages, has been referred to the Senate Judiciary Committee for consideration.


The untested part


Swift is not alone: Actor Matthew McConaughey trademarked “alright alright alright,” his memorable line from “Dazed and Confused,” to protect it from being used in AI-generated content.


The courts have already affirmed that sounds can function as trademarks. But it isn’t clear whether trademark law can police AI-generated replicas of a person’s voice or image when the issue is not counterfeiting but a manufactured endorsement.





A person’s voice or likeness is not automatically a trademark. In order to qualify as one, it must be used help consumers identify who is behind a product or service.


One existing limit on trademark protection is especially important. Federal law protects certain uses of a celebrity’s image and likeness in cases involving parody, criticism, commentary and news reporting. Not every imitation is a form of deception.


Courts will have to draw that line on a case-by-case basis. A fake ad that makes consumers think Swift endorsed a product is different from a parody that comments on celebrity culture. A scam using her voice is different from a news story about AI deepfakes.


That said, Swift’s filings reflect a real problem: AI has allowed fake endorsements to look and sound real enough to spread before anyone has time to set the record straight.


Major AI copyright cases will continue to focus on copied works. But when AI is used to manufacture identity, endorsement or trust, copyright alone is no longer enough. Swift’s filings suggest that AI law will increasingly focus not only on protecting the work of musicians, writers, journalists and artists, but also on protecting the signals that tell audiences who is really speaking.

Daryl Lim 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/taylor-swift-trademarking-her-voice-and-likeness-points-to-a-new-legal-frontier-in-combating-ai-deepfakes-282558
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Older Americans are often compelled to keep working – and then criticized for not stepping aside

theconversation.com · Lee Ann Rawlins Williams, Clinical Assistant Professor of Education, Health and Behavior Studies, University of North Dakota

In 'The Devil Wears Prada 2,' legendary fashion editor Miranda Priestly, played by Meryl Streep, starts to doubt her abilities and wonders when she should step aside. Jose Perez/Bauer-Griffin/GC Images via Getty ImagesThere is a scene in “The Devil Wears Prada 2” where legendary fashion editor Miranda Priestly, played by Meryl Streep, is walking alone through Milan’s fashion district.


Her influence has been built on instinct and staying ahead of the culture. But in an industry increasingly shaped by social media, younger voices and constant reinvention, she begins quietly questioning her own relevance. 


Arriving back at the hotel, she asks her husband, Stuart, when a person knows it’s time to step aside.


“You’ll know when it’s time,” he says. “You’ll just know it.”


It’s one of the most common mantras about work, aging and ambition, and it assumes that people will instinctively recognize when to slow down, step away or reinvent themselves. 


But despite Stuart’s attempt to reassure his wife, that moment is no longer clear in our graying society. 


I research aging, mental health and life transitions. As people live longer, work can become more than a paycheck. It’s a source of identity, purpose, routine and social connection. As a result, the question is no longer simply when to stop working, but what it takes to remain happy, healthy and secure as you age.


The retirement script was once clearer


For much of the 20th century, retirement was imagined as a more predictable life transition. 


Careers tended to follow more linear paths, and older adulthood was commonly associated with stepping away from professional life and entering a “third act,” with more time to focus on family, leisure, personal interests and life outside the demands of work.


This was often seen as a well-earned reward after decades of work, and it became more accessible to Americans after Congress passed the Social Security Act in 1935 and pension coverage expanded rapidly after World War II.



            [image: An elderly man and an elderly woman ride their bikes on a street while wearing helmets.]
            
              For much of the 20th century, retirement was championed as a time for relaxation and leisure.
              Robert Alexander/Getty Images
            
          

But over the past several decades, demographic and economic changes have significantly altered how people experience work and aging. 


For one, adults are remaining in the workforce longer. 


In 1991, the average retirement age was 57 years old. 


Now, according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, adults age 65 and older remain one of the fastest-growing segments of the labor force, with nearly 1 in 5 holding jobs in 2024. The number of employed Americans in that age bracket rose more than 33% between 2015 and 2024.


Several factors are driving this shift. Life expectancy is the highest it’s ever been, and some adults continue working because they want to remain active and engaged. But others are staying on the job due to the rising cost of living, their employer-sponsored health insurance, caregiving responsibilities or low retirement savings. 


Even as the U.S. economy increasingly depends on older adults remaining in the workforce, cultural attitudes about aging and ambition have not evolved at the same pace.


To stay active or to step away


Society sends increasingly contradictory messages about what aging is supposed to look like.


On the one hand, older adults are encouraged to remain active, productive, healthy and engaged well into their golden years. Concepts such as “successful aging” often emphasize continued workforce participation, independence, productivity and purpose.


Yet older adults who remain visible in leadership or influential professional roles have also found themselves increasingly criticized for failing to step aside. 


Samuel Moyn’s May 2026 cover story in Harper’s Magazine, “The Old Guard,” argues that America has become a “gerontocracy,” in which older generations disproportionately dominate politics, wealth and institutions, leaving younger Americans politically alienated and economically blocked from advancement.





Moyn’s article highlights legitimate concerns about generational transition and opportunity. However, it also risks overlooking the growing number of older adults who are not working longer solely out of ambition or unwillingness to step aside, but due to financial realities, caregiving responsibilities and economic insecurity. A 2024 AARP survey found that about 1 in 4 U.S. adults over 50 say they expect to never retire. 


What are you hanging up, exactly?


Then there’s the emotional meaning of work itself, particularly in a culture like the U.S., where identity and self-worth are closely tied to professional relevance and productivity. Work ultimately offers more than money and power. 


Research in gerontology, rehabilitation and occupational psychology increasingly shows that work may also reinforce your sense of self, while providing structure, social interaction, routine and meaning, especially in later adulthood.


At the same time, many of the traditional spaces that once fostered social connection and belonging outside of work, such as civic organizations, bowling leagues, churches and community groups, have declined in recent decades, contributing to a more isolated and socially fragmented society. 


In the U.S., loneliness and social disconnection are increasingly recognized as major public health concerns. Work can be one of the few places where people continue to feel visible, needed and socially anchored. 


This isn’t an argument for working until the grave. For many people, retirement is often associated with improved mental well-being due to less stress and more opportunities for leisure and personal time.  


For some adults, however, stepping away from work can elicit feelings of isolation or diminished purpose, particularly if their jobs were deeply connected to their identity and daily routines. Research on the transition into retirement suggests that social connection, health and financial stability all shape post-retirement well-being. 


Perhaps the real challenge today is not that people refuse to step away from work. It is that modern life has made that moment of recognizing “when it’s time” far less clear.

Lee Ann Rawlins Williams 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/older-americans-are-often-compelled-to-keep-working-and-then-criticized-for-not-stepping-aside-282837



03

Is rubbing your eyes bad for you? 2 eye specialists explain what’s behind the urge to rub and what to do about it

theconversation.com · Taylor Starnes, Assistant Professor of Ophthalmology, University of Illinois Chicago · Neelam Patadia, Visiting Associate Professor of Clinical Ophthalmology, University of Illinois Chicago

Eye rubbing may feel good, but it comes with risks.  klebercordeiro/iStock via Getty Images PlusYou know the feeling – the itchy eye that is just begging to be scratched. 


Before you start rubbing your eyes, you may want to think twice about the potential consequences.


While eye rubbing may seem harmless, people who rub their eyes are at risk of infections or damage to their cornea.


Fortunately, there are a number of common causes of itchy eyes that can be treated to reduce the urge to rub.


We are a board-certified ophthalmologist and optometrist who provide comprehensive eye care. 


Itchy and irritated eyes are some of the most common reasons that patients visit eye doctors. We have experience in treating the causes of eye rubbing and the consequences, which can require specialized contact lenses or corneal transplantation.


Causes of eye rubbing


Rubbing your eyes is often a reaction that occurs when your eyes feel uncomfortable or itchy.


The most common reason for that itchy sensation is allergic conjunctivitis, which accounts for nearly 50% of itching cases. Allergic conjunctivitis is an inflammatory reaction of the conjunctiva, the clear skin on the surface of the eye. Allergens bind to the surface of cells, ultimately leading to the release of inflammatory chemical molecules that trigger the sensation of itching. People may experience redness, swelling and little bumps on the inside of the eyelids.


Sometimes the urge to rub happens if there is a gritty sensation, dryness or something stuck in our eyes. This is often a symptom of dry eye syndrome, or blepharitis.


The urge to rub the eyes can also occur because the eyelids feel itchy, often from other conditions such as dermatitis, which is an inflammation of the eyelid skin.


Because of the anatomy of the eyelid and the thin outer layer, called the epidermis, it is more vulnerable to irritation from the environment or from contact lenses. 



            [image: Close-up of a human eye showing detailed iris, pupil and eyelashes.]
            
              The outer layer of the eyelid, called the epidermis, is highly sensitive to environmental allergens and other irritants.
              Francesco Riccardo Iacomino/Moment via Getty Images
            
          

Eye rubbing is a risk factor for corneal disease


The most serious risk that has been associated with eye rubbing is the development of keratoconus, a condition in which the cornea – the clear window in the front of the eye – becomes progressively thinner and more irregular in shape. 


While healthy corneas have a more spherical shape, those with keratoconus become steeper and cone-shaped. Keratoconus often causes high degrees of irregular astigmatism, which is an imperfection in the curvature of the cornea that leads to blurry vision. 


Fortunately, keratoconus can now be treated with a procedure called corneal cross-linking, which can halt further progression in many cases. During this procedure, collagen strands are cross-linked together, strengthening the cornea. Many patients with keratoconus need specialized contact lenses to achieve optimal vision, even after treatment.


In the most advanced cases, patients may need corneal transplantation to remove the damaged corneal tissue and replace it with healthy donor tissue.


Other conditions associated with eye rubbing


A corneal abrasion is a scratch in the thin, clear skin that covers the cornea and can be triggered by aggressive eye rubbing or a fingernail that inadvertently touches the cornea. An abrasion is exquisitely painful and usually causes blurry vision. Corneal abrasions require treatment with antibiotics to prevent infection.


Eye rubbing can also cause a subconjunctival hemorrhage. This occurs when rubbing breaks a small blood vessel on the surface of the eye and makes the eye appear very red. While it can look and feel alarming, a conjunctival hemorrhage is essentially a bruise on the surface of the eye and does not cause lasting damage. This condition typically resolves in one to two weeks without any intervention.


Conjunctivitis, commonly known as pink eye, is an infection of the conjunctiva that can be spread by eye rubbing. It can be caused by viruses or bacteria. If you must touch your eyes, washing your hands first is a good practice to prevent the spread of infection. Viral forms of conjunctivitis are highly contagious, so you should be particularly careful about rubbing your eyes if you have had contact with someone with pink eye.



            [image: Young adult woman applying eye drops.]
            
              Eye drops can provide some relief from itchy eyes.
              milorad kravic/E+ via Getty Images
            
          

Treatments for itchy eyes


Most people rub their eyes without even realizing it. But there are ways to address underlying conditions that might trigger eye rubbing. 


Often, over-the-counter treatments and home remedies can be quite helpful. One treatment that helps address most underlying causes of the urge to itch is to use artificial tears. Pro-tip: Cooling them in the refrigerator helps too!


In cases of allergic conjunctivitis, it’s important to try to avoid the allergen that triggers the symptoms. For example, if allergies are due to pollen, staying indoors, using sunglasses or rinsing off your face after exposure can help decrease allergen load around your eyes.


The next option is to try over-the-counter artificial tears to rinse out the allergens. In general, it’s best to avoid the drops that advertise “get the red out,” which provide temporary relief but carry risks of side effects. Cool compresses can also provide some relief from itching, decreasing the urge to rub your eyes.


If you still find no relief from the itch, the next step would be to try allergy eye drops, which are available with or without a prescription. There are topical treatments that are antihistamines, mast cell stabilizers or a combination of both. Antihistamine eye drops help block the release of histamines, a substance that the body releases after exposure to allergens. Mast cell stabilizers block the breakdown of mast cells – part of the body’s immune system – which helps reduce the release inflammatory chemicals. Combination eye drops help by targeting both mechanisms.


Since there are many options available, it’s helpful to discuss with your eye doctor which one is the best for you. In cases where there are other symptoms of allergies, such as sneezing or a runny nose, an oral allergy medication could be effective for treating all these symptoms. If you have persistent symptoms, a prescription steroid eye drop can be helpful.


If the urge to rub your eyes is not improving with artificial tears, cool compresses or over-the-counter allergy eye drops, it’s time to schedule an appointment with your eye doctor for an evaluation.

The authors do not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and have disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/is-rubbing-your-eyes-bad-for-you-2-eye-specialists-explain-whats-behind-the-urge-to-rub-and-what-to-do-about-it-280355
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Nearly half of maternal deaths in Pennsylvania occur more than 6 weeks after giving birth

theconversation.com · Yenupini Joyce Adams, Associate Professor of the Practice, University of Notre Dame

But women continue to die from causes related to pregnancy and childbirth until one year after birth. Goodboy Picture Company/E+ Collection via Getty ImagesFor too many women, the journey to motherhood ends in death. Maternal mortality – the death of a woman during pregnancy or within 42 days of giving birth – is not a rare tragedy. Globally, the maternal mortality rate is unacceptably high – about 260,000 women died during and following pregnancy and childbirth in 2023. In the U.S., it is also an ongoing crisis. 


The U.S. has the highest maternal mortality among high-income countries. 


Globally, the most common indicator used to measure maternal deaths is the maternal mortality ratio. This is the number of maternal deaths per 100,000 live births. Estimates show that the U.S has a maternal mortality ratio of 17 – compared to 1 in Norway, 2 in Poland and Australia, 3 in Spain and Japan, and 4 in Germany, Sweden and the Netherlands. The U.S. number is more in line with Bahrain and Egypt, where resources are far more limited than in America.


The maternal mortality ratio for non-Hispanic Black women in the U.S. is even higher – 50.3 per 100,000 live births compared to 14.5 among white moms.


Pennsylvania offers a useful lens for examining this crisis at the state level. Recent data shows mental health conditions accounted for nearly half of pregnancy-associated deaths in Pennsylvania, with overdose and substance use disorders as the primary causes of death. Nearly 70% of maternal deaths in Pennsylvania occurred after childbirth, including 48% between six weeks and one year postpartum.


The Pennsylvania maternal mortality review committee, a state agency established to investigate deaths occurring during or within a year of pregnancy, determined that 98% of pregnancy-related deaths in the state were preventable. This highlights a need for expanded care for pregnant and postpartum women. Poor quality of care, care discontinuity and knowledge gaps are the most frequent factors in preventable maternal deaths. This number averages about 86% in other states.



            [image: A woman lies in a hospital bed, touching her stomach.]
            
              Pennsylvania’s maternal mortality review committee found that 98% of pregnancy-related deaths were preventable.
              globalmoments/iStock collection via Getty Images Plus
            
          

As a nurse scientist, my research has been focused on postpartum care for the past 14 years. Postpartum care is vital in lowering maternal mortality in the U.S., however, it isn’t always prioritized in public policy. 


Why are mothers dying?


Mental health conditions account for about 28% of maternal mortality in America. Most deaths are caused by substance use disorders and depressive disorders. 


These are followed by cardiovascular conditions, infections and hemorrhage. 


One exception is that among non-Hispanic Black women, cardiovascular conditions are the most common cause of maternal mortality. These typically linger postpartum and sometimes show up later within the first year after giving birth. When a woman is discharged after birth, the burden is on her and her family to ascertain potential complications and seek timely care. Inadequate knowledge of warning signs of postpartum complications can lead to delayed care and management. 


Benefits of longer postpartum care


Hospital stays after birth are growing shorter. This trend means healthcare providers have less time to educate new mothers about postpartum health complications and connect them with social services. Most postpartum education happens as new moms are being discharged a day or two after giving birth, a time when they may struggle to absorb new information.



            [image: A Black female patient getting a blood pressure cuff put on her arm.]
            
              Black postpartum mothers face a significantly higher risk of persistent high blood pressure after delivery.
              The Good Brigade/DigitalVision Collection via Getty Images
            
          

My colleague and I wanted to know how women felt about the health information they received as new mothers. We surveyed 80 Black women in St. Joseph County in Indiana about their postpartum education experiences. Most women were only somewhat satisfied. 


About 46% of women did not recall receiving any education on postpartum warning signs. 


The Association of Women’s Health, Obstetric and Neonatal Nurses recommends that all postpartum women should be able to recognize nine warning signs of postpartum complications, using the acronym POST-BIRTH. On average, participants in our survey could identify only two of the nine signs. 


About 25% could not identify any of the signs:



	Pain in the chest.

	Obstructed breathing or shortness of breath.

	Seizures.

	Thoughts of hurting yourself or others.

	Bleeding or blood clots.

	Incision that is not healing.

	Red or swollen leg.

	Temperature of 100.4 F or higher, or 96.9 F or lower.

	Headache that doesn’t get better.




The American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists recommends that women receive an initial visit within three weeks of birth, in addition to the traditional six-week visit and ongoing follow-up as needed. 


Changing the standard of postpartum care


At the Eck Institute for Global Health at the University of Notre Dame, I created an innovative postpartum care model called Focused Postpartum Care. This model provides more frequent follow-up appointments, standardized education for the post-birth year and peer support through group sessions for 12 months after giving birth.


This treatment protocol offers women head-to-toe assessments and measures of vital signs, and it provides group education at a two- and six-week appointment. Beyond six weeks, women continue to receive measures of vital signs and group education monthly until 12 months. 



            [image: A white woman lies on her side in a hospital bed.]
            
              Inadequate knowledge of postpartum complications can lead to delayed care-seeking.
              Kemal Yildirim/E+ Collection via Getty Images
            
          

Blood pressure monitoring after six weeks postpartum is important, since hypertensive disorders can show up later within the post-birth year. Women are also screened for postpartum depression and social needs at multiple points throughout the year, as these needs can change over time.


In a randomized, controlled trial of this model in Ghana in 2021-23, women who received focused postpartum care showed greater knowledge of warning signs, healthy eating and family planning. They also showed significantly lower stress and depression scores at three months compared to those receiving standard care. The study sought to address shortcomings in postpartum care in sub-Saharan Africa, where health risks can continue well beyond birth and follow-up care is not always consistent.


This model of group postpartum care is being implemented in Indiana and is available upon request for use in any healthcare system.

Yenupini Joyce Adams receives funding from the Helen Kellogg Institute for International Studies and the Ford Program in Human Development Studies & Solidarity at the University of Notre Dame; Anthem Blue Cross and Blue Shield Foundation. She previously received funding from the Indiana Clinical and Translational Sciences Institute. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/nearly-half-of-maternal-deaths-in-pennsylvania-occur-more-than-6-weeks-after-giving-birth-282108
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As more athletes speak openly about depression, anxiety and suicide, a minority of fans are weaponizing it

theconversation.com · Scott Parrott, Professor of Media Effects, School of Journalism and Mass Communications, University of South Carolina

Though Boston Red Sox outfielder Jarren Duran received widespread support after revealing a suicide attempt, he's also weathered taunts from fans. Maddie Meyer/Getty ImagesIt’s a cool Tuesday night in Columbia, South Carolina, and fans of the minor league baseball team the Columbia Fireflies are letting an opposing batter named Marcos Torres hear it. 


“Marco!” one fan calls. 


“Polo!” a half dozen fans respond, mimicking the swimming pool game.


The batter swings and misses. The cacophony begins again. 


“Marco!”


“Polo!” 


Baseball fans have developed a reputation for shouting wisecracks to try to rattle players. But there’s a dark side to heckling, one that concerns me as a researcher of sports, media and mental health: when fans cross the line from playful taunt into verbal abuse. 


The latest publicized incident occurred during a game between the Boston Red Sox and Minnesota Twins on April 14, 2026. A fan in the stands at Target Field in Minneapolis reportedly told Red Sox outfielder Jarren Duran to kill himself. Duran responded by giving him the finger.  


It was at least the second time a fan used Duran’s mental health as verbal ammunition since the 2025 release of the Netflix documentary, “The Clubhouse: A Year with the Red Sox,” in which Duran described attempting suicide. 


After the game, Duran told reporters, “Honestly, it’s my fault for talking about my mental health, because I kind of brought in the haters.” 


U.S. society holds elite athletes in high regard; they’re uniquely trusted and admired. That’s why they appear as spokespeople for everything from car insurance to foot powder. And it’s why so many kids look up to athletes as role models.


So when someone like Duran gets harassed after revealing a mental illness – and then expresses regret for having opened up – an impressionable onlooker could decide that talking about their mental health struggles isn’t worth the risk. 


Most fans respond positively


Elite sports can be a cauldron of stress. Aside from the pressure to perform, there are the demands of travel, training and managing relationships. In this cutthroat environment, your replacement is often waiting for you to stumble. So it’s no wonder that athletes have long felt compelled to hide any signs of perceived weakness or vulnerability, mental health included.


Norms are changing in sports, though, perhaps in part due to shifts in public attitudes concerning mental illness. Social media has also afforded athletes a direct connection with fans, permitting greater insight into the human behind the hero. 


Duran is part of a growing group of athletes who have recently shared their experiences with mental illness to raise awareness and challenge stigma. Since its launch in 2014, The Players’ Tribune has published more than two dozen athlete essays about mental health, including testimonials from NBA player John Wall and WNBA star A'ja Wilson. 



            [image: Young Black woman wearing a red jersey dribbles a basketball.]
            
              WNBA star center A'ja Wilson has written about her experiences with depression and anxiety.
              Joe Buglewicz/Getty Images
            
          

My colleagues and I have studied these disclosures, the public’s response to them and their societal effects. We used surveys, experiments and interviews with athletes who have become mental health advocates, such as 23-time Olympic gold medalist Michael Phelps. 


The growing number of athlete testimonials coincides with changes to how professional sports leagues and teams are addressing mental health. Organizations are hiring mental health professionals and advocating on behalf of mental health-related causes in their communities. In a recent analysis, we found that NFL, MLB and NBA teams made 258 social media posts between 2021 and 2025 that advocated for mental health funding, education and policy. Each year, the number of posts increased.


When coupled with other findings that we published in 2020, our research suggests that sports fans appreciate the athlete testimonials and team-driven conversations. Their response has been overwhelmingly positive. Athletes appear to inspire fans to open up to family, pursue treatment and take other steps to buoy their well-being. 


Vulnerability comes with risks


Yet Duran’s recent experience illustrates how a minority of fans and sports commentators can threaten this progress. 


After the recent incident in Minneapolis, the sports and opinion outlet OutKick described Duran’s behavior as an “act” that was “wearing thin.” The backlash reminded me of the criticism NBA star Ben Simmons was subjected to a few years ago. In 2021, Simmons sat out the season with the Philadelphia 76ers, citing mental health issues. A year later, he returned to play for the Brooklyn Nets. Cynics accused him of “weaponizing mental health” to avoid playing for the 76ers.


Fans have targeted the mental health problems of other athletes.


During the 2019 MLB playoffs, New York Yankees fans were caught on camera mocking Houston Astros pitcher Zack Greinke for taking medication for his social anxiety as Greinke warmed up. Simone Biles, one of the greatest gymnasts of all time, stepped away from competition during the Tokyo Olympics because she experienced the “twisties,” which the Cleveland Clinic describes as a “dangerous disconnect between mind and body” brought about by stress and other factors. Some critics showed little sympathy, describing her as a quitter. 


Prepping for the aftereffects


Beyond being exposed to barbs and verbal abuse, athletes who talk about their mental health can also be expected to take on responsibilities that they didn’t necessarily sign up for.  


A disclosure of a mental health struggle can shift an athlete’s reputation from athlete to advocate. For example, social media users debated whether Duran owed it to fans to share his steps toward recovery. Doing so would provide others guidance while lending legitimacy to Duran’s experience, one side said. It’s none of our business, the other side replied.  


The mental illness label can also color people’s judgment of an athlete’s performance. Did throwing a helmet after a strikeout reflect his mental illness, or a brief moment of frustration? Does this slump mean he’s going through another period of depression?  


Athletes also worry whether they’ll be judged by teammates and coaches. In 2023, the NCAA surveyed more than 2,000 college athletes and found that just half would be comfortable seeking help for mental health struggles through campus resources. Furthermore, only around half believed fellow athletes took teammates’ mental health seriously, and about half felt comfortable speaking with coaches about their mental health.


For athletes – or anyone – interested in disclosing mental health struggles, a good game plan can help accentuate positive responses and mitigate negative ones.


The National Alliance on Mental Illness recommends people – whether they’re famous or not – consider the audience, timing and the amount of information they’re comfortable sharing. Meanwhile, fans, coaches and teammates can do their part by publicly supporting athletes who disclose.


When Duran first shared his experiences in 2025, his then-manager, Alex Cora, immediately signaled his support.


“It takes a person with courage and being transparent and genuine to do that,” Cora said. “I hope that’s how we see it – that he will impact others and he’s going to save lives.”


With stigma, the battle between silence and dialogue can be a back-and-forth contest, akin to a long rally in tennis or a tense overtime in basketball. But sometimes all it takes is one defining moment to change the game – as when Marcos Torres ripped a line drive to quiet his hecklers that chilly evening in Columbia, South Carolina.

Scott Parrott 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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More universities are disinviting commencement speakers who might challenge students’ ideas, unraveling an apolitical tradition

theconversation.com · Austin Sarat, William Nelson Cromwell Professor of Jurisprudence and Political Science, Amherst College

College commencement ceremonies celebrate students' achievements, but also have become occasionally fraught with politics.  photosbyjim/iStock/Getty Images Plus Delivering a university commencement address used to simply be a unique kind of honor. Speakers stand before a podium, wearing a traditional graduation cap and robe, and offer graduates life lessons and inspirational words as they enter the next phase of life.


But today, speaking at a university commencement ceremony carries considerable risk, as Morton Schapiro, former president of Northwestern University, recently found out. Schapiro was scheduled to speak at Georgetown University Law Center’s graduation on May 17, 2026, but announced on May 6 that he would no longer appear at the event. 


Some Georgetown law students had protested and petitioned to have Schapiro’s invitation rescinded, citing what they said were Schapiro’s “controversial, Zionist, and harmful opinions.” The students pointed to an op-ed that Schapiro wrote expressing support for Israel and Jewish people a few days after the Hamas attacks on Oct. 7, 2023, which killed 1,200 people. 


Schapiro is in good company. There’s a reason why the free speech advocacy group FIRE calls the lead-up to college commencements disinvitation season.


Over the past two decades, colleges and universities across the country have withdrawn invitations to various commencement speakers after students protested their scheduled appearance. Or, in some cases, invited speakers have said they will no longer participate after students spoke out against their upcoming speeches. 


As a political scientist who has written about the First Amendment and free speech on college campuses, I think Schapiro’s ill-fated Georgetown commencement invitation – and other instances like this one – show that intolerance for dissenting viewpoints lasts until the last diploma is handed out at graduation. 


Some students only want people who hold similar views to address them at their graduation. They exercise what free speech law experts call a “heckler’s veto,” meaning when an audience’s reaction, or anticipated response, stops someone from speaking. Free speech then takes a back seat, and a graduation becomes just a performative moment of political correctness.  
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              The comedian Seth Meyers, left, attends the Northwestern University graduation with Morton Schapiro, the school’s then-president, in June 2016 in Evanston, Ill.
              Timothy Hiatt/Getty Images
            
          

It wasn’t always this way


The first university commencement in the U.S. took place in 1642, when Harvard College held a ceremony to honor its nine graduates. The students were joined by some of the Massachusetts Bay Colony’s most distinguished citizens, including Governor John Winthrop and his deputy, John Endicott, who observed the proceedings. 


No one delivered a commencement address.


Instead, each graduate delivered an address and displayed the fruits of their classical education by speaking in Latin and English. 


By the middle of the 19th century, university commencements drew well-known outsiders to college campuses to speak. 


In 1837, for example, the poet and essayist Ralph Waldo Emerson addressed Harvard’s Phi Beta Kappa graduates and issued a stirring call for American students and scholars to end what he called “our long apprenticeship to the learning of other lands.”


In 1881, James Garfield became the first sitting American president to deliver a commencement address, when he spoke at the United States Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland. 


Twenty-four years later, President Theodore Roosevelt spoke at the first graduation ceremony at Clark University, in Worcester, Massachusetts. He told his audience there, “I have always felt most strongly that it is true of a nation as of the individual that the greatest doer must also be a great dreamer.”


Since then, other presidents have used commencement speeches to announce major policy initiatives and agreements, including on foreign policy. 


In 1963, President John F. Kennedy told the graduating seniors at American University that the U.S., the United Kingdom and the Soviet Union would start negotiations to ban the testing of nuclear weapons. 


Two years later, President Lyndon Johnson announced at Howard University’s commencement that he would launch a major initiative to address socioeconomic disparities that disadvantaged Black people.


There was no controversy or protest about Kennedy, Johnson or other prominent speakers who delivered commencement addresses before a few decades ago. 
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              President John F. Kennedy delivers his commencement speech at American University in June 1963.
              Bettmann/Contributor/Getty Images
            
          

The commencement speaker as a lightning rod


But that was then. Times have changed.


FIRE estimates that between 2000 and 2024, there were 345 attempts to disinvite commencement speakers. Many of the scheduled speakers who faced pressure to not appear at the ceremonies backed out. 


Examples of commencement speaker disinvitations have happened at small, private liberal arts colleges, as well as big public universities. Being uninvited from speaking at a graduation is often precipitated by petitions and protests, from both conservative and progressive activists. 


For example, in 2019, former Nebraska Senator Bob Kerrey, a Democrat, withdrew as the scheduled commencement speaker at Creighton University. This followed the Nebraska Republican Party objecting to Kerry’s pro-abortion rights voting record. 


In 2024, Dickinson College rescinded a commencement invitation for Michael Smerconish, an author and television commentator who focuses on politics. This decision came after a student wrote an opinion piece that showed that 20 years earlier, Smerconish said, “in order to keep America safe, the TSA should deliberately target Arabs and Muslims for searches because they look like the perpetrators of past terrorist attacks.” 


“Does someone like Mike Smerconish in any way represent the achievements and ambitions of its students?  If Dickinson truly loves and values its students, shouldn’t it honor them with someone who reflects that love?” the student asked in the opinion piece. 


Protests ensued, and the college president gave in.


In 2025, the noted author Salman Rushdie withdrew as commencement speaker at Claremont McKenna College in Claremont, California, after members of its Muslim Student Association urged the school to revoke his invitation. They accused Rushdie, a self-described “hardline atheist,” of “disparaging a global religious community” in his writing and public appearances. In a 2015 commencement address at Emory University, he said: “I sometimes think we live in a very credulous age. People seem ready to believe almost anything. God, for example.”


Over the past few years, the Israel-Hamas war in the Gaza Strip has led to various commencement controversies and rescinded invitations, based on scheduled speakers’ politics around the conflict. 


There have also been various commencement speakers who have delivered controversial addresses that some graduates – and outside observers – found offensive. Kansas City Chiefs kicker Harrison Butker, for example, spoke at Benedictine College’s commencement in 2024 and encouraged women to become homemakers. 
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              The author Salman Rushdie delivers a commencement address at Emory University in Atlanta in May 2015.
              Marcus Ingram/Getty Images
            
          

Commencement and free speech


That brings us back to Schapiro.


“I have presided over 28 commencements as a president and dean,” Schapiro wrote in a note to Georgetown’s law students, “and those ceremonies are about celebrating the graduates and their supporters. I was looking forward to giving a talk about humility and gratitude, but I don’t want my presence to distract from the day’s festivities.”


Humility and gratitude are often missing in disinvitation season.


In 2017, Drew Gilpin Faust, then the president of Harvard University, seemed to understand this absence when she issued a free speech message to graduates in her commencement address. “Silencing ideas or basking in intellectual orthodoxy independent of facts and evidence impedes our access to new and better ideas, and it inhibits a full and considered rejection of bad ones,” Faust warned. 


Commencement season puts Faust’s admonitions to the test. “Universities,” she said, “must model a commitment to the notion that truth cannot simply be claimed, but must be established – established through reasoned argument, assessment and even sometimes uncomfortable challenges that provide the foundation for truth.”

Austin Sarat 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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Texas Tech’s new limits on how faculty teach gender identity and sexual orientation challenge more than free speech

theconversation.com · Henry F. Fradella, Professor of Criminology and Criminal Justice, Arizona State University

Banning students from writing theses and dissertations on sexual orientation and gender identity could be seen as curtailing students' freedom of speech rights. Malte Mueller/fStop/Getty Images Texas Tech University, a public university in Lubbock, announced in April 2026 that its five schools would phase out all academic credentials centered on sexual orientation or gender identity. The new policy, detailed in a six-page memo on April 9, also requires instructors to use “alternate materials” when courses address these topics. 


Texas Tech, led by former Texas Republican state legislator Brandon Creighton, is not the first university to try to restrict instruction on gender, sexual orientation and other topics in recent years.  


In 2023, for example, Florida passed legislation that banned students at public universities from majoring in critical race theory, gender studies, queer theory and intersectionality.


Texas Tech, however, goes further with this new memo. It also bars graduate students from writing “degree-culminating” theses or dissertations on sexual orientation or gender identity, something no other major public university system appears to have done.


As a scholar who studies the intersection of law, science and public policy, I doubt the policy would survive a possible constitutional challenge in court, given First Amendment freedom of speech protections. Even if courts ultimately strike the policy down, though, it may still leave a lasting mark, by signaling that some universities are willing to prioritize politics over independent academic inquiry. 
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              Texas Tech University’s main campus is in Lubbock, Texas.
              David Kozlowski/Moment Mobile via Getty Images
            
          

Texas Tech’s policy shift


Texas Tech’s policy, which will begin taking effect in June 2026, requires faculty to teach in compliance with a  2025 Texas law that declares there are “only two human sexes.”


The law echoes the language of an executive order the Trump administration issued in January 2025 that said “It is the policy of the United States to recognize two sexes, male and female.” 


Despite that air of certainty, there is substantial scientific literature that shows people’s biological variation does not fit a strict binary model. 


Texas Tech faculty will soon be largely prohibited from teaching about gender fluidity or gender as a spectrum. There are narrow exceptions to this rule, such as discussions about intersex traits, so long as instructors do not “advocate for or validate sociological frameworks.”


Although current faculty may continue researching “topics of their choosing,” new faculty will be hired “in alignment” with the memo. 


Students, meanwhile, can continue to conduct “general independent student research,” and write standard term papers, for example, on one of these subjects. But students cannot write graduate theses or dissertations on sexual orientation and gender identity.


By legal standards, these new policies are not neutral, curricular decisions. This is because the state of Texas favors one viewpoint – that there are only two biological sexes – that this public university system now reflects.


For nearly 60 years, the U.S. Supreme Court has repeatedly rejected the idea of viewpoint discrimination at universities. This discrimination occurs  when the government or another authority allows speech favoring one opinion, while restricting speech expressing an opposing opinion. 


The Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals, which oversees the region where Texas Tech is located, has also long recognized that “classroom discussion is protected activity.”


In a statement to the Associated Press in April, Creighton said that the school is “focused on ensuring our academic programs are rigorous, relevant, and produce degrees of value.”


He added that this focus “is matched by our unwavering support for the First Amendment and the open exchange of ideas that define a public university. Texas Tech will continue to be a national leader on both fronts.”


Part of a broader story


The Texas Tech policy is the latest example of a broader political effort to reshape what public universities may teach and research.


Several other public universities have also recently limited programs or coursework involving gender and identity studies.


In 2022, Florida’s “Stop WOKE” Act, restricted instruction perceived as endorsing certain race-related concepts in classrooms and workplace training sessions. Some faculty members left Florida public universities, citing concerns about censorship and political interference in higher education. 


In 2022, federal judge Mark Walker called that Florida law “positively dystopian” and barred its enforcement, holding that the state cannot grant academic freedom only to viewpoints it favors. The restrictions remain blocked, pending appeal.


Texas A&M English professor Melissa McCoul sued that university after she was fired in September 2025, following a classroom discussion she led about gender identity. 


Texas A&M later eliminated its women’s and gender studies degree program in January 2026. 


The University of Texas at Austin consolidated four ethnic studies departments and the Women’s, Gender, and Sexuality Studies Department into a single Department of Social and Cultural Analysis in February 2026. The university is also reviewing which majors, minors and courses within that new department students may pursue and enroll in. 


These changes reflect a broader political climate in which some politicians and university leaders increasingly frame gender identity and other academic subjects as ideological positions, rather than scholarly areas of research. That trend has intensified alongside the Trump administration’s executive orders, actions and rhetoric surrounding gender identity and diversity, equity and inclusion initiatives.


Limiting academic research


Texas Tech was established in 1923 to prepare students for technical and agricultural professions, and “elevate the ideals, enrich the lives, and increase the capacity of the people for democratic self-government.”


That mission reflects the American Association of University Professors’ 1940 Statement of Principles on Academic Freedom and Tenure. The statement describes universities as dedicated to “the common good” through the “free search for truth.”


Universities are therefore expected to pursue scholarly inquiry according to disciplinary standards and academic expertise, not partisan priorities. That commitment is reflected in the thesis and dissertation process, through which faculty evaluate students’ ability to conduct independent research and contribute to disciplinary knowledge. 


Although disfavored on some Texas and Florida campuses, topics such as HIV disparities in LGBTQ+ populations continue to be studied elsewhere as public-health subjects. The same is true for suicide risk and family rejection among LGBTQ+ adolescents and services for transgender youth. 


With such lines of inquiry curtailed, some Texas Tech students now question whether the university can still provide an “honest education.” Some Texas Tech faculty members are openly discussing looking for other jobs.
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              Restrictions on academic freedom are prompting some Texas university faculty to consider jobs out of state.
              nadia_bormotova/iStock via Getty Images Plus
            
          

Restricting academic independence


A September 2025 survey by the American Association of University Professors documented the toll of political interference on university faculty across the country, including in Texas. 


One-quarter of the 1,100 Texas professors and researchers surveyed said they are seeking jobs outside the state. More than 60% said they would not encourage graduate students or colleagues to work at a university in Texas.


When the state decides which questions may and may not be researched, it is doing more than shaping curriculum. It is regulating the boundaries of knowledge itself by determining what future scholars may study and what universities are permitted to discover. 


That – more than any single line in a memo – is what I believe should concern anyone who cares about the integrity of higher education. And it is precisely the danger longstanding First Amendment protections for academic freedom were designed to prevent.

Henry F. Fradella 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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Is baby talk bad? Why ‘parentese’ actually helps babies learn language

theconversation.com · Karen Stollznow, Senior Research Fellow of Linguistics, University of Colorado Boulder; Griffith University

Emphasizing the sounds of certain words to young children can help them retain language, not confuse them about speaking properly.  MoMo Productions/DigitalVision via Getty ImagesMany parents have heard the warning: Don’t use baby talk with babies and toddlers. Instead, caregivers are often encouraged to speak properly and use adultlike language, out of concern that simplified speech could confuse children or delay language development.  


But my research, which I highlighted in in my new book, “Beyond Words,” suggests the opposite is true. The sing-song voice many adults instinctively use with infants, sometimes called “baby talk” but more accurately known as “parentese” or infant-directed speech, actually helps children learn language.


Far from confusing babies, exaggerating phrases like “Loooook at the doggie!” capture their attention, help them detect patterns in speech and strengthen social bonding.


And the funny mistakes children make along the way, such as saying “goed,” instead of “went,” or “mouses” instead of “mice,” are not signs that children are learning language incorrectly. They are evidence that children are actively working out the rules of language for themselves.
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              Speaking ‘parentese’ to a child doesn’t involve nonsense words.
              BjelicaS/E+ via Getty Images
            
          

What parentese really is


When many people think of baby talk, they imagine nonsense phrases like “goo goo ga ga” or made-up words like “num nums.” But that’s not what linguists and developmental psychologists mean by parentese. 


Parentese uses real words and grammatically correct sentences, but with exaggerated intonation, a higher pitch, stretched-out vowels and a slower rhythm. Think of the way a caregiver might naturally say: “Hi, baaaaby! Are you huuungry?” 


There is little evidence that occasional playful nonsense words harm children’s language development. But studies suggest that parentese in particular helps babies pay attention to speech, recognize patterns and engage socially.


Adults across cultures tend to speak this way to infants instinctively. Even people who swear they never use baby talk often slip into it around babies.


Researchers have found that infants actually prefer listening to parentese over regular adult speech. The exaggerated sounds and slower pacing make language easier to process. Babies are better able to pick out individual sounds, notice word boundaries and recognize patterns. In other words, parentese helps tune babies into language.


It also strengthens emotional connection. Language learning does not happen in isolation. Babies learn through warm, responsive interaction with caregivers during feeding, play, bath time and everyday routines.


Interestingly, humans are not the only ones who respond to this style of communication. Studies have even shown that cats react more positively when people use a baby-talk voice with them. 


Babies are not passive learners


Children do not learn language simply by copying adults word for word. They actively test hypotheses about how language works. That is why toddlers make predictable and surprisingly logical mistakes. 


One common example is overgeneralization. A child learns that people form the past tense of many verbs by adding “-ed,” so they produce forms like “goed,” “eated” or “comed.”


These are not random errors. In fact, they show that the child has understood a grammatical rule and is trying to apply it consistently. The problem is simply that English is full of irregular exceptions. The same thing happens with plurals. Children may say “foots” instead of “feet” or “mouses” instead of “mice.” Again, the logic behind these errors is sound.


Linguists sometimes say that children are little scientists, constantly testing patterns and revising their understanding as they receive more input from the world around them.


Why toddlers call everything a ‘dog’


Young children also make predictable mistakes with meaning.


A toddler might learn the word “dog” and then use it for every four-legged animal they encounter. Linguists call this overextension. On the flip side, some children use words too narrowly. A child may use “dog” only for the family pet and not recognize that other dogs belong in the same category. Linguists call this tendency underextension.


These mistakes reveal how children organize and categorize the world around them. They are gradually mapping words onto objects, people and experiences. 


Pronouns are another tricky area. Small children often confuse “me” and “you” because these words constantly shift depending on who is speaking. If a parent says, “I’ll pick you up,” the child hears themselves called “you.” But when they try to repeat the sentence, they may not yet understand that the labels switch from speaker to speaker.


This is why toddlers sometimes say things that sound unintentionally cute or confusing. But beneath the confusion is a sophisticated learning process.


Even the Cookie Monster gets it wrong


Children’s speech errors are so recognizable that they often appear in popular culture. Sesame Street’s character Cookie Monster famously says things like “Me want cookie,” while Elmo often refers to himself in the third person: “Elmo wants this.” These speech patterns mirror real stages of child language development. Young children commonly confuse pronouns or refer to themselves by name before mastering forms like “I,” “me” and “mine.”


Despite occasional complaints from adults, there is no evidence that hearing this kind of speech harms children’s language development. If anything, it reflects the natural experimentation children go through.
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              The Cookie Monster saying ‘Me want cookie’ won’t teach babies and young kids to speak incorrectly.
              Brian Killian/WireImage via Getty Images
            
          

‘Pasketti’ and ‘wabbit’


Pronunciation develops gradually too. Young children often simplify difficult sounds and groups of consonants. “Spaghetti” becomes “pasketti,” “rabbit” becomes “wabbit” and “yellow” may come out as “lellow.”


Speech-language specialists call these simplifications phonological processes. They are a normal part of development because some sounds are physically harder to produce than others. Sounds such as r, th, sh and ch tend to develop later because they require more precise control of the tongue and mouth.


Most children naturally outgrow these pronunciation patterns as their speech matures. However, persistent difficulties can sometimes signal a speech or language disorder, which may require professional support.
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              Children don’t learn language by copying adults word for word. They learn through interaction, experimentation and repetition.
              DrAfter123/DigitalVision Vectors via Getty Images
            
          

Mistakes are part of learning


Parents are often under enormous pressure to do everything right, including  helping their children learn to speak a language. But children do not learn language by avoiding mistakes. They learn through interaction, experimentation and repetition.


Parentese helps babies focus on speech and engage socially. The funny mistakes toddlers make reveal that they are actively piecing together the complex system of language and are often signs of normal development. Language acquisition is messy, creative and remarkably sophisticated.


Speaking in an exaggerated sing-song voice to a baby is not something parents and caregivers need to feel embarrassed about. 


Far from harming language acquisition, it may help lay the foundation for it.

Karen Stollznow 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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What makes a good teacher? Ask a Republican and a Democrat, and they are likely to agree

theconversation.com · Gustavo E. Fischman, Professor of Education Policies and Comparative Studies, Arizona State University · Eric Haas, Professor of Educational Leadership, California State University, East Bay · Margarita Pivovarova, Associate Professor of Education Policy, Arizona State University

Support for students is one value that both Democrats and Republicans alike value in a teacher.  Brittany Murray/MediaNews Group/Long Beach Press-Telegram via Getty ImagesIf you follow the headlines, it can seem like K-12 schools in the United States are a political battlefield.


Some conservative parents and advocacy groups are lobbying to remove certain books from classrooms and libraries, most often those that highlight LGBTQ+ issues or race and racism.


Some civil liberties groups, librarians and progressive parents, meanwhile, are pushing back against book bans, saying they are a form of unnecessary censorship.


Parents and school boards also are clashing over a range of other issues, ranging from how transgender and nonbinary students are treated and which bathrooms they can use, to whether teachers should use artificial intelligence in the classroom.


Beyond this evidence of political polarization, though, there’s another, less divisive reality. Ask people to name their best teacher, and regardless of their political affiliation, they will likely offer a similar answer. Most people will say that they learned a lot from a teacher who knew them, cared about them and made learning relevant to their lives.


Over five years, from 2020 through 2025, we asked more than 2,000 Americans, including Democrats, Republicans and independents, what makes a very good teacher. We expected deep partisan divides. Instead, we found something rare: genuine, cross-partisan agreement. 


How we ran the study


We began in 2020 with a nationally representative survey of 334 adults, asking them to recall a teacher they learned a lot from. We then asked the survey participants to look at 10 statements that might describe a good teacher and rank them from most to least important. 


Five of the statements we offered focused on relationships – like caring about students, making educational lessons relevant and giving students individualized support. The other five focused on whether teachers covered a lot of material, rewarded top performers with grades or prizes, and whether they applied rules consistently to all students.


Respondents generally focused on highlighting the same seven out of 10 statements, giving us a vision of how they perceived a very good teacher. People prioritized the same factors – how much the teachers cared about their students and whether they supported them – regardless of their age, race, gender or political affiliation.  Republicans and Democrats were indistinguishable in their descriptions of effective teaching.


People did not prioritize whether teachers covered a lot of material, made students compete or ran a strict and disciplined classroom. 


In 2022, we conducted a similar survey of 179 teachers in Arizona and California. The results echoed our 2020 survey participants’ view: Teachers also defined very good teachers as ones who emphasized relationships, made lessons relevant and knew the subject matter.


Given the prominence of politically charged education debates, we were a bit surprised by our results. We began to wonder: Do people privately agree on what it means to be a good teacher, but change their opinion if their image of good teaching is associated with an ideological orientation they disagree with?
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              A student gets a hug from a teacher at a Garden Grove, Calif., elementary school on the first day of class in September 2024.
              Paul Bersebach/MediaNews Group/Orange County Register via Getty Images
            
          

Adding a partisan label


To explore this question in late 2024 and early 2025, we ran a third experiment with a nationally representative sample of 1,562 adults from a range of political backgrounds. 


We gave all participants the same description of a very good teacher, identified in our previous experiments. We then randomly noted if these descriptions of a good teacher were endorsed by Democrats, Republicans or people with no political affiliation. 


When the participants read the teacher descriptions without any political labels attached, about 85% of Democrats, Republicans and independents agreed with the description of a very good teacher. 


When we added a note saying that a political party the survey participant did not identify endorsed a particular description of a good teacher, they became less likely to support the statement. 


The effect was sharpest among Republicans: Support fell from 85% to 64% when the description was tied to Democrats. Democrats’ agreement slipped less, from 86% to 76%, when the description was tied to Republicans.


Even with these caveats, nearly two-thirds of Republicans and Democrats still agreed on what it means to be a good teacher.


Political scientists call this affective polarization: How we react to an idea depends not just on the idea, but on who we think supports it.


At the national level, education is often framed as an intractable partisan conflict. 


Yet at the individual level, many Americans continue to express confidence in their own local schools. Our findings suggest that part of this gap may be driven by how issues are framed rather than by fundamentally incompatible beliefs.
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              Regardless of political affiliation, people are less likely to prioritize whether teachers cover a lot of material or ran a strict and disciplined classroom.
              Paul Bersebach/MediaNews Group/Orange County Register via Getty Images
            
          

This matters more than you might think


Federal and state education policy over the past four decades, including laws like No Child Left Behind, which mandated routine federal testing in reading and math, emphasize testing and competition. These priorities don’t always match what Americans across the political spectrum say they value most. 


Americans continue to differ on many important education questions, including what children should learn in school, the role of school boards and other issues. 


But these disagreements coexist with a shared beliefs about what good teaching looks like in practice.


Recognizing this gap could open new possibilities for education reform. When debates focus exclusively on disagreements, they can obscure areas of agreement that might otherwise serve as starting points for collaboration.


We encourage readers to go ahead and run a similar, small experiment: Ask people about their best teacher, then listen to what they say. The answer, it turns out, is likely more unifying than you expect.

For this specific project, Gustavo E. Fischman received funding from the Institute of Social Science Research at ASU. He also received funds for other projects from the National Science Foundation, the Spencer Foundation, the Open Society Foundation, the IDRC, and the Fulbright Commission.
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Black, Hispanic, female and low-income elementary students are less likely to be identified with autism

theconversation.com · Paul L. Morgan, Director, Institute for Social and Health Equity, University at Albany, State University of New York

Understanding whether different groups of kids are more likely to be identified as having autism can help ensure that all students have equal access to the appropriate services at school.  Adrian Vidal/iStock/Getty Images PlusStudents who are Black, Hispanic, female, from low-income families or multilingual learners are less likely to be identified with autism in U.S. elementary schools than their white, male, higher-income or English-speaking peers. This finding comes from our new research, published in April 2026 in the academic journal Autism.


These disparities appear even among students who have similar levels of academic achievement and who are attending the same schools. 


Our research shows there are big and recurring gaps in whether students are identified with having autism while they attend U.S. elementary schools. In both 2003 and 2019, for example, fourth grade female students were about 80% less likely to be identified with autism, as compared to similarly situated boys.


We found that for every 10 boys identified with autism, only about two girls in a comparable situation – including those displaying similar levels of reading achievement and attending the same schools – were identified. 


We analyzed data repeatedly collected from 2003 to 2022, using large, nationally representative samples of about 160,000 fourth grade students participating in the National Assessment of Educational Progress. 


We specifically looked at data that included student academic achievement. This approach let us consider potential bias in how a student’s disability is identified. 


Why it matters


Understanding these disparities in U.S. elementary schools is important to help ensure that all students with disabilities have equal access to appropriate services and supports. 


Schools are one of the most common places that provide disability services to children and adolescents. This includes students who have autism. 


Some research finds that teachers are more understanding of a student’s classroom struggles when informed that the student has autism. 


School-based special education services, such as speech therapy, often benefit students with disabilities, including those of color. Student will not receive these services without an identified disabilty. 


For example, recent analyses of public data from Massachusetts, Indiana and Connecticut compared the achievement trajectories of the same students before and after they received special education services. The students did better in both reading and mathematics when they received special education services. 


Students with disabilities are also more likely to graduate from high school and attend college if they receive special education services.  



            [image: A graphic shows a montage of puzzle pieces and children playing, with the word 'autism' written near the children.]
            
              Children with autism who are identified and receive supportive services at school are more likely to do well academically.
              DrAfter123/iStock Illustrations
            
          

What still isn’t known


We do not know whether these disparities in autism identification are occurring in other elementary grades, at least based on the National Assessment of Educational Progress data. 


In another of our recent analyses, though, we did observed racial disparities in autism identification across elementary grades. 


Some other research suggests that students of color and girls experience significant delays in receiving autism diagnoses. 


Our analysis is based on students who completed the National Assessment of Educational Progress reading test. Students with severe autism and higher support needs who were unable to complete these assessments, even with accommodations, were not included in our analysis. 


Future studies could examine whether sociodemographic disparities in autism identification are occurring in U.S. middle and high schools as well for students with significant impairments. 


What’s next


Our additional preliminary analysis indicates there are other types of disparities at play. For example, we are finding that Black and Hispanic girls, low-income Black students and multilingual learners who are white or Hispanic are especially unlikely to be identified as having autism. 


We are also exploring whether some of these disparities have grown, or otherwise changed, following recent increases in autism prevalence rates, including for students of color and girls.  


The Research Brief is a short take on interesting academic work.

Paul L. Morgan received funding from the U.S. Department of Education's Institute of Education Sciences to support these analyses. Opinions expressed here are those of the author and do not represent the view of the U.S. Department of Education. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/black-hispanic-female-and-low-income-elementary-students-are-less-likely-to-be-identified-with-autism-281469
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