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Climate change means an earlier spring, which can be disorienting and threatening for migrating birds

theconversation.com · Morgan Tingley, Professor of Ecology and Evolutionary Biology, University of California, Los Angeles

A pair of sandhill cranes take flight over Nebraska. Diana Robinson Photography/Moment via Getty ImagesSpring migration has taken flight, but with rising temperatures and shifting seasons, birds are adjusting when and how they migrate to keep up with a rapidly warming climate.


Morgan Tingley, a professor of ecology and evolutionary biology at the University of California, Los Angeles, studies the effects of climate change on birds.



            
            Morgan Tingley discusses how climate change is affecting bird migration and behavior.
          

The Conversation has collaborated with SciLine to bring you highlights from the discussion, edited for brevity and clarity.


How is climate change affecting birds?


Morgan Tingley: In the spring, birds migrate north across the United States in order to get to where they will be spending their spring and summer. They try to time their migration so that they can arrive at their breeding grounds, build their nests and lay their eggs at the time of year when there’s going to be maximum food available. 


But climate change is causing spring to happen earlier, which can cause real problems for birds. These earlier springs can result in birds falling behind local springtime because they arrive too late on their breeding grounds.


Are there particular birds climate change is affecting more than others?


Tingley: About 70% of the bird species found in the United States are migratory. Some migrate just 50 to 100 miles, and others migrate all the way from the farthest tip of South America in order to breed in Canada. Our work has found that the birds that migrate the farthest are the ones that are having the hardest time keeping up with climate change. 


Why is that? If you can imagine going from Tennessee to New York and it’s an early spring in New York, it might be also an early spring in Tennessee. In that case, these birds can keep pace with an earlier spring.  


But if you’re a bird living in Argentina and then migrating all the way to New York in the springtime, the temperatures and seasons in Argentina versus New York are going to be very disconnected from each other. So a bird in Argentina might not actually have the information it needs to arrive on time and keep up with the local pace of a changing climate in New York.


What happens when they can’t keep up?


Tingley: When the timing is off, it could mean that there’s not enough food available for their young, or it could be that they’re more susceptible to really extreme summer temperatures. Whether it is high temperatures or missing peak insect food, birds that are out of sync with the seasons may respond by laying fewer eggs or suffering reduced hatch success. Another issue is that once the eggs hatch, the birds might not be able to raise as many young.


As a result, we’ve seen that when birds become mismatched with climate and changing seasons, it can lead to population declines. In North America, we’ve seen many bird populations decline over the past 40 years. As bird populations decline even further, this can cause a variety of problems for humans. 


For example, birds are a key link in many food supplies, as they can be key pollinators, important seed dispersers and critical consumers of insect pests. 


In addition, birds generally make people happy! Recent work has even shown that bird-watching can help prevent mental decline in older adults.


Is there something people can do to help?


Tingley: Climate change is a stressor that is being added on top of everything else going on in the environment. A lot of the greatest effects of climate change are not in the past. They’re going to happen in the future. These effects are coming next year, or five years from now, or 10 years from now. So wildlife managers are trying to sustain bird populations as much as possible and help them grow.


Helping save birds means keeping populations high by conserving land, reducing other types of threats, such as by keeping pets indoors or installing bird-friendly glass, and allowing birds to adapt to this changing world as best as they possibly can.


SciLine is a free service based at the American Association for the Advancement of Science, a nonprofit that helps journalists include scientific evidence and experts in their news stories.

Morgan Tingley has received funding to support this research from the U.S. National Science Foundation. He is President-Elect of the American Ornithological Society. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/climate-change-means-an-earlier-spring-which-can-be-disorienting-and-threatening-for-migrating-birds-282918
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Why are our fingers different lengths?

theconversation.com · Steven Lautzenheiser, Assistant Professor of Biological Anthropology, University of Tennessee

Hand development is shaped by evolution, biology and environment.  Cunaplus_M.Faba/iStock via Getty Images Plus

Curious Kids is a series for children of all ages. If you have a question you’d like an expert to answer, send it to curiouskidsus@theconversation.com.






Why are our fingers different lengths? – Betty, age 8, California







It was one of those rushed mornings when I was already running late for work. In my hurry to grab my keys and head out the door, I knocked a few things off the counter, scattering loose coins onto the floor. 


As I picked up the coins, I noticed I was using different movements to gather everything, and those movements seemed to depend on the different lengths of my fingers. My thumb and index finger pinched together to grab a dime, while my middle finger reached farther to pick up coins that had rolled under the edge of a cabinet. My ring finger and pinky curled inward to hold the coins I had already collected while I reached for more. 


These motions really brought home how different fingers have their own job – and how each finger’s varying length plays a big part in what it can do.


Pondering such things is part of my job description: As a biological anthropologist who studies the biomechanics of how people move, I often think about how movement, forces and structure work together to shape the human body. 


Team of 5


My morning mishap showed that each of my five fingers seemed to have its own role, and the differences in finger length helped them do different jobs.


The middle finger is usually the longest. It acts as the hand’s central axis, helping to balance and guide movements. Its length also allows it to work with the other fingers to grip objects securely.


The ring finger is typically slightly shorter than the middle finger, but the two work closely together, generating grip strength and stabilizing the hand. Whether lifting a heavy backpack, carrying grocery bags or holding a baseball bat, the middle and ring fingers help keep your grip steady and balanced.


The index finger is shorter, more flexible and can move on its own more easily than the two main gripping fingers – which makes it great for careful, controlled movements. It is the finger you use for tasks that require precision and accuracy, such as pointing, typing, pressing small buttons or writing with a pencil.  


The pinky finger is usually the smallest of the five, but it doesn’t need length to do its job of steadying the outer edge of the hand. It helps keep your hand stable when you hold things – especially objects that are bigger than your hand, such as a large water bottle, basketball or a heavy bag of groceries.



            [image: A child holds a soccer ball behind his head, ready to throw, while pointing forward with his other hand.]
            
              Each of your fingers plays a unique role in giving your hands both strength and precision.
              SolStock/iStock via Getty Images
            
          

The thumb is unique. It’s generally about three-quarters the length of the index finger. Rather than relying on length, the thumb’s special joint lets it rotate and move across the palm, where it can touch the other fingers. Because it can move this way, it is called an opposable thumb. This makes the thumb one of the most versatile parts of the hand, enabling you to pinch and pick up small objects.


Without the thumb, many everyday tasks, such as holding utensils, opening containers and, yes, picking up coins, would be much harder.


An evolving tool


Evolution shaped the human hand into a highly capable tool. Early humans relied on their hands for survival tasks, such as climbing, building, and making and using tools. 


Those with hands better suited for gripping and precision were more likely to thrive, gradually shaping the modern human hand. 


For example, humans share our long middle finger with other apes, including chimpanzees and gorillas, suggesting that it has been important throughout our evolutionary history. This long history of adaptation explains why our hands are both strong and highly precise, capable of handling everything from heavy lifting to delicate tasks.


A biological blueprint


Evolution is only part of the story. Before birth, genes guide how the hands grow, acting like a biological blueprint during development. 


These genes influence how quickly bones lengthen, how long each finger becomes, and how the joints and tendons are shaped. Small differences in how these genes work before birth can change how long each finger grows compared with the others.



            
            The forces of evolution shaped the powerful capabilities of our hands.
          

Hormones also play an important role. Sex hormones, such as testosterone and estrogen, and other signals can influence how the bones of the fingers grow, shaping subtle differences in proportions before birth and into childhood and adolescence. 


Hand development is shaped by both biology and environment. This is why families often share similar hand features, even though each person’s hands and fingers are slightly different. 


As we use our hands every day, we become better at tasks such as writing, throwing or playing an instrument. Over time, our hands grow stronger and more coordinated through practice.


So why are our fingers different lengths? There is no single answer. Evolution shaped the hand, with fingers that specialize in different tasks, while genes and hormones guide how those fingers develop. 


Together, these forces produced a hand in which each finger has a different size, shape and role, helping us perform everything from powerful grips to delicate movements.





Hello, curious kids! Do you have a question you’d like an expert to answer? Ask an adult to send your question to CuriousKidsUS@theconversation.com. Please tell us your name, age and the city where you live.


And since curiosity has no age limit – adults, let us know what you’re wondering, too. We won’t be able to answer every question, but we will do our best.

Steven Lautzenheiser 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/why-are-our-fingers-different-lengths-282709
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It may be almost impossible to make data centers pay their ‘fair share’ of electricity costs

theconversation.com · Theodore J. Kury, Director of Energy Studies, University of Florida

How much your electricity costs depends on some seriously complicated calculations. AP Photo/Carolyn KasterMany major tech companies have pledged to pay their fair share of the costs associated with generating and transmitting more electricity to serve large data centers. But ratepayers across the United States are worried about the potential costs they might have to bear. That’s because it’s not immediately clear how the cost of data centers’ energy will be calculated. The effects of price increases are likely just beginning, and their full effects may not be felt for years. 


For example, a recent report by the organization that monitors the PJM market, an area that encompasses all or part of 14 mid-Atlantic and Midwest states, concluded that expected power demand from data centers was a primary reason for US$23 billion in customer price increases that will last until at least the end of 2028.


I have studied the programs states have launched to address the needs of these large electricity customers. Prices are set by state utility commissions, who determine which customers’ rates will increase by how much to pay for new investments in electricity infrastructure. It’s not simple.



            [image: An aerial view of an area covered in wires, metal boxes and towers.]
            
              Someone has to pay for substations and other electricity transmission equipment – but who, and how much?
              Joe Raedle/Getty Images
            
          

The complexity of setting prices


Setting a price for electricity is straightforward in principle but complicated in execution. Regulators identify the costs to provide service, allocate the costs to customers and design prices to recover those costs.


First, regulators identify the costs that a utility company incurs to provide service. Regulators look at the value of the assets the utility company invests in, such as power plants, transmission lines and substations, as well as its day-to-day operating expenses, such as salaries, fuel, replacement parts and electricity it purchases from other sources. Then these costs are allocated to categories of customers, such as residential, commercial and industrial.


Ideally, costs are allocated to the customers who cause them, but that can be complicated to determine. For example, imagine a data center is built in an area that lacks existing power lines and is located 50 yards from a nearby electric substation. It’s clear that the data center should pay to run a 50-yard power line from the substation to the data center.


But what if the power company needs to upgrade the substation to handle the increased needs of the data center? Or secure additional sources of electricity? In these cases, the investments are part of the electricity grid that everyone uses. These costs will likely be shared among all customers.


Cost analysts review each line of a utility company’s costs, often thousands of items, and determine how each cost will be allocated. Each decision incorporates one basic idea: What’s your share? 


For instance, if a group of customers uses 20% of the electricity delivered by the utility, they would be allocated 20% of the costs associated with energy delivery. Other cost items may be allocated based on the number of customers or how much electricity customers use at particular points in time, but the idea is the same.


Finally, the analysts set prices that are designed to recover the costs allocated to each customer group. So, the costs that are allocated to you are directly reflected in the electricity prices that you pay.


Flexibility and a potential loophole


One common criterion for figuring out how much a customer should pay is based on what is called “coincident peak demand” – the amount a customer group uses at the moment when all customers are collectively using the largest amount of electricity. Costs associated with overall peak usage are typically split proportionally – but this opens an opportunity for data centers to exploit the system.


Data centers often are able to fine-tune their electricity consumption, using more one minute and less another, in ways that residential users can’t easily replicate. Computerized systems can automatically adjust the amount of work a data center is doing, while a homeowner would either have to race around shutting off appliances to meaningfully reduce the amount of power their home was using or invest in a device that does. 


Their flexibility means data centers may be able to learn to predict when system loads will peak and consume little to no power in just the right period to avoid contributing to peak loads, as has happened with cryptocurrency-mining operations in Texas. So when regulators look at their usage to determine prices, data centers may be able to avoid paying any costs allocated through coincident peak demand, even if they use large amounts of electricity at other times.



            [image: A line of tall metal towers holding wires stretches into the distance over a highway.]
            
              Electricity regulators determine how much it should cost to operate the grid.
              Jakub Porzycki/NurPhoto via Getty Images
            
          

Who speaks for you?


When utility regulators decide how costs should be allocated to each customer group, they solicit input from different groups. The utility company initially submits its own proposal for how it thinks costs should be allocated across its system.


Large industrial customer groups representing customers such as factories will also submit their own proposals for how to allocate costs and set rates. Retail customer groups representing large and small stores will submit theirs. And large data centers, with the resources to hire experts in cost allocation, will submit theirs as well. Some states have specific state-government agencies to do some of this work on behalf of particular commercial groups, such as Pennsylvania’s Office of Small Business Advocate.


Regulators don’t always get a good sense of residential customers’ voices, though. Every state except Georgia, Idaho and Louisiana has an office of the consumer advocate that represents customer interests in proceedings before the state utility regulator. But they are often charged with representing all customers in the state without bias, meaning they cannot advocate for outcomes that would impose costs on one group of customers in favor of another. 


So while every state’s consumer advocate is concerned with keeping the utility’s costs as low as possible, they may be barred by law from adopting a position on how those costs should be allocated. This lack of representation in this aspect of rate-setting for average households may lead to situations where the data centers’ advocates argue for minimal costs to be allocated to them – but nobody advocates on behalf of residents to examine or refute that argument.



            [image: People stand in a group holding signs saying 'electricity is a necessity.']
            
              Demonstrators call on the Public Utilities Commission of Nevada to protect consumers’ rights in electricity rate proceedings.
              Bryan Steffy/Getty Images for People's Action
            
          

Citizens left holding the bag


There are other risks for residential customers, too. Utilities’ investments in electricity infrastructure last for many years. But not every proposed data center will get built, and some may use less energy than originally projected. Technology may even change, making some data centers obsolete after a year or two of operations.


If those events happen, then any costs the utility company incurred to provide enough electricity will be spread among all the other customers.


The allocation process may be even more complicated for municipal utilities regulated by city councils or independent boards, or cooperative utilities regulated by elected boards in rural communities. These groups may not have full-time staff who are utility or regulatory experts, yet they face the same decision-making challenges as trained professionals and might have to retain outside experts to aid in the process.


Consumers need to be aware of the importance of cost allocation and how it affects their electricity rates. I believe they should provide public comments to the regulators and speak during open hearings, as there may not be anyone else effectively advocating for their interests.

Theodore Kury is the Director of Energy Studies at the University of Florida’s Public Utility Research Center, which is sponsored in part by the Florida electric and gas utilities, the Florida Public Service Commission and the Office of Public Counsel, the Consumer Advocate for the State. However, the Center maintains sole editorial control of this and any other work.


Original: https://theconversation.com/it-may-be-almost-impossible-to-make-data-centers-pay-their-fair-share-of-electricity-costs-283946
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For the 1 in 4 teens with ‘problematic smartphone use,’ Pennsylvania’s proposed bell-to-bell cellphone ban might not be a simple solution

theconversation.com · Elizabeth Dowdell, Professor of Nursing, Villanova University

Heavy smartphone and social media use among kids can lead to poor sleep, anxiety and depression, bullying, attention difficulties and academic challenges.  EMS-Forster-Productions/DigitalVision Collection via Getty ImagesPennsylvania is moving toward a statewide “bell-to-bell” cellphone ban in public schools. 


The state Senate and House of Representatives have advanced companion bills that would require students in grades K-12 to keep cellphones turned off or stored away in lockers, backpacks or designated classroom storage pouches for the entire school day. 


Gov. Josh Shapiro wants them to agree on a final version and send it to his desk for signing.





The goal is to reduce digital interruptions, improve students’ engagement with classroom lessons, increase face-to-face interactions and reduce conflicts that play out on social media during school hours. 


As a forensic nurse, I study internet safety, cyber aggression and technology-related risks among children. Following these new rules will likely be challenging for all students. For some, the effort will pay off with improved health, safety and development. But those who are dependent on their cellphone may have trouble adapting.


What is problematic smartphone use?


In the U.S., most 13- to 18-year-olds spend nearly 8.5 hours a day using screens. Yet research consistently links heavy smartphone and social media use among children and adolescents to poor sleep, anxiety and depression, bullying, attention difficulties and academic challenges. 


Healthcare providers report an increasing number of children, adolescents and young adults experience problematic smartphone use, or PSU. PSU is a pattern of behavior associated with depression, stress and decreased academic performance. Among this group, it is characterized by a difficulty controlling phone use, heavy social media dependence, having a preoccupation with notifications and voicing distress when separated from their device.


Meanwhile, results from a survey by Pew Research Center in 2023 highlight the mixed emotions U.S. teens report regarding their smartphones. In one question, 44% of teens said they feel anxious when they don’t have their phone. In a separate question, 72% reported that they often or sometimes feel peaceful without it.


A break from constant notifications


Supporters of the Pennsylvania ban argue that students need a structured break from constant phone notifications so they can focus on learning and social skills.


Some researchers have described these breaks as a kind of scheduled “digital detox.”


Based on my research, students with PSU will most likely not react well to bans in school. Students experiencing PSU may face short-term academic and behavioral disruption, particularly in the first few weeks. They may have noticeable academic and attention challenges that reflect their anxiety, irritability or restlessness adjusting to reduced phone access. Evidence from school policy research shows that for most, the challenges stabilize over time. Students adapt over several weeks to a few months as new routines with boundaries are established. 


Additionally, occasional rule-breaking and defiance are considered a normal part of child and adolescent development. These students may also be more likely to challenge the policy, hide their phones or attempt workarounds, such as using smartwatches or other devices.  



            [image: A row of teens sit next to each other while each looksat a cellphone screen]
            
              Most teens at least sometimes feel happy or peaceful when they don’t have their phone, but 44% feel anxious, according to a Pew survey.
              monkeybusinessimages/iStock/Getty Images Plus
            
          

Screen time and developmental stages


In general, the American Academy of Pediatrics clearly recommends prioritizing healthy, nonscreen interactions and content quality over strict time limits for children.


For children under 18 months, the AAP discourages all screen use except for video chatting with family. For ages 2 to 5, the AAP supports limiting screen time to one hour per day of high-quality, educational programming that ideally is watched along with a caregiver. 


Children ages 6-11, in the early elementary years, are still developing socially. They tend to think in here-and-now, concrete ways, are starting to use simple logic and are building skills in teamwork and schoolwork. By fifth grade, many children have their own phones, while they are still developing attention, social skills and self-regulation. This can make managing device use challenging. Increasing independence and peer influence can outpace a child’s ability to regulate phone use effectively.


During middle school, students begin to focus on establishing their identity, peer belonging and rapidly developing impulse-control systems. All three developmental stages make smartphones particularly compelling to them. The adolescent’s ability to use their phone to access social media and continuous news, interact with artificial intelligence and play games often broadens their perspectives and encourages individual creativity.


But increased cellphone use can also increase exposure to violence, cyberbullying, harassment and social comparison, which may be especially upsetting and damaging to this age group.


In high school, a young person’s digital life becomes even more complicated. Developmentally, high schoolers are building greater autonomy, stronger problem-solving skills and increased risk-taking behaviors, while developing a sense of where they belong. A bell-to-bell ban may reduce social media pressure and classroom distractions, but teens may also perceive the restriction as limiting their personal freedom.  


A 2024 poll found that parents who want to keep phones on and accessible in schools are most concerned about an emergency at the school, being able to get in touch with or find their child, and coordinating transportation to and from school.


Educators and legislators in virtually all states with school cellphone bans – and the additional 25 states that regulate phone use during instructional time – have exemptions for translation services, documented medical needs and approved educational access.


What parents can do


Whether or not Pennsylvania’s bell-to-bell ban bill becomes law, parents and guardians remain central to helping children develop healthy phone habits and communication skills.


Parents who want to protect their kids’ sleep quality might have children charge their phone outside the bedroom, set app or Wi-Fi off times after a certain hour, and encourage them not to use their phone for the first hour after waking and the last hour before sleep.


Parents can also set consistent, predictable rules, such as no phones during homework or meals, or use built-in phone features to restrict the time kids spend on the most widely used apps and games, such as YouTube, TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat and Minecraft. 


I believe it’s also important that parents routinely talk with their children about digital safety, including apps, notifications, scams, social media pressures, gaming and how phone use can affect sleep, mood and school performance.


Many people routinely scroll through social media feeds in pursuit of novel, entertaining content, especially when they’re bored. Parents can pay attention to scrolling patterns to help their child build healthy cellphone habits by encouraging balance, setting limits and supporting activities that do not rely on constant screen use.


Parents can also model healthy phone and digital behavior. If meals are device-free, that goes for the adults at the table too.


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

Elizabeth Dowdell 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/for-the-1-in-4-teens-with-problematic-smartphone-use-pennsylvanias-proposed-bell-to-bell-cellphone-ban-might-not-be-a-simple-solution-275188
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Florida’s school choice program offers universal vouchers but cannot show systemwide academic improvement

theconversation.com · Kendall Deas, Assistant Professor of Education Policy, Law, and Politics, University of South Carolina

Florida's school choice program has dramatically expanded since 1999. kali9/E+ via Getty ImagesThe Florida Department of Education cannot account for US$270 million it has spent through its school choice program. That’s according to a November 2025 state audit of the department.


The same audit shows the department also doesn’t know which schools – if any – more than 30,000 K-12 students in the state attend.


During the 2026 legislative session, which ended March 13, 2026, state Sen. Don Gaetz, a Republican and an advocate for school choice, introduced legislation that would have tightened the reins on how Florida’s Family Empowerment Scholarship program distributes funds. The program allows any family in Florida, regardless of income, to use state funding to pay for private or parochial school for its K-12 children – or even to homeschool them.


The Florida House voted down Gaetz’s proposed reforms, and so the problems found in the audit remain unaddressed for now.


Florida hasn’t always taken such a laissez-faire approach to its school choice program. The state has been in the school choice game since 1999, and its program has evolved significantly since then.


Today, Florida operates one of the most expansive school choice systems in the U.S. I’m a researcher in education, public policy and law, and I’ve been investigating the evolution and educational results of Florida’s school choice program. 


I’m seeking to answer a critical question: After 27 years of school choice, has Florida shown that using public funds for private education helps students achieve better results academically?


A history of school choice


Florida’s use of public money to expand school choice and vouchers to attend private and parochial schools began in 1999 as two targeted programs for special needs and low-income students.


In 2006, the private school voucher allowance for low-income students was nullified by the Florida Supreme Court in Bush v. Holmes. The court held that the program violated provisions of the state’s constitution, which requires that the state provide public education for all, but allowed the public school transfer option to remain intact.


School choice advocates learned from this ruling. Beginning in 2010, they began pushing legislation to extend and diversify the Florida Tax Credit Scholarships program. The program’s evolving designs and funding mechanisms in Florida were created to avoid the constitutional concerns of Bush v. Holmes while expanding school choice throughout the state.



            [image: crowd outside Cinderella's castle at Disney World in Florida]
            
              Under HB1, families may spend their education funds from the state on approved education-related expenses, including trips to amusement parks, such as Disney World, Universal Studios and Legoland.
              Roberto Machado Noa/LightRocket via Getty Images
            
          

School vouchers for all


The biggest change to school choice in Florida by far came in March 2023, when Florida House Bill 1 was signed into law. This law converted existing scholarship programs into universal education savings accounts, while at the same time removing income eligibility limits.


The law effectively gives a $9,000 per year voucher – the equivalent of what the state spends on each public school student – to any Florida K-12 student, regardless of disability status or family income. Most significantly, it allows funds tied to students to be redirected away from public schools into accounts families can use for private tuition, curriculum, tutoring and other approved expenses. These include everything from school supplies and dance lessons to televisions and trips to Disney World.


Funding and enrollment in Florida’s school choice program have grown dramatically since Florida’s House Bill 1 was signed in March 2023 and went into effect on July 1, 2023. As of February 2026, more than 500,000 students are reportedly participating in these programs, which also means that many students have opted out of public school.


Show me the money


Critics of the policy have always argued that redirecting per-student funds into education savings accounts reduces resources for districts’ public schools, because funding follows students out of the public school system. Supporters of the policy counter that school choice will improve student achievement and parental control.


State estimates and independent analyses project multibillion-dollar annual shortfalls in public education funding in the state since universal expansion.


Analysts believe more Florida families will opt for education savings accounts in the future. Meanwhile, Gaetz’s questions about accountability for funding and students are still looming. 



            [image: Young girl holds up a sign that says School Choice Now]
            
              A national debate about school choice has been going on for decades in the United States.
              Mark Wilson/Getty Images News
            
          

A question of results


But has the use of school choice and vouchers led to greater student achievement in Florida? At best, the evidence is mixed and inconclusive.


While Florida’s expansion of vouchers and other comparable programs coincided with large increases in private school enrollment and growth in choice options, there is limited research connecting these programs to systemwide gains in student achievement.


For example, one 2020 report highlights research showing modest gains for public school students in standardized test scores and pass rates. But the effects vary by context. Within individual subgroups, results are mixed and don’t show uniform, systemwide gains.


The research shows that after voucher expansion, public school students’ standardized test scores improved slightly. During that time, there were also nonacademic improvements, such as lower absenteeism and suspension rates, in some public schools. However, the gains were larger in areas with more preexisting private school options and for lower-income students, with other districts seeing little or no benefit.


Local analyses of districts throughout the state, such as Miami-Dade, document who uses vouchers, patterns of movement between public and private schools, and demographic differences. But these analyses by themselves don’t show that vouchers enhance student achievement in Florida.


Students who use vouchers differ from those who remain in public schools, based on indicators such as family income. Vouchers benefit more students from middle class families – students with a prior record of achievement and motivation to achieve academic success. This is because even with a voucher, students from low-income families often still struggle financially to attend private and parochial schools and experience logistical challenges, such as transportation, to attend these schools. Moreover, more students from middle-class backgrounds use vouchers.


These differences make simple score comparisons between students receiving vouchers and those who remain in the public school systems misleading. In short, richer and higher-achieving students tend to opt out of public school.


Limited data nationwide


The case of Florida reveals some of the structural limitations with K-12 education data and measuring student academic achievement. Many children in Florida attending private, parochial or homeschool programs do not take the Florida Assessment of Student Thinking, or FAST, test, which is used by Florida’s public school districts to measure students’ achievement. This means there’s no apples-to-apples comparison of how they’re doing academically.


And Florida is not alone in this: No U.S. state currently has a single assessment test taken by all students in all schools that might allow clear, statewide comparisons.


Where less descriptive studies exist nationally, the effects of voucher programs through school choice vary by program design, student subgroups and local context. This is the main reason national results regarding the effectiveness of voucher programs in improving student achievement can’t be generalized to the case of Florida. A 2024 report by the RAND Corporation reveals the challenge of generalizing national results regarding the effectiveness of voucher programs and education savings accounts to individual states like Florida.


After 27 years of school choice, Floridians should know that there are no uniformly positive systemwide gains in achievement.

Kendall Deas 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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Exposure to everyday chemicals can add up – a toxicologist offers simple steps to reduce your dose

theconversation.com · Brad Reisfeld, Professor Emeritus of Chemical and Biological Engineering, Biomedical Engineering, and Public Health, Colorado State University

People are rarely exposed to chemicals one at a time. PeopleImages/iStock via Getty Images PlusImagine an ordinary Tuesday. You wash your hair, put on deodorant, drink coffee,
pack lunch in a plastic container and commute through traffic to get to work. At work, the custodial staff wipes down a shared table with disinfectant. At home, you cook dinner, clean the kitchen and run the dishwasher.


Each of these ordinary moments can involve exposure to chemicals. By itself,
that is not a reason for concern. After all, chemicals make up the entire physical world.


But depending on the dose, timing and circumstances of exposure, some chemicals in our environment – both naturally occurring and human-made ones – may affect health.


Most everyday exposures occur at low levels, and many products are designed and
regulated with safety in mind. But as a board-certified toxicologist who studies
how chemical exposures affect human health, I rarely ask whether a single chemical is safe in isolation. 


A more realistic question is: What might the health effects be when many low-level exposures overlap?





Mixtures are the rule, not the exception


Decades of research on the health effects of individual chemicals have helped scientists identify hazards, estimate safe exposure levels and develop regulations.


But the challenge is that people are rarely exposed to one chemical at a time.


Air is a changing mixture of particles, gases and vapors. Indoor
air can differ from outdoor air because of cooking, cleaning, building materials, ventilation and chemical reactions that occur inside enclosed spaces.



            [image: Metal outdoor air monitoring equipment]
            
              Air monitoring stations like this one in Reno, Nev., capture a mixture of chemical pollutants.
              brewbooks/flickr via Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-NC-SA
            
          

Food often contains residues from multiple pesticides, as monitoring programs in Europe and the United States have identified. This reflects the fact that crops may be exposed to more than one pesticide during production. 


Household products add another layer. Cleaning products, cosmetics and personal
care products can contain fragrances, preservatives and other ingredients that
contribute to everyday chemical exposures. Researchers have identified
hormone-disrupting and asthma-associated chemicals in some consumer products and continue to investigate combinations of chemicals that may warrant closer testing. 


Even drinking water, which is carefully treated and monitored, can contain trace
amounts of contaminants from multiple sources, including pharmaceuticals,
industrial chemicals and compounds formed during water treatment. Studies have
reported pharmaceuticals and hormone-disrupting compounds in U.S. drinking water, and researchers continue to investigate emerging contaminants in water as analytical methods improve.


Why combinations can be hard to predict


In many cases, chemicals in a mixture have the same effects as they do on their own, contributing a predictable share of the overall effect. This idea,
known as additivity, gives researchers and regulators a practical starting point
for predicting chemical mixture risk.


But chemicals do not always behave so neatly. Sometimes a combination has a
larger effect than expected. Sometimes one chemical reduces another’s effect. So it’s not always possible to predict a chemical’s risk when other chemicals affecting the same biological system are present too. 


Hormone-active chemicals illustrate why this matters. Hormones such as estrogen and thyroid hormone are chemical messengers that regulate growth, metabolism, reproduction and many other essential functions through the endocrine system.


Some chemicals, known as endocrine disruptors, can interfere with how these hormones are produced, transported or recognized by the body. Individually, exposures may be too low to raise concern, but multiple chemicals acting on the same hormonal system may have a combined effect.



            [image: Two young women in a pharmacy applying lotion to their hands.]
            
              Choosing fragrance-free personal care products can decease the levels of an overall mixture of chemicals people encounter in everyday products.
              Pressmaster/iStock via Getty Images Plus
            
          

Two well-studied examples are phthalates and parabens. Phthalates are used in some plastics and are also associated with fragrance mixtures, while parabens are preservatives found in some cosmetics and personal care products. People may encounter these chemicals repeatedly through products they use daily.


This does not mean that every scented lotion or shampoo is harmful. But everyday product choices can measurably influence personal chemical exposures. In one study, for example, switching to personal care products labeled free of certain phthalates, parabens and related compounds reduced some of these chemicals’ presence in urine.


New methods for testing chemical mixtures


Thousands of chemicals are used in commerce and released into the environment. People encounter different combinations depending on where they live, what they eat, the products they use, the work they do and how much time they spend indoors or outdoors.


Testing every possible combination of chemicals is impossible. But researchers like me are tackling the problem by studying mixtures that reflect real-world exposures and grouping chemicals with similar biological effects. They are using rapid automated laboratory testing and computer models, including artificial intelligence, to predict which chemicals are most likely to interact and to identify mixtures that deserve closer investigation. 


A newer approach, called exposomics, aims to measure the many chemical and environmental exposures people accumulate throughout their lives and relate them to health outcomes.


These tools are becoming increasingly powerful, and mixture science is advancing rapidly. But it is unlikely that every question will ever have a simple answer. 



            
            Some harmful chemicals from consumer goods are prevalent in drinking water, which has spurred community action.
          

What you can do


None of this means you should throw out every product in your home or try to live a
“chemical-free” life. That would be impossible. A more practical goal is to
reduce unnecessary and repeated exposures when doing so is easy and inexpensive, and does not create new problems.


Start with indoor air, where pollutants can accumulate during cooking, cleaning
and the use of fragranced products. Opening windows when outdoor air quality is
good, using kitchen and bathroom exhaust fans and increasing ventilation during
cleaning can all help reduce indoor pollutant levels. A review of indoor air studies concluded that improving ventilation and reducing pollution at its source are among the most effective strategies for improving indoor air quality.


Next, look at product routines rather than individual products. If you regularly use several scented personal care or cleaning products, consider whether you need all of them. Fragranced consumer products like cleaning agents, air fresheners and skin lotions are a common source of indoor air pollution. Choosing fragrance-free alternatives, using fewer overlapping products or reserving strongly scented products for occasional use can reduce repeated exposure to some fragrance-related chemicals.


For food, focus on habits that already make sense for overall health. Wash fruits and vegetables under running water and eat a varied diet instead of relying heavily on the same foods every day. Because pesticide residues differ among foods, eating a variety of foods may help reduce repeated exposure to residues from the same foods, although it does not eliminate pesticide exposure. 


If you drink water from a public system, review your local water quality report to understand what has been detected in your community. If you decide to use a water filter, choose one certified to reduce the contaminants you want to remove. Check the certification label to verify which contaminants it has been tested to reduce, and replace cartridges according to the manufacturer’s instructions.


Informed and straightforward steps like these can help limit exposures while scientists continue studying how the many small exposures of everyday life combine to influence health.

Brad Reisfeld received funding from US Environmental Protection Agency and the National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences. 
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Anyone can fake a scientific image with AI, tricking even academic journals – and undermining trust in science

theconversation.com · Nan Li, Associate Professor of Science Communication, University of Wisconsin-Madison

Are you able to tell the difference between a scientific image made by a person or by an AI model? Olga Yastremska/iStock via Getty ImagesA photograph of Earth glowing in deep space, the Moon’s cratered horizon stretching across its foreground, caught many people’s eyes in April 2026. Astronauts captured the image while aboard NASA’s Artemis II mission, and like the famous Apollo 8 “Earthrise” image, the picture felt instantly real and inspiring for many.


But when almost anyone can fabricate a visually similar image in seconds from a text prompt using artificial intelligence, how do people decide which image is real?


The proliferation of AI-generated science images in public spaces is not simply a misinformation problem. As a researcher who studies visual science communication and public trust, I believe it also contributes to a crisis of trust in science in the age of AI, and the tools scientists have long relied on to establish visual credibility are losing their grip.


AI-generated images infiltrate science


AI tools are already changing how scientific visuals are created, shared and publicized. 


Researchers use them to generate illustrations, create synthetic data, edit lab images and produce materials for education and public outreach. 


While AI can help scientists communicate complicated ideas more creatively and efficiently, these same tools blur the lines between illustration, enhancement and fabrication. 


In 2024, two papers were retracted after publishing AI-generated figures posessing biologically impossible structures. In April 2026, the New England Journal of Medicine retracted a paper after discovering that a clinical image had been manipulated with AI. These are just cases that came to mass public attention and are likely just the tip of the iceberg. Researchers have warned that AI-generated visuals pose growing threats in fields that depend heavily on visual evidence, such as materials science. 





Academic publishers are beginning to adopt AI-detection tools. However, systems designed to detect fake images will almost always lag behind systems designed to create them. Many detectors can identify only image patterns they were trained to recognize. As new AI models emerge, developers must constantly obtain new data and retrain detectors to catch up.


The biggest concern are realistic-looking visuals that subtly distort scientific details while remaining believable enough to pass initial review. 


Trust in scientific images


For decades, scientific images carried authority partly because they were difficult to produce. Creating microscope images, climate graphs and space photographs required expensive equipment, institutional resources and specialized expertise. Most people assumed such images represented true observations because very few people could make them. 


Research in science communication, including my own, suggests that people judge scientific visuals using a few mental shortcuts. Does the image look technically sophisticated? Does it come from a trusted institution? Does it match what I already believe? Generative AI is undermining all three of these heuristics, or mental shortcuts. 


Today, anyone can create a polished, scientific-looking image from a text prompt. Images are also detached from their original source when circulating online. When visual quality and institutional attribution become unreliable cues for judging the credibility of science images, people tend to fall back on something else: their own prior beliefs.



            [image: Earth cresting just over the surface of the moon]
            
              This image of the Earth taken from the Artemis II mission in April 2026 is very much real. Does everyone believe it?
              NASA
            
          

As a result, authentic scientific images that challenge someone’s existing beliefs can now be dismissed as AI-generated, whereas fabricated images that confirm them are easily accepted as evidence. AI, in this way, may amplify motivated reasoning – that is, people’s tendency to accept what they already agree with and question what they do not. 


This shift matters because visuals have long served as evidence for scientific claims. Nonexpert audiences rely on images not only to see what scientists have discovered but also to develop an emotional connection and perceive credibility in the science being presented. 


If audiences stop trusting visual evidence altogether, science loses one of its most powerful tools for public communication. 


Transparency, not restriction


AI tools offer real benefits for researchers communicating their work to diverse audiences. The challenge is using these tools without quietly transferring AI’s credibility deficit onto the science the images are meant to convey. 


One practical path forward is for researchers to treat image provenance – where an image came from and how it was created – with the same seriousness they already apply to data provenance. 


Scientists routinely disclose funding resources, study methodologies and conflicts of interest. Similar standards may now be necessary for scientific images. Was AI used to generate or modify this image? Is it a direct observation, a simulation or an illustration? What exactly does the image represent, and how was it verified? Can it be replicated by other researchers?



            
            A particularly inaccurate scientific image of a rat that was published in a journal went viral.
          

My colleagues and I found that people’s familiarity with AI significantly shapes how they judge the credibility of AI-generated visuals. Those familiar with AI tools were more likely to view AI disclosure as a sign of transparency, and some rated clearly labeled AI-generated content as more credible than unlabeled content.


Transparency gives audiences the necessary context to evaluate what they are seeing, but it may not resolve every dispute about how images are made. Responsible use of AI-generated scientific images will require honesty, adherence to professional norms and the collective development of evidence-based standards across fields. 


Why authentic images remain powerful


The original Apollo 8 “Earthrise” photograph of 1968 carries significant emotional impact. So do the Artemis II images of 2026. 


What makes them meaningful is not simply their beauty. It is their traceable connection to scientific reality. When people look at these photographs of planets, they also know there are astronauts, physical cameras, documented missions and verifiable observations behind the images. In this sense, authenticity is a documented relationship between an image and the world. 


In the age of generative AI, scientific institutions can no longer assume audiences will automatically trust their visuals. Trust now depends on transparency, documentation and clear communication about how visual evidence is produced. 


Without guidelines and standards, science risks entering a world where every image can be questioned and no image carries inherent credibility.

Nan Li 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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From Norway to Wisconsin, children want to be social media influencers when they grow up

theconversation.com · Matthew Simoneau, Professor of Career and Techcnical Education, University of Wisconsin-Stout Polytechnic

Children are often asked in school and other places what they want to be when they grow up.  Jamie Grill/Stock Photos A second grader in Norway drew a YouTube logo when my colleagues and I asked what they wanted to be when they grow up. When we asked why, the child explained that YouTubers are famous and make lots of money. 


When we asked second graders in Wisconsin this same question, we were surprised to often receive similar answers: Kids there also wanted to be YouTube influencers when they grow up. 


I am a scholar of career and technical education. Since 2021, colleagues and I have spoken with a range of elementary, middle and high school students as young as 7 years old in the U.S. and Norway in 2024 to understand how children imagine their careers. 


Our forthcoming research shows that social media has emerged as one of the biggest influences for young people’s career choice, second only to family, friends or teachers. 


Over 60% of middle and high school students we surveyed from 2021-2024 said they wanted to be social media influencers or picked their future careers based on what they saw online. Other popular choices were professional soccer player, musician and actor.



            [image: A young girl is seen with her arms up in a pink bedroom. She looks at a smartphone mounted on a table that is filming her.]
            
              Most young people will not go on to become successful social media influencers.
              Artur Debat/iStock Photos
            
          

Our process


In a separate January 2018 international study by the organization Education and Employers, 20,000 children, ages 7 to 11, were asked about their possible future careers and then explained how they learned about that job.


We decided to use a similar approach to understand children’s career dreams and influences. 


In Wisconsin, we surveyed more than 80 different children, ages 7 to 11. We also conducted focus groups with more than 140 middle and high school students about their academic and career plans and what influenced their ideas.  


We then conducted interviews in Norway with over 60 children in the same age range. 


In both places, we gave kids simple prompts that included “When I grow up I would like to be … .” We also asked them, “How do you know about this job?” 


We found that there is a disconnect between how schools are helping kids think about their possible future careers and what factors are actually influencing young people as they imagine their futures. 


Influencer dreams


In some instances, students as young as 7 in Wisconsin and Norway simply drew the YouTube or TikTok logo, or wrote that they aspired to be an “influencer” without any idea of who or what they would influence. 


They shared that YouTubers and influencers “gets lots of money” and that “they want to be famous.” 


Students also drew pictures of footballers, musicians, actors and princesses. Some students shared career goals like becoming a wildlife biologist, pilot, engineer or filmmaker.


Older students were more likely to mention careers like nurse, electrician, engineer, teacher, welder, police officer and small-business owner – although becoming an influencer and content creator remained a common aspiration for teenagers and children. 


We found that social media also had a positive influence on some students. 


One student in a rural town said that online posts and videos encouraged them to want to become a marine biologist, even though the closest ocean is over 1,300 miles – or 2.09 million meters – away.  


The limited role of schools


It’s common for middle and high school students to take online career interest surveys to help understand which jobs could be a good fit. Many schools also offer career fairs and job shadowing opportunities. 


Most students, though, receive very limited individualized guidance on career paths from a school counselor. 


But they generally do receive some kind of prompts to help them think about what sort of career they want. 


Within roughly the past decade, 27 states began requiring personalized, multiyear educational plans that helps students as young as 11 years old develop their own education and career goals. 


In 2015, for example, Wisconsin passed a new law that required school districts to provide academic and career planning services to students in grades 6 through 12. Students take an online career survey each year. 


The students answer questions about their interests, and the online program then names a recommended career. The list typically includes traditional jobs like electrician or accountant, rather than something more modern, like content creator.


One potential reason is that many of the online career-planning programs schools use were created before social media became a central part of young people’s daily lives.


Some schools also have classes where high school students learn about different educational pathways and jobs. Yet these classes often meet only periodically, while high school students typically use social media every day. As a result, formal career education increasingly competes with a constant stream of online messages about work, success and the future.


Our focus groups with middle and high school students in Wisconsin revealed that few students find these online career planning programs at school helpful. 


Students said they found career planning activities “redundant” and described them as “the same thing we did in middle school.” 


One 17-year-old student in Wisconsin said the career survey was a “waste of time. The test told me I should be a truck driver.” This student took the survey when she had already been accepted into nursing school.


Students consistently said they learned more from conversations with teachers, counselors, family members and professionals than from online questionnaires. 



            [image: A young person is seen in the shadows looking at a smartphone that has a TikTok image on it.]
            
              While students are heavily influenced by social media, school career assessments typically don’t reflect this tendency.
              Spencer Platt/Getty Images
            
          

When dreams don’t match reality


Many young people now learn about careers through TikTok videos, YouTube channels, social media personalities and online communities. These influences can play a larger role in shaping career aspirations than formal school career-planning activities.


While many people aspire to make money online as influencers or content creators, nearly half of all online content creators earn less than US$15,000 a year. 


I think that educators and families should recognize that young people are thinking about their possible careers – they are just more likely to rely on social media, rather than online surveys at school, to imagine their futures.

Matthew Simoneau 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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Bones communicate with the rest of the body to support overall health – here’s the science behind your skeleton

theconversation.com · Priya Bhardwaj, Senior Researcher in Orthopedic Surgery, Washington University in St. Louis

Healing after a fracture is just one way your bones contribute to your body's overall health. seksan Mongkhonkhamsao/Moment via Getty ImagesEach year, doctors treat more than 6 million bone fractures in the United States. And while it takes only a few seconds for a bone to break, the processes that keep your bones strong and allow them to heal are taking place continuously throughout your life.


Beneath their hard surface, your bones are alive with activity, continuously being broken down, rebuilt and reshaped. Far from being static structures that simply support the body, bones are dynamic, living tissues that respond to physical activity, hormones and the body’s changing needs.


I am a research scientist who studies bone biology and mineral metabolism. To me, one of the most striking things about bone is how dynamic it is, despite its static appearance. Research over the past 15 to 20 years has demonstrated that this is even more true than scientists had previously realized.


More than just structural support


For decades, scientists have known that bone provides support, stores minerals and continuously remodels itself. This remodeling is the process bone uses to renew itself, maintaining its strength while allowing the skeleton to adapt over time.


Different kinds of bone cells work together to maintain bone structure. Cells called osteoclasts remove old or damaged bone, while osteoblasts build new bone in its place. Osteocytes, which are cells embedded within bone, help sense mechanical strain and coordinate how bone responds. Together, these cells help the skeleton stay strong.


But over the past two decades, new research has emerged that is changing how scientists and physicians think about skeletal health. More than just a structural framework, bone also functions as a highly active tissue that helps regulate the body’s mineral balance, supports blood cell production and communicates with multiple organ systems.


Growing evidence also suggests that in order to perform these functions, bones produce signaling molecules that influence energy metabolism and balance the minerals the body needs.



            
            Your bones are constantly remodeling themselves to suit your body’s needs.
          

Lifelong support


The balance between bone formation and bone breakdown changes throughout life. 


During childhood and adolescence, the body builds bone faster than it removes it, allowing bones to grow larger and denser. By early adulthood, most people reach their peak bone mass. After that, bone breakdown gradually begins to outpace bone formation, particularly with aging and hormonal changes. Over time, this shift can increase the risk of osteoporosis and fractures.


Bone is also highly responsive to how it is used. The skeleton is constantly “listening” to the demands placed upon it and adjusting accordingly. Everyday activities such as walking, running or lifting weights place stress on the skeleton. In response, bone adapts by becoming stronger. This is why weight-bearing and resistance exercises are so important for maintaining bone health.


On the other hand, prolonged inactivity due to illness, immobilization or a sedentary lifestyle can lead to bone loss. Astronauts also experience bone loss during spaceflight, but for a different reason: In microgravity, bones are lifting far less weight, even when astronauts remain physically active.


Communicating with the rest of the body


Hormones help regulate the process of bone formation and breakdown as well. Calcium and phosphate levels are tightly controlled by the body because they are essential for nerve signaling, muscle contraction and many other biological functions. 


Bone serves as a major reservoir for these minerals. During menopause, a woman’s hormones shift and her body produces less estrogen, causing her bone density to decrease.


The kidneys and glands, such as the parathyroid glands, produce hormones such as parathyroid hormone and vitamin D that act as signals to tell bone when to release calcium and phosphate into the bloodstream and when to store them. This helps your body maintain stable mineral levels.


In addition to all of those functions, many bones contain bone marrow, the main site of blood cell production. Bone marrow produces red blood cells, which carry oxygen throughout the body; white blood cells, which help fight infection; and platelets, which are essential for blood clotting.


The marrow also responds to signals such as infection, inflammation and blood loss by adjusting blood cell production, making the skeleton closely connected to both the circulatory and immune systems.


Researchers have also found that bone not only receives signals from other organs, but it sends signals as well. Bone-derived molecules, including the protein osteocalcin, have been linked to energy metabolism and broader physiological signaling. 


While scientists are still uncovering the full extent of these connections, growing evidence suggests that the skeleton is integrated with the rest of the body rather than functioning as an isolated structure.



            [image: Woman lifting weights]
            
              When you do weight-bearing exercises, your bones respond by becoming stronger to accommodate heavier loads.
              Frazao Studio Latino/E+ via Getty Images
            
          

Maintaining bone health


Because bone is living tissue, it can also heal. After a fracture, the body moves through overlapping stages of repair that include inflammation, formation of new tissue and, later, remodeling of the repaired area. 


Healing takes time and depends on factors such as blood supply, stability, nutrition and overall health. Poor nutrition, lack of physical activity and health conditions like metabolic bone disease can disrupt bone remodeling, leading to weaker bones over time. 


Lifestyle factors like smoking, excessive alcohol use and long-term use of certain medications, including glucocorticoids, can also influence bone health.


Nutrition remains one of the practical foundations of bone health. Calcium is a major building block of bone, and vitamin D helps the body absorb calcium and maintain normal bone mineralization. Without enough of either, the skeleton has a harder time maintaining its structure and strength.


New approaches to bone research


These insights into how bone functions as a living tissue are beginning to reshape how researchers approach bone health. 


There is increasing focus not only on bone density, but also on bone quality, remodeling dynamics and how the skeleton interacts with other physiological systems. This broader perspective is influencing how scientists understand and study conditions such as osteoporosis and age-related bone loss.


Maintaining strong bones is not just about preventing fractures later in life. It is about supporting a living system that contributes to movement, mineral balance, blood cell production and communication with other tissues throughout the body every day.

Priya Bhardwaj 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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Childhood experiences of LGBTQ+ stigma can harm romantic relationships decades later – psychologists explain how to reconnect with yourself and your partner

theconversation.com · Melissa Gates, Ph.D. Candidate in Clinical Psychology, Binghamton University, State University of New York · Christina Balderrama-Durbin, Associate Professor of Psychology, Binghamton University, State University of New York

Difficult experiences you had as a child may be putting a wedge between you and your partner. Dmytro Betsenko/Moment via Getty ImagesChildhood rejection, discrimination and bullying can affect your well-being as an adult. If your friends, family or community pushed you away because of your sexuality or gender, these childhood experiences of prejudice can also affect your future relationships. 


Many LGBTQ+ people encounter difficult experiences as children, including abuse, neglect and challenges at home, because of their sexuality or gender. Other negative experiences – including bullying, witnessing your peers be harassed or ostracized, and the need to conceal your identity to protect yourself – may make it especially challenging to accept your sexuality or gender as an adult. 


Developing a negative self-view as a result of these harmful experiences during your formative years is not uncommon. Feelings of shame or unworthiness can carry into your 20s, 30s and beyond, harming your mental health along with your ability to form and maintain romantic relationships. 


Fortunately, making meaning of your early experiences can help you heal, reconnecting and strengthening your relationships as a result.   







No one’s 20s and 30s look the same. You might be saving for a mortgage or just struggling to pay rent. You could be swiping dating apps, or trying to understand childcare. No matter your current challenges, our Quarter Life series has articles to share in the group chat, or just to remind you that you’re not alone.


Read more from Quarter Life:



	What you should know about coming out as LGBTQ+ in your 20s and 30s


	How ‘relationship anarchy’ is changing the nature of connection for millennials and Gen Z


	Heated Rivalry shows how queer joy can disrupt hockey’s culture of masculinity








Internalized stigma harms relationships


Our psychology research team focuses on understanding the connection between  childhood anti-LGBTQ+ experiences, well-being and relationship health. 


We found that a factor called internalized stigma can notably affect the romantic relationships of LGBTQ+ people. Internalized stigma refers to when society’s negative views and biases toward a part of your identity shapes how you think and feel about yourself. This can influence how you view romantic relationships and how you interact with your romantic partners. 


People with higher levels of internalized stigma report more conflicts and less satisfaction in their relationships. Research suggests that internalized stigma can negatively affect key aspects of romantic relationships that keep people satisfied with their partners, including trust, connection and intimacy. 



            [image: Person sitting on the edge of a bed, facing away from another person sitting against the headboard]
            
              Internalized stigma can lead to conflict in relationships.
              zoranm/E+ via Getty Images
            
          

For some, internalized stigma might result in low self-esteem, feeling like you are inadequate or unworthy, feeling disengaged from the LGBTQ+ community or wanting to pass as heterosexual or cisgender. 


Internalized stigma can also shape how secure you feel in romantic relationships. For some, these negative self-views can lead to difficulties with commitment and more conflict between partners.


In our study of 80 LGBTQ+ couples, we found that childhood emotional wounds tied to  sexuality or gender can carry into adulthood, shaping a person’s relationships in their 20s and 30s. 


Specifically, LGBTQ+ adults with more childhood anti-LGBTQ+ experiences reported less trust in their partner and reduced emotional and sexual intimacy – key ingredients in a healthy and satisfying romantic relationship. 


Overcoming childhood trauma


It’s worth remembering that these negative beliefs about yourself don’t develop overnight. It also takes time to recognize and change how you react to them.


Exploring whether your symptoms of guilt, shame and low self-esteem are related to internalized stigma is a critical part of beginning to navigate it. Recognizing and pinpointing where these beliefs came from, which may include negative messages from society or your family, is an important first step. 


Practicing self-compassion – that is, offering yourself warmth, nonjudgment and understanding during stressful and challenging moments – can reduce anxiety, depression and internalized stigma. Instead of becoming overwhelmed by your emotions and the stressors you encounter, self-compassion allows you to attend to these experiences in a balanced way.


Show yourself patience and acceptance after difficult moments, such as when you’re feeling undervalued, alone or ashamed because of your sexuality or gender. Adopting mantras such as “I am enough,” “I can overcome hard things” and “May I be kind to myself and give myself compassion in this moment” is one way to practice self-affirmation.



            [image: Person with leaning head against hand as another person touches their face in consolation]
            
              Talking to your partner about challenging experiences can help build intimacy.
              FG Trade/E+ via Getty Images
            
          

Building in opportunities in your daily life to engage with your interests and finding positive outlets for stress can improve your mood by reigniting joy and a sense of accomplishment. For some, this might include expressive writing, reading, going for a walk or listening to a podcast. 


You may also want to explore how shame and guilt around your sexual or gender identities can show up in your relationships. Intentionally carving out ways to support and connect with your partner can create emotional safety by building intimacy and closeness.


Importantly, stigma and shame don’t have to become the only thing you and your partner talk about. Strengthening positive aspects of your relationship can help you continue finding ways to bond.


Finding and giving support


Talking with your partner or other community members who have had similar experiences may provide a sense of connection. 


Seeking professional support for your relationships can help reconnect you with your partner. Many LGBTQ+ people face barriers to seeking professional relationship support, including fear of discrimination and concerns about working with providers who lack expertise on LGBTQ+ issues. 


Online self-directed relationship programs that are tailored for LGBTQ+ relationships may be more approachable. Find trained providers who are LGBTQ+ friendly, affirming and willing to advocate for your needs.


Lastly, recognize that the onus for change is not solely on you and your partner. Change also needs to come at a societal level. You can empower yourself and others by connecting with other people in the LGBTQ+ community, including mentoring LGBTQ+ youth. Many face similar experiences, and you are not alone.

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/childhood-experiences-of-lgbtq-stigma-can-harm-romantic-relationships-decades-later-psychologists-explain-how-to-reconnect-with-yourself-and-your-partner-284915
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