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Reading for pleasure builds empathy in children, but fewer kids are picking up books just for the fun of it

theconversation.com · William Dee Nichols, Professor of Literacy, Language and Culture, University of Maine · Michelle Kearney, Professor of Literacy, University of Maine

In 2023, 14% of 13-year-olds read for fun, a decrease from the 27% of teens this age who said they did so in 2012.  Jorm Sangsorn/iStock via Getty Images PlusReading allows children to live in a vibrant world, surrounded by fairies, elves and talking animals, transporting them to places where the impossible becomes real. But reading for pleasure also helps children learn more effectively and broadens how they view, interpret and interact with the world. It gives them a form of expression that fuels their imagination and empathy for themselves and others. 


But the percentage of children who read for fun is declining. 


Just 37% of 9-year-olds and 14% of 13-year-olds read for fun almost every day in 2025, according to the National Assessment of Educational Progress. By middle school, just 1 in 7 kids say they read for pleasure each day. 


The U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics has also tracked declines in kids and teens who read for fun, finding that in 2023, 14% of 13-year-olds read for fun each day, down from 27% who said they did so in 2012. 


Slightly younger kids tend to read for pleasure a bit more. Approximately 39% of 9-year-olds said they read for fun in 2022, down from 53% of 9-year-olds who said they did so in 2012, according to the Department of Education.


This trend is showing up alongside another concern: stagnant reading scores, especially among teenagers. It’s tempting to treat those as separate problems. But as scholars of literacy, we don’t think they are.


Reading for fun isn’t just about fun


Outside of schoolwork, a child can read anywhere from as few as 100,000 words per year to 10 million or more for the most voracious readers. 


This gap can help explain why some children’s vocabularies grow so much faster than others. 


Kids absorb words from context, over and over, across thousands of pages. One of us, for example, has a son named Andrew, who, at the age of 2, once absorbed and correctly used the word “viaduct,” without anyone defining it for him, after he encountered it in a book about trains. 


Older kids and teenagers who describe themselves as committed readers tend to have families that read to them since they were young, kept books around as their interests changed and made reading together a genuine priority. 


A well-selected book, in particular, has the ability to enhance a child’s reading pleasure and reading ability, allowing them to see and feel the world with fresh insight. 


Research shows a connection between teenagers who read for pleasure as young children: They tend to score higher on cognitive tests that measure verbal learning, memory and speech development. 


Reading for pleasure can also help build vocabulary and reading fluency while enhancing focus. 



            [image: A young child wears a red pointy bonnet and looks at a book in the woods, as she sits next to two stuffed animals.]
            
              Kids who read for pleasure tend to stick with the habit as they grow older.
              PeopleImages/iStock/Getty Images Plus
            
          

Reading to develop empathy


There are other benefits to reading that won’t show up on a reading assessment. 


We believe that reading is empathy operating in its simplest form: imagining your way into someone else’s experience and understanding the ripple effects of their actions. 


Reading for pleasure, especially the kind that starts on a parent’s or caregiver’s lap, is one of the earliest and most reliable places kids get repeated practice doing that complex work. 


Reading with a caregiver often progresses into children reading on their own, whether with a flashlight in bed or in the middle of the day on the couch. 


When children become immersed in a book series on their own, in particular, it can help them develop connections with characters they grow to know, love or scorn. They inhabit a character who isn’t them. They sit with an idea long enough to understand why someone acts the way they do. 


Feeling emotionally invested in a character’s decisions can also influence how young readers decide how to engage with others and treat people with civility and kindness in real life. 


This skill doesn’t arrive automatically with age. It is built through practice, and recreational reading in childhood is the main training ground for it. 


Implications for school and home


Within the past 10 years, many schools have invested in evidence-based reading instruction, with a renewed emphasis in phonics instruction to improve students’ reading proficiency. 


This shift has been an important and necessary step in helping students develop the foundational skills they need to become successful readers. At the same time, some classrooms have had fewer opportunities for independent reading and reading simply for enjoyment.


In 2024, literacy researcher Chase Young recalled asking a second grader whether a classroom reading activity had made him a better reader. The child responded, “No, because it’s fun.” 


Already, that young student senses that fun and learning have been filed into separate categories at school. This highlights the real cost of letting effective instruction and engaging instruction drift apart, as though a teacher must choose between them.


This doesn’t mean abandoning structured reading instruction, which matters enormously for students who are learning to decode written language by connecting sounds and symbols. It means reading a book that a child actually chose, rereading an old favorite, and allotting time for a teacher to read aloud purely because it brings joy to the class. 


This effort extends outside of a classroom. When children live in homes where they see books around, where their parents and siblings read together, and where their caregivers also read for fun, they are likely to see reading as enjoyable and not an item on a to-do list.


People who enjoyed reading as children are more likely to read books every day as an adult.


We each read to our children from when they were young and watched as they grew and developed their own love of books, ranging from the “Fantastic Four” comic series to the “Harry Potter” and “The Hunger Games” series.


Another one of us, Dee, has a daughter named Addie who remains an avid reader in her early 20s. She is currently reading the “Court of Thorns and Roses” fantasy series, among others.  


And Andrew, the 2-year-old who once learned the word “viaduct” from a book, is still an avid reader. At 18, his shelves are now filled with manga and comic books, including a special section for “JoJo’s Bizarre Adventure.” His choice of genre and formats has evolved over the years, but his joy of getting lost in a story has not.


That’s the version of reading we’d like more kids to fall in love with – before school, however well meaning, might convince them that fun and learning have to live in different places.

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/reading-for-pleasure-builds-empathy-in-children-but-fewer-kids-are-picking-up-books-just-for-the-fun-of-it-285784
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Electric companies don’t need to black out customers to prevent wildfires – here are 3 relatively fast, affordable solutions

theconversation.com · Jasmine Garland, Ph.D. Candidate, University of Colorado Boulder

A severe winter snow drought has left snowpack levels far below normal across the American West in 2026. Without a slow-melting blanket of snow to keep the soil and forests moist, alpine vegetation is drying into a tinderbox earlier than normal and ramping up the fire risk.


The historic dryness means electric utilities are facing a dilemma: how to deliver power through dry, windy regions without accidentally starting a catastrophic fire.


To cope, many utilities are turning to a controversial method pioneered in California: the public safety power shut-off – better known as a preemptive blackout. Imagine your power provider deliberately cutting electricity to your entire neighborhood for hours to days, not because a storm hit or a wire broke, but because the weather forecast is hot, dry and windy. This preventive darkness is fast becoming the new normal for millions of residents in the West. 



            [image: A map of the Western U.S. shows just about everywhere except northern Idaho far below normal.]
            
              Most of the snowpack in the Western U.S. was far below the 30-year average in June 2026, suggesting a dry summer ahead. Snow-water equivalent is a measure of the amount of water in snowpack.
              National Water and Climate Center
            
          

As an energy systems researcher living in the West, I study how our electric grid interacts with these escalating climate risks. I believe utilities have better options that boost fire safety quickly while avoiding the drastic move of shutting off the power or investing in expensive alternatives, such as underground power lines or microgrids.


Billion-dollar spark: Why the West is going dark


To understand why a utility would willingly turn off its own product, you have to look at how the Western grid was built.


Most rural power lines consist of bare, uninsulated aluminum wires strung across thousands of miles of wooden poles, often through rugged forests. If those wires accidentally touch one another or trees or the ground, they can short-circuit, sending off sparks that can start fires.


This system, once considered the greatest engineering achievement of the 20th century, has been responsible for some of the worst fire disasters in U.S. history.



            [image: Utility workers in hard hats and reflective vests burying a power line in a trench next to a road.]
            
              Burying power lines can keep the wind from blowing tree branches into them, but it can be prohibitively expensive, particularly where transmission lines pass through rugged mountains.
              AP Photo/Rich Pedroncelli
            
          

In California, electricity infrastructure has ignited eight of the state’s 20 most destructive wildfires. The legal and financial fallout can be devastating. In 2019, Pacific Gas & Electric was forced into bankruptcy due to an estimated US$30 billion in wildfire liabilities stemming from equipment-caused blazes, including the 2018 Camp Fire that destroyed much of the town of Paradise. Because utilities are regulated monopolies, they can pass these massive liability costs to their customers over time.


California utilities have been using preemptive outages for several years to avoid causing more fires on hot, dry, windy days. Today, that strategy has spread beyond the state. According to the Western Electricity Coordinating Council, the independent grid reliability authority for the West, 24 western power entities had used preemptive shut-offs by 2026. 


Colorado’s Xcel Energy implemented its first major preemptive blackout in 2025. Some of these outages have left communities without power for up to five days.



            [image: Chart shows how the number of utilities and agencies with policies for preemptive blackouts increased from 16 in the years before 2025 to 24 in 2026 alone]
            
              The number of utilities and agencies with policies of using wildfire preemptive blackouts has risen quickly in recent years in Western states.
              Jasmine Garland, based on WECC data, CC BY-ND
            
          

Fortunately, keeping communities safe does not have to mean leaving them in the dark. There are ways utilities can modernize electric system infrastructure quickly that lower the fire risk and keep the power flowing.


Solution 1: Covered conductors


The quickest, most cost-effective physical fix is to use covered conductors. Think of the electrical cords in your house. If you touched the bare copper wire inside, it would spark. But you don’t get shocked by household cords because they are wrapped in plastic insulation.


Utilities like Southern California Edison are actively wrapping their high-risk mountain wires in heavy, weather-resistant polymer insulation. By the end of 2025, SCE had installed over 700 circuit miles (1,126 kilometers) of this insulated “tree wire” in high-fire districts over the span of about a year and committed to modify an additional 1,481 miles (2,383 kilometers) by 2028.



            [image: A worker stands by a giant roll of covered conductor line – power lines covered in a plastic.]
            
              A Southern California Edison crew installs new covered conductor power lines in Aguanga, Calif.
              Elisa Ferrari/Southern California Edison
            
          

If a severe windstorm blows a heavy pine branch directly onto an insulated line, it simply rests against the wire without sparking. It is a highly effective middle-ground fix that’s significantly less expensive than burying transmission lines in mountain forests, and it can be deployed rapidly across thousands of miles. 


2. ‘Fast-trip’ settings and topology optimization


Another option is to change how the electricity behaves inside the power line using automated technology.


Traditionally, if a tree branch touched a power line, the system would try to push electricity through the line anyway, causing repeated sparking. Today, utilities are deploying “fast-trip” settings on their circuit breakers.


Think of these like the ultra-sensitive circuit breakers in your home. The microsecond a branch bumps an outdoor line, these smart systems detect the disruption and cut the power to that specific wire before a spark can even form. This allows operators to isolate a single high-risk area rather than shutting down power to an entire county.





Topology optimization is another promising operations technique. It acts like Google Maps for the electric grid. Instead of shutting power down when one line is facing high risks, advanced software attempts to safely route electricity around the danger zone using neighboring, lower-risk lines.


By dynamically changing the pathway of the power, utilities can drastically reduce the electrical load and heat on vulnerable lines without cutting power.


Solution 3: AI and real-time smart sensors


Advanced computer software and artificial intelligence are also helping utilities act with surgical precision.


In the past, if a utility feared a windstorm could spark a fire, it had to shut off power to a large region because it lacked localized data. Today, utilities are deploying smart sensors called dynamic line rating that are installed directly onto power lines. These sensors act like digital stethoscopes, measuring real-time wire temperature, wind speed and line sag.




When combined with panoramic, AI-powered camera networks, the grid gains eyes. Xcel Energy in Colorado has deployed 81 of these cameras. Instead of executing a sweeping blackout, operators can use these cameras and automated smart switches to isolate the high-risk span in a windy canyon while keeping the lights safely on for the surrounding town.


The era of risk-aware grid design


The future of Western energy relies on moving away from static, 20th-century safety manuals and toward a practice called risk-aware dispatching.


In simple terms, this means treating the power grid like a living, breathing weather map. On a calm day, electricity is routed along the cheapest path. But when fire conditions spike, AI algorithms will automatically recalculate the region’s electricity flow, diverting power away from fragile forest lines and routing it through safer plains or underground urban corridors.


The era of cheap, unmonitored overhead power lines is over. To adapt to a changing climate, I believe the grid must evolve from a passive network of copper, aluminum and wood into a smart, dynamic machine. By combining insulated wires, targeted undergrounding of power lines, and real-time sensor data, utilities can avoid sparking devastating fires without resorting to frequent blackouts.

Jasmine Garland receives funding from the National Science Foundation, U.S. Department of Education, U.S. Department of Energy. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/electric-companies-dont-need-to-black-out-customers-to-prevent-wildfires-here-are-3-relatively-fast-affordable-solutions-285229
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Nearly 20% of new moms have anxiety or depression, but a promising psychedelic treatment is on the horizon

theconversation.com · Camille Hoffman, Professor of Medicine, University of Colorado Anschutz

Women with postpartum depression and anxiety have a higher risk of birth complications and death by suicide.  Justin Paget/DigitalVision via Getty ImagesAbout 1 in 5 women will experience depression and anxiety during pregnancy or in the year after giving birth. If untreated, a mother who has these conditions has a higher risk of birth complications, overall poorer health, impaired bonding and nurturing of her infant, and a higher risk of death by suicide. 


But a new treatment moving through the Food and Drug Administration clinical trials process may be key to treating, or even curing, depression and anxiety in postpartum people. It is a newly named psychedelic, luvesilocin. It functions like psilocin, the psychoactive chemical within psilocybin mushrooms. It may be able to positively affect the unique hormonal shifts, brain changes and disconnection that can lead to these conditions like no existing treatments. 


In prior studies of psilocybin, researchers have observed rapid improvement in symptoms – and sometimes a cure after a single dose – of conditions such as major depression and PTSD. In a recent FDA Phase 2 study of luvesilocin, we found similar improvements in postpartum depression.


I was the site investigator for the University of Colorado, one of 35 participating sites across the U.S. The study enrolled 84 postpartum women who were within a year of giving birth and ended in May 2025. 


I have spent my career as a board-certified obstetrician-gynecologist contemplating how the prenatal experience shapes lifetime health. I have also followed the psychedelic data closely. I’ve been eager to find evidence-based pregnancy and postpartum applications of psychedelics, given these drugs’ promise in treating other mental health conditions. 


Depression and anxiety’s impact on moms and babies


One drug that has been studied and enhanced our understanding of the way psychedelics work is MDMA, which is commonly known as ecstasy and causes a euphoric high. 


According to peer-reviewed research published by Bessel van der Kolk in 2024, MDMA can lead to improvements in individuals being able to identify, describe and feel their feelings. Other improvements resulting from MDMA assisted therapy include more self-compassion and a broader desire and capacity for connection with others. 


Connection, especially the earliest one between a mother and infant, plays one of the most significant roles in providing the foundation for humans to grow and flourish. Postpartum depression is often defined by disconnection and impaired bonding.



            
            Auburn Harrison, who has three children and runs a nonprofit in Nevada, shares her experience of postpartum depression at a TEDx University of Nevada event.
          

Children born to mothers with untreated depression and anxiety have a higher risk of falling behind on early developmental milestones. They may also have behavioral concerns, such as hyperactivity or ADHD, and are more likely to withdraw from social activities. They tend to report somatic complaints, such as body aches and pains in early childhood. 


Children of mothers who had depression or anxiety during pregnancy are also at risk of these same conditions as they enter their teenage years. They have nearly twice the risk of these conditions compared to teenagers whose mothers did not have untreated depression and anxiety. This pattern means depression and anxiety can become a multigenerational cycle. But this cycle can be interrupted with adequate treatment and support. 


Increased levels of the hormone oxytocin were found by researchers in the blood of depression study participants who were given MDMA, LSD and mescaline, which are all psychedelic drugs. The increase in oxytocin led to more feelings of trust, empathy and connection.


Oxytocin is a hormone produced in the part of the brain called the hypothalamus and is released from the pituitary gland into the bloodstream. It plays a critical role in birth and infant feeding. It also aids in the wiring and formation of human social brains. 


Oxytocin is important in maternal bonding with an infant. Conversely, early childhood stressors, such as a mother suffering from mental illness, reduces oxytocin levels in children. This may be a contributor to adverse mental and physical health outcomes later in life.


In depression studies that involved men, psilocybin did not have as great of an impact as other psychedelic medications on oxytocin production. But there is reason to believe that oxytocin may play a greater role in postpartum patients because it’s levels are higher during birth and lactation than in other phases of life.


FDA study of psilocybin-like medication


In February 2026, the FDA granted luvesilocin breakthrough therapy status. This status is used to speed up the development of promising new medications for serious or life-threatening conditions. The drug received this status because our research found meaningful and rapid reductions in depression scores in those who received the treatment. 


In the Phase 2 study, 77% of postpartum women who received a psychedelic dose, 30mg of luvesilocin, had significant improvement in their postpartum depression. Overall, 71% had no symptoms of postpartum depression seven days after the psychedelic session. 


The purpose of an FDA Phase 2 study is to determine the effectiveness of an experimental medication on a particular disease or condition. In this case, the study is evaluating luvesilocin’s effect on postpartum depression scores and symptoms. In the group that received the placebo, a microdose of the drug, more than half experienced an improvement in their symptoms, but most still had some symptoms after seven days.



            
            In 2023, the FDA approved zuranolone, the first pill for treating postpartum depression.
          

These are much higher response and remission rates than trials of the existing medications used for postpartum depression treatment. Existing treatments include selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors, known as SSRIs, and a medication called zuranolone. The latter is the only medication to have specific FDA approval for postpartum depression. 


Access to psychedelic treatments


In 2023, the Colorado legislature passed the Natural Medicine Health Act. It offers a legal pathway for people to receive natural psychedelics, such as psilocybin mushrooms, in therapeutic settings. The first natural medicine healing centers opened in early 2026. Some locations advertise treatments for everything from postpartum depression to birth trauma. 



            
            A video report from 9News covers the opening of Colorado’s second psilocybin healing center in early 2026 in Cherry Creek.
          

Oregon has a similar state-regulated program. Numerous other states have different pathways toward legal psychedelic-assisted therapies and decriminalization of psilocybin-assisted therapy. Nationally, there was a recent federal executive order to accelerate action on treating serious mental illnesses. The order included mention of the use of psychedelic therapies. 


Looking forward


By the end of 2026, Phase 3 of the luvesilocin trial for postpartum depression is slated to begin. Phase 3 trials are conducted to confirm the effectiveness and further evaluate the overall risks and benefits of a new medication. Each phase is an important regulatory step before a medication can be approved and available in clinical settings.


In Phase 3, 200 participants with postpartum depression will be recruited across participating sites. While I’m optimistic about the potential of this research, I believe its value can be established only through rigorous blinded clinical trials, objective data analysis, and conclusions and approval that are fully supported by the evidence. 


Phase 3 will also include participants who are still breastfeeding. A study of luvesilocin during lactation in healthy volunteers demonstrated very low levels passed from the mother into breast milk. Thus, this medication would be considered safe for breastfeeding. 


Luvesilocin may become a game-changing postpartum depression treatment medication in just a couple more years. On a much larger scale, psychedelic medicine could elevate our collective well-being and happiness, replacing systemic cycles of depression, anxiety, trauma and isolation with connectedness and compassion. These drugs could literally rewire our approach to trauma, addiction and how we relate to one another.


Read more of our stories about Colorado.

Camille Hoffman was a site co-investigator for the Reunion Neuroscience study of luvesilocin for postpartum depression.  She has also done talks and webinars on postpartum depression for the company who makes the medication zuranolone, Sage/Biogen.  Dr. Hoffman's research on choline and fetal brain development is funded by the National Institutes of Health (NIH). 


Original: https://theconversation.com/nearly-20-of-new-moms-have-anxiety-or-depression-but-a-promising-psychedelic-treatment-is-on-the-horizon-283028
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Fishing for DNA – how a cup of river water can reveal secrets about human health, pollution and biodiversity

theconversation.com · Jenny Whilde, Adjunct Research Scientist in Marine Bioscience, University of Florida

Hidden in the water is a wealth of genetic information. Jenny Whilde, CC BY-NDThe DNA in a single cup of water can track wildlife, monitor pollution and survey pathogens in waterways and their surroundings, all at the same time.


DNA is contained in each cell of every plant, animal, fungus and microbe. It carries the genetic instructions needed for an organism’s survival, growth and function, and the DNA of each species is unique. 


Organisms shed DNA into their environments. This environmental DNA, or eDNA, can come from cells shed from skin, spores and pollen blowing on the wind, or even just a cough or sneeze. It can provide huge amounts of information. Researchers can use it to assess biodiversity, monitor the spread of invasive species and detect pathogens. 



            [image: River floating between a line of trees, a boat floating placidly in the middle of the water under blue skies and white clouds]
            
              Advances in technology have allowed researchers to parse the DNA of hundreds of species floating in the Avoca River.
              David Duffy, CC BY-ND
            
          

Traditional monitoring methods, such as field observation or trapping, can be difficult, intrusive and time-consuming. Tracking an elusive species in the wild can mean hours or days without a sighting, perhaps in difficult terrain or remote locations. Trapping wildlife can be stressful for the animals and relies on expert knowledge to properly handle wildlife and position traps.


With eDNA, researchers can collect information about a species without ever needing to see or interact with it. Moreover, a cup of water, a few ounces of sand or even air sucked through a filter can hold enough information to determine what has been in the area, including people, wildlife and infectious pathogens. 


Cracking the DNA code


Researchers sequence DNA fragments collected from sand, water or air to decode the order of the chemical building blocks that make up DNA. These sequences can be used to not only identify the species that the fragments of DNA came from, but also to narrow down the area where the organism originated.


Until recently, researchers typically used an approach called metabarcoding to sequence eDNA. This method creates many copies of specific, short genetic markers that researchers can use to identify particular species. 


Although powerful, metabarcoding is selective by design. It finds only what it is designed to find – typically small but informative regions of DNA called barcodes – and ignores everything else. Because the DNA fragments are so short, it’s difficult to link these bits of information. A single barcode cannot cover all species in an area, and it cannot provide information about the genetic traits of species in the area.



            
            Genetic information is everywhere, if you have the tools to sequence it.
          

My team at the Duffy Lab at the University of Florida took a different approach. Rather than focusing on one short region of DNA in a sample, we used a technique researchers call long-read shotgun metagenomic DNA sequencing, which reads each fragment of DNA in long, continuous sections. All the DNA and traits in one long fragment clearly come from the same individual. As a result, we can sequence all of the DNA from every species, from viruses to vertebrates and everything in between.


Compared to metabarcoding, shotgun sequencing is faster and requires less lab manipulation and processing. The “shotgun” portion of the name refers to how the DNA is fragmented, read in short stretches and then reassembled. This random, explosive fragmentation resembles the firing of a shotgun.


By comparing the results of shotgun DNA sequencing to large reference genome databases, researchers can figure out which species the DNA came from. This process provides an all-in-one DNA readout of everything in a single sample.


Rather than identifying the presence of particular target species, like the barcoding technique, shotgun sequencing is a broad snapshot of the ecological communities in a specific area. In a single assessment, researchers can detect microbes, fungi, plants and animals in as little as 24 hours. 


River rich in species


To test our new method, my team and I collected water samples from the Avoca River in Ireland, starting from near its source in the Wicklow Mountains all the way down to where it enters the Irish Sea in Arklow town. We also collected sand samples from beaches near the river mouth. 


These samples revealed a wealth of genetic information drifting through the river system. 



            [image: Map of Avoca River in County Wicklow, with red boxes congregating towards the mouth of the river towards the Irish Sea]
            
              The red boxes in this map indicate where researchers collected samples along the Avoca River.
              Nousias et al/NAR Genomics and Bioinformatics, CC BY-NC-SA
            
          

The DNA we filtered from the water samples came from many organisms living in or near the water, including otters and oysters, foxes and fish, badgers and bacteria. Some of the species we detected were common and easily visible along the river (cows, sheep, dogs and humans), while some were more difficult to see (leatherback turtles and octopi). Some required a magnifying glass (biting midges, microscopic worms and viruses).


Researchers can also use environmental DNA to evaluate whether biodiversity restoration is working as expected. From our samples of the Avoca River, we detected DNA from organisms with major economic and ecological consequences: a fungus called Leptosphaeria maculans that affects crops and a fungus called Batrachochytrium dendrobatidis that has caused catastrophic declines in frog populations around the world. This is the first time researchers have detected B. dendrobatidis in Ireland.



            [image: Horizontal bar graph showing eDNA counts of animals like pigs, cows, sheep and horses, among others. Dogs, ferrets and otters have the highest concentration of eDNA]
            
              This chart shows a selection of mammals whose eDNA the researchers found in their river water samples. Different color lines refer to different sample locations.
              Nousias et al/NAR Genomics and Bioinformatics, CC BY-NC-SA
            
          

Not only can eDNA show which species are present, it can also reveal their origins and help researchers understand how they migrate and disperse. For example, the blue mussel eDNA we recovered near the mouth of the Avoca River most closely matches the DNA of mussels found off the coast of Wales (84%) and France (16%). 


Pollution mitigation


Human impact on the river was clearly reflected in the eDNA we collected.


The samples we collected upstream in a sparsely populated area had very little human DNA. By contrast, the samples we took near the town of Arklow in 2022 contained high levels of human DNA, consistent with untreated wastewater entering the river at that time. 


Additionally, we found DNA from human-associated pathogens in river water and beach sand. These included bacteria such as streptococcus, parasites such as entamoeba, and sexually transmitted pathogens such as chlamydia, herpes and gonorrhea.



            [image: Orange cap test tubes lined up on a lab table]
            
              These filtered Avoca River samples are readied for eDNA extraction.
              David Duffy, CC BY-ND
            
          

When we returned to collect samples in 2024, the human DNA signal had practically disappeared. This coincided with the construction of pipework leading to the new Arklow Wastewater Treatment Plant, diverting human waste from the river. 


The ability to identify wildlife, human activity and pathogens all from one water sample highlights the potential for a wide-ranging One Health approach to environmental health surveillance. In principle, it is possible to use eDNA to simultaneously identify pollution sources and emerging pathogens, track invasive species and monitor environmental reservoirs of disease, nearly in real time. 


All of nature in a nutshell


Environmental DNA offers a new form of ecosystem monitoring. Rather than carrying out environmental surveillance through the separate lenses of zoology, botany, microbiology and epidemiology, eDNA acts as a continuous genomic observatory. 


This “all-in-one” approach to ecosystem monitoring is becoming ever easier as DNA sequencing costs continue to fall, technology advances allow longer DNA fragments to be sequenced, and computational power improves. 


A single cup of water can unlock the incredible secrets flowing beneath the surface of the river. Biodiversity in and around the water, the effects of pollution and recovery, and the beautiful complexities of entire ecosystems are just waiting to be revealed.

Jenny Whilde 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/fishing-for-dna-how-a-cup-of-river-water-can-reveal-secrets-about-human-health-pollution-and-biodiversity-282215
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From Hormuz to the cockpit: How warfare and criminal activity undermine GPS and the race to safeguard navigation

theconversation.com · Zak Kassas, Professor of Electrical and Computer Engineering, The Ohio State University

The Strait of Hormuz is just one example of a busy shipping lane where GPS signals are blocked and faked. Asghar Besharati/Getty ImagesFew people want to get lost when traveling. But if there are places where being lost feels especially unsettling, they tend to be the sea, desert and sky. These environments share a defining feature: the absence of distinctive visual cues. Where horizons blur, landmarks disappear and every direction can look deceptively similar. Knowing where you are depends on information that you cannot see for yourself.


For most of human history, finding your way in such environments required skill, judgment and constant attention. Satellite navigation marked a fundamental shift. The advent of GPS has made navigation almost effortless: Press a button and voilà, location and heading appear instantly. 


GPS’s great strength is that under benign conditions, it works remarkably well in precisely the environments where being lost would be most dangerous. Civilian systems routinely achieve meter‑level accuracy. This accuracy, however, masks a growing vulnerability. 


Over the past few years, deliberate GPS interference has surged worldwide, disrupting maritime and aviation operations at an unprecedented scale. I’m an electrical engineer who studies alternative methods of electronic navigation. My lab and others around the world are developing these alternatives as backup for when GPS is unavailable or unreliable.


When GPS is silent – or lies


Jamming overwhelms weak satellite signals with noise or radio frequency signals, blocking GPS position and time altogether.


Spoofing is more insidious: Counterfeit signals surreptitiously replace authentic ones, misleading GPS receivers about location and timing while appearing to crews and automated systems to operate normally.


Interference arises from three sources: military activity, criminal exploitation and accidental misuse. In conflict zones, GPS disruption has become a routine tool of warfare, used to protect assets, degrade surveillance and counter drones. This activity is well documented across Ukraine, the Black Sea, the Baltic Sea, the eastern Mediterranean and the Persian Gulf. It routinely spills over to affect civilian ships and aircraft, and civilian life. 


Accidental GPS jamming has caused serious disruption at international airports by making it difficult for aircraft and air traffic controllers to track traffic in and out of the airports. Intentional GPS spoofing was even used in a highway heist to steal US$1 million worth of restaurateur Guy Fieri’s tequila.



            
            An episode of “60 Minutes” tells the story of how criminals used GPS spoofing to steal two truckloads of tequila.
          

Making matters worse, spoofed GPS data does not remain confined to a single system. Ships use the Automatic Identification System to broadcast their locations and to see what other ships are nearby to avoid collisions. The system broadcasts a ship’s GPS position information along with the ship’s name, course and speed, classification and call sign. 


GPS spoofing effectively corrupts Automatic Identification System signals, sending false position information to nearby vessels, shore authorities, insurers and commercial tracking services. This activity can create fleets of “ghost ships” that appear real to others navigating nearby. 


Criminals use GPS interference to block or alter Automatic Identification System information to evade oversight. Illegal fishing fleets, oil smugglers, sanctions evaders and maritime sand thieves have been repeatedly linked to falsified or disrupted Automatic Identification System and GPS signals. 


Deadly consequences


GPS intereference is not new, and the U.S. government warned about it decades ago, but the scale of its impact has significantly accelerated over the past few years. GPS spoofing and jamming incidents affecting civil aviation increased by about 500% from January to August 2024. 


Maritime authorities reported hundreds of ships affected daily, with groundings and collisions in 2024–25 publicly linked to interference of GPS and other satellite navigation systems, including in the Baltic Sea and the Strait of Hormuz. 


The consequences have claimed lives. In December 2024, Azerbaijan Airlines Flight 8243 was struck by a Russian air-defense system, killing 38 people after the flight was diverted due to GPS interference. At sea, GPS interference in the Strait of Hormuz has caused oil tanker collisions. 



            
            GPS jamming caused the container ship MSC Antonia to run aground in the Red Sea near Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, on May 10, 2025.
          

Disruption has also forced runway closures, mass flight diversions and emergency procedures at Newark Liberty, Dallas-Fort Worth and Denver international airports. 


Even senior officials are not immune: In 2025, GPS jamming forced an aircraft carrying the European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen to make an emergency landing.


Strait of Hormuz: Navigation danger zone


Recent incidents in the Strait of Hormuz during the U.S.-Iran war mark a decisive escalation in the risk posed by GPS interference. The strait sits at the intersection of intense geopolitical conflict and one of the world’s most critical maritime choke points. Around 20% of global petroleum trade transits these narrow waters each day, alongside dense commercial traffic. There’s little margin for navigational error. Here, even modest mistakes in position or timing can rapidly escalate into collisions, groundings or environmental disasters. 


The Iran war has led to sustained spoofing across the Persian Gulf. Ships have reported positions via Automatic Identification System that place them on land or otherwise miles from their true locations without triggering alarms.


In the confined waters of the Strait of Hormuz, where ships pass one another in close proximity, GPS interference erodes situational awareness precisely where it matters most.





Crucially, interference in Hormuz is persistent rather than episodic. Reports show jamming and spoofing used systematically over extended periods, not merely as short-term responses to specific incidents. This pattern suggests that GPS disruption has become routine practice rather than a niche capability in electronic warfare. 


Once normalized in one of the world’s busiest sea-lanes, such practices are difficult to contain geographically. The result is a navigation environment in which people can no longer fully trust position, timing and identity at sea. The consequences extend far beyond the confines of the Persian Gulf.


Beyond GPS


The normalization of GPS disruption exposes a deeper issue: Modern navigation resilience has been built around the assumption that GPS signals are usually available and trustworthy. As that assumption erodes, attention has shifted from hardening GPS toward security through diversification. This means drawing navigation information from fundamentally different signals. 


For a backup to satellite navigation, several countries, including the U.K., France, Saudi Arabia, Russia, South Korea and China, are deploying or modernizing long-range radio navigation, or LORAN, a system that dates back to World War II.


Another alternative that has gained increased interest over the past decade or so is using signals never intended for navigation, referred to as signals of opportunity. In contrast to dedicated navigation systems, such as long-range radio navigation, this approach uses existing infrastructure and preserves scarce radio spectrum. A particularly fruitful type of signal to exploit is terrestrial cellular. 



            [image: three map views with three inset photos]
            
              The author’s team tracked the path of its car using signals from cell towers during live GPS jamming at Edwards Air Force Base.
              Zak Kassas
            
          

My lab has demonstrated this type of navigation with ground vehicles, unmanned aerial vehicles, or UAVs, high‑altitude balloons and aircraft, including in GPS‑jammed environments. We developed specialized receivers that exploit signals from existing LTE and 5G cellular networks. 


We have demonstrated sub‑meter accuracy on UAVs, near-lane‑level accuracy on ground vehicles, and meter-level accuracy on aircraft and high-altitude balloons, without cooperation from cellular network providers.



            [image: photo of a twin-engine plane with eight people in front of it above a satellite image overlaid with numerous colored pins]
            
              The author’s team tracked the flight of a U.S. Air Force plane it was aboard using signals from cell towers, demonstrating that its method aligned closely with GPS.
              Zak Kassas
            
          

Another approach leverages the rapid proliferation of constellations of low Earth orbit communication satellites. Compared with GPS signals from medium Earth orbit, low Earth orbit satellites offer stronger signals, are numerous, transmit in a much wider swath of the spectrum, and their signals are more resilient to wide-area disruption. 


We demonstrated meter-level positioning accuracy exploiting signals transmitted by Starlink satellites. We then developed receivers that can passively listen to signals emitted from multiple low Earth orbit satellite constellations. 



            
            The author’s lab demonstrated using satellite signals not meant for navigation to approximate the position-tracking ability of GPS. The blue line represents the vehicle’s GPS position and the green the vehicle’s position estimated by the researchers’ system.
          

Since then, my lab has demonstrated navigation with low Earth orbit satellites across the U.S. In our latest experiment, we successfully navigated a vessel in the Arctic seas, off the coast of Greenland. 



            [image: Four panels: aerial view of a ship, map overlaid with numeroous lines, and two aerial views of ocean with a red, a blue and a green line]
            
              The author’s team tracked the course of a ship it was aboard in the Arctic using nonnavigation signals from low Earth orbit satellites.
              Zak Kassas
            
          

These results point to a pragmatic solution: Navigation resilience will come from a diversity of techniques. We and others are already demonstrating the technologies to do so. Whether they are put into practical use is now a matter of policy, regulation and timing.

Zak Kassas receives funding from the Office of Naval Research, Air Force Office of Scientific Research, US Department of Transportation, NASA, Sandia National Laboratories. He is affiliated with The Ohio State University and is a Fellow of the IEEE and the ION.
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Melatonin can be a safe and effective sleep aid for all ages – but product inconsistencies and improper dosing lead to real harms

theconversation.com · Sally Ibrahim, Associate Professor of Pediatrics, Case Western Reserve University

It's important to discuss overall sleep health with your child's doctor. Jacob Wackerhausen/iStock via Getty Images PlusMelatonin – a go-to sleep aid for kids and adults alike in many households in America – continues to create media buzz, with conflicting messages that leave people uncertain about its safety.


Some headlines point to melatonin’s supposed immunity boosting power, while others point to unestablished links between melatonin and heart failure.


I’m a pediatrician and sleep medicine doctor specializing in children, adolescents and adults. 


In my experience, many families go through difficulties with sleep for several months and even years before they seek out specialty care, and often they come across information online that isn’t tailored to the right age group or sleep condition. In addition, the Food and Drug Administration hasn’t approved any insomnia medications for children, so pediatricians don’t have many options.


Melatonin is the most widely studied sleep aid in children. Still, I find that many parents feel uncertain about using melatonin, and some even experience guilt if they do, despite some clear benefits with appropriate use.  


Adequate, regular and healthy sleep is essential for functioning our best throughout the day, and people deserve to get sleep information that is supported by evidence. 


Melatonin’s role in shaping circadian rhythms


Melatonin is released during evening hours by a tiny, pine cone-shaped endocrine gland deep in the brain called the pineal gland. 


Melatonin levels peak in the middle of the night and plummet by morning. Once the melatonin signal starts to come on, it rises and then falls during the night. This process is “circadian” in that it happens daily.


Light is the strongest inhibitor of melatonin production. Darkness removes that inhibition and allows the pineal gland to release melatonin. This is why sleep specialists often advise against exposure to bright light and encourage natural light exposure during the day – particularly in the morning – to solidify natural sleep patterns based on circadian rhythms.  


Melatonin and sleep regulation


Unlike other over-the-counter sleep aids, melatonin affects two pathways that encourage sleep. One pathway results in the “hypnotic” effect, which increases sleepiness and helps us fall asleep, like most other sleep aids. The other pathway, which is unique to melatonin, results in the “chronotropic” effect, which helps support and regulate sleep-wake timing and circadian rhythms.


Having insomnia, which includes difficulties falling asleep, staying asleep or waking too early, can lead to daytime dysfunction. When used at night, melatonin can reduce the time it takes to fall asleep and may also shift the circadian clock to an earlier time. 


A circadian rhythm disorder refers to a problem with the timing of sleep in relation to our environment. 


The most common circadian rhythm disorder in some teenagers and young adults is the delayed type. This relates to having a later internal clock compared with actual clock time. In other words, people are not tired enough to go to bed until later – even after midnight. This affects the time of sleep onset, making it hard to fall asleep and hard to wake up, and ultimately shortens sleep duration. 


Melatonin can be helpful in these cases because it signals the delayed brain clock that it’s time for sleep earlier than the person would naturally feel tired.


Importantly, taking synthetically produced melatonin does not affect or interfere with the body’s own production of melatonin. 



            [image: Close-up of a bedside table with an alarm clock, a glass of water and some reading material, with a person sleeping in the background.]
            
              Some people’s delayed circadian clocks cause them to not feel tired until quite late in the evening.
              Jiyi/iStock via Getty Images Plus
            
          

The wide variety of melatonin options


Melatonin products can be made in a regular immediate-release formulation, which is found in most liquids and chewables. These provide a fast peak effect – usually within 10 to 30 minutes of taking it – for helping with falling sleep. 


It can also be made in an extended-release formulation. These products have a gradual onset, sometimes even peaking midsleep and making it easier to stay asleep. 


Some brands provide both immediate and extended-release benefits for falling asleep and staying asleep. 


Many children with insomnia before bedtime who use melatonin will be able to fall asleep faster and increase total sleep time by about a half-hour; some do not respond.


For this and other reasons, it’s important to consult with a healthcare provider before taking melatonin or giving it to a child.


Potential downsides of melatonin


Melatonin comes with some potential downsides, the most obvious of which is that because it is considered a dietary supplement in the U.S., it is not regulated by the FDA as a prescription medication.


In other parts of the world, such as the European Union, melatonin is available only by prescription, with appropriate dosing by a licensed clinician. 


Because melatonin is labeled only as a supplement in the U.S., many parents are giving it to their children without the guidance of a healthcare professional and without trying nonpharmaceutical therapies for insomnia first. And many people use melatonin for undiagnosed sleep conditions that may not warrant its use. It is important to seek medical attention before using any sleep aid, including melatonin.


Another major variable is brand quality. One brand might deliver spot-on doses backed by rigorous testing for quality, while another might have wildly different concentrations than the label claims.  


For instance, a 2023 study showed that some brands labeled a chewable gummy product as melatonin even though it contained no melatonin. Even more disturbing, some brands whose products were labeled as melatonin in the study actually had cannabidiol, or CBD, in them instead.  


The same study found that among 30 commercial melatonin products, melatonin content ranged from −83% to +478% of the labeled content. And even within a single lot of a given brand, melatonin content varied by as much as 465%. 


High doses of melatonin in children have not been tested for safety. While reported overdoses are generally associated with mild symptoms, some children have been hospitalized.


Because melatonin is not regulated as a drug in the U.S., it is a good idea to check consumer sites to find reliable brands and to look for USP verification, a third-party testing program performed by an independent nonprofit organization.


It is imperative that parents keep melatonin out of the reach of children, particularly gummies, which may appear tasty to a child. There have been numerous reports of kids mistaking supplements in the form of gummies – melatonin or otherwise – for candy, leading to overuse and overdoses. 



            [image: A hand holding up a single gummy in the foreground with a wide array of colorful gummies in the background.]
            
              Melatonin gummies come in bright colors and enticing flavors, which can lead to harmful overdoses in children.
              Gerardo Juarez/iStock via Getty Images Plus
            
          

Melatonin use for insomnia in children and adolescents


When used correctly – meaning the right brand, right dose, right reason and with guidance from a healthcare professional – melatonin can be used safely to help support treatment of insomnia.  


Research strongly points to the safety of melatonin as a sleep aid for use in children, along with other treatments for disorders of insomnia and circadian rhythm disorder. 


In particular, there is a solid base of studies about the safety and effectiveness of melatonin use in children with neurodevelopmental disorders, such as autism spectrum disorder and attention-deficity/hyperactivity disorder, or ADHD. Many clinicians who care for children with autism and ADHD recommend the use of melatonin after trying other behavioral strategies for insomnia.  


The most trustworthy evidence for the use of melatonin in children and teens comes from rigorous scientific studies called randomized controlled trials. In one trial of 125 children and teens – the majority of whom had autism – melatonin use increased total sleep at night by nearly 60 minutes. 


Another comparative study of 275 children demonstrated that those who received melatonin slept 22 minutes longer, on average, compared with those in the placebo group. 


While long-term studies are still limited, one study of children with autism who took nightly prolonged-release melatonin for two years found no significant changes in body mass index or puberty timing. 


When using melatonin, the timing and dosage is critical for efficacy and safety. Doctors recommend taking melatonin 30 minutes before bedtime for insomnia. 


The International Pediatric Sleep Association recommends the following dosages, according to age:



	Toddler (ages 2–3): Up to 1 milligram (mg); not recommended for infants under 2

	Preschool (ages 4–5): Up to 2 mg

	School-age (ages 6–10): Up to 3 mg

	Older school-age and adolescents (ages 11+): Up to 5 mg



Sally Ibrahim receives research related grant support from the National Institute of Health, Centessa Pharmaceuticals, Avadel pharmaceuticals, and Vanda pharmaceuticals. 
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Heat waves can leave homes dangerously hot – even for young, healthy adults

theconversation.com · Zoltan Nagy, Professor of Building Services, Eindhoven University of Technology

When temperature soar inside homes, being outside even on very hot days can feel less uncomfortable than being indoors. Brandon Bell/Getty ImagesMost people know that heat waves can be dangerous, but what they may not realize is that the heat indoors can be much worse than outdoors.


When the power goes out and air conditioning stops, or in homes without cooling, a house starts to function like a greenhouse during a heat wave. Heat enters through windows and walls and has nowhere to go. Air stagnates.


Within hours, indoor temperatures can climb well above what the thermometer shows outside, especially on upper floors and in rooms with south-facing windows. Over longer periods, especially if temperatures don’t cool off overnight, conditions can become lethal.


Most heat-related deaths occur indoors. When a heat dome sent temperatures soaring in the Pacific Northwest in 2021, 98% of the more than 600 deaths in British Columbia happened inside homes. Washington and Oregon also saw high numbers of deaths in homes that lacked air conditioning.


In Europe, where only 1 in 10 households have air conditioning, heat waves killed an estimated 60,000 people in 2022 and 47,000 in 2023, largely inside buildings never designed for these temperatures.



            
            Heat waves can turn homes dangerously hot, leaving not just the elderly at risk, but also younger, healthy adults as well.
          

People of all ages are at risk in heat waves like these. I spent eight years at the University of Texas at Austin studying how buildings respond to extreme heat. In a recent study, my team assessed the heat risk in every single-family home in Austin. 


We found that even younger, healthy adults face far more risk than they realize.


How hot is too hot for a human body?


Your body maintains a core temperature of about 98.6 degrees Fahrenheit (37 degrees Celsius). To cool down, it pushes blood to the skin and sweats. But when air temperature is high, that convective cooling weakens. When humidity is also high, sweat cannot evaporate.


If the body has no way to release heat, core temperature rises. If the core temperature increases past about 104 F (40 C), the body’s thermoregulation starts to fail. Past 109 F (42.8 C), death becomes likely.



            [image: Four charts show heat and humidity risks for different ages and indoors vs outdoors.]
            
              Heat risk increases with humidity. This chart translates air temperature and relative humidity into general limits of survivability for six hours of exposure depending on whether a person is indoors or outdoors and their age. The black line is considered the edge of survivability. Zones 3-5 are considered not survivable for extended periods of time due to high humidity that prevents sweat from evaporating to release heat (Zone 3), limits on the body’s ability to sweat (Zone 4), or both (Zone 5). Tw is wet bulb temperature. A temperature of 35 C = 95 F; 50 C = 122 F.
              Jennifer Vanos, et al., 2023
            
          

What makes indoor heat especially dangerous is that it does not let up at night in homes that lack air conditioning. Outdoor temperatures typically drop after sunset, and someone outside can get a few hours of recovery. But a poorly insulated home that has been absorbing heat all day releases that heat slowly, keeping indoor temperatures elevated through the night. A person inside the home never gets a break.


After two or three nights of this, even healthy people start to be at serious risk for heat-related illnesses.


Why homes heat up more than people expect


People tend to underestimate indoor heat for a few reasons.


One is that the thermostat typically sits on one wall in one room. It does not tell what the temperature is in an upstairs bedroom or near a sun-facing window. In older, underinsulated homes, the actual felt temperature can exceed 90 F (32.2 C) even when a thermostat reads 75 F (23.9 C). The hot walls, ceilings and windows can radiate heat directly onto your body.


Another reason is that people assume all homes respond to heat the same way. However, a newer home with double-pane windows and good insulation acts like a thermos, keeping heat out for a longer time. An older home with single-pane windows and cracks in the walls heats up fast.



            [image: An illustration of a person sitting with their head in their hand in an older home with the ceiling temperature at 101 F, the windows 122 F and the walls and floor in the 90s F.]
            
              An illustration of how an older home in Arizona heats up on a hot day shows how underinsulated homes can feel much hotter inside than the air temperature and thermostat suggest.
              Jonathan Bean, CC BY-ND
            
          

Two houses on the same street, exposed to the same outdoor conditions, can have completely different temperatures inside. And in a blackout, where neither home has cooling, those differences can become a matter of life and death.


What we found in Austin


Our study combined two datasets. From Austin’s tax appraisal records, we pulled basic property information, such as the year the home was built, the size and the number of stories for each of the city’s 213,000 single-family homes. We then matched each home to the most similar energy simulation models in a U.S. Department of Energy database that contains thousands of detailed, physics-based building energy models representing the U.S. residential building stock. 


Using those models, we simulated each building’s indoor temperatures over time during a three-day heat wave and power outage with outdoor temperatures above 110 F (43 C).



            [image: A map of homes in a neighborhood shows how low and high risk homes are mixed together]
            
              The average daily heat risk in a suburban Austin neighborhood, with dark red signifying higher risk and yellow lower risk, shows how risk can vary house to house.
              Calvin Lin
            
          

We found that 85% of homes got hot enough to pose a significant risk of death for an elderly occupant. But what surprised us was the risk to younger people.


Under today’s climate conditions in Austin, about 15% of homes already have the potential to get hot enough without air conditioning to pose serious heat risks to healthy adults. Under future warming scenarios, that number jumps to as high as 65% if average summer highs reach 104 F (40 C). Further, climate projections for Austin show that heat waves will double in frequency by the end of the century.


We found three types of buildings and accompanying risks:



	Resilient homes, which are newer and well insulated, tended to have temperature and humidity conditions that would be survivable for an elderly occupant throughout the simulated heat wave with blackout.


	Critical-risk buildings, which are mostly older homes, became dangerous almost immediately.


	And then there was the middle group – homes where temperatures rose slowly during the simulated blackout, day by day, possibly giving occupants a false sense of security until it was too late. 





Texas has already seen conditions like our case study’s – a heat wave paired with a power outage. In 2024, a derecho knocked out power for nearly 900,000 Houston households while the heat index climbed to 100 F (37.8 C). Seven weeks later, Hurricane Beryl cut power to 2.6 million homes, leaving them without power for over three days, with temperatures over 90 F (32.2 C).


What you can do to stay safe


If you can’t get cooling at home, there are steps you can take that can help.


Move to the lowest floor of your home, where it will be coolest. Close the blinds and curtains on sun-facing windows. Drink water constantly to stay hydrated, which is essential for regulating body temperature.


If you’re facing a blackout, be sure to also check on elderly neighbors, especially those living alone. You can also try to find a public cooling center; many cities now open them during heat emergencies.


Longer term, upgrades such as reflective window film, attic insulation and lighter-colored roofing can reduce how much a home heats up. After the 2021 heat dome, British Columbia’s coroner recommended updating building codes to address heat.





Our own findings point in the same direction: We propose that new homes should be required by building codes to maintain conditions in which at least light physical activity remains possible for all occupants for at least 72 hours during a power outage.


As summers get hotter with climate change and blackouts become more frequent, the risks of people suffering heat illnesses will only continue to rise.

Zoltan Nagy 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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How everyone pays the cost for patents on seeds, and private companies get rich from keeping them secret

theconversation.com · Julie Dawson, Professor of Plant and Agroecosystem Sciences, University of Wisconsin-Madison · Kiki Hubbard, Researcher, Nelson Institute for Environmental Studies, University of Wisconsin-Madison · Paulina Jenney, Research Coordinator, Urban and Regional Food System Program, University of Wisconsin-Madison

Alan Montag, a third-generation Iowa farmer, and his son Aden load soybean seed into a planter on May 6, 2026. Scott Olson/Getty ImagesThe United States is one of only a handful of countries that allows companies to hold patents on plant varieties. As a result, a small number of corporations can – and do – suppress competition in the seed industry, stifle innovation and turn taxpayer subsidies intended for farmers into corporate profits. 


The U.S. Department of Agriculture has found that two companies control more than 70% of U.S. corn and soybean seed sales, and the top four cottonseed companies control nearly 94% of that market.


In a May 2026 court filing in a legal dispute between two U.S. seed companies, the Department of Justice said patents on seeds are obstructing competition and research in the agriculture industry.


As researchers who work on plant breeding and seed policy, we have seen how that plays out. When huge companies assert their patents, smaller businesses and public plant breeders who often lack the legal resources to fight back are frequently dissuaded from conducting research and development that might actually not be illegal at all. 


And a lack of competition allows dominant companies – not always based in the U.S. – to collect large sums of taxpayer money that Congress allocated in hopes it would help farmers, not shareholders’ and executives’ bottom lines.



            
            Noah Coppess, a farmer in Iowa, testifies before the Senate Judiciary Committee on Oct. 28, 2025.
          

A shift in ownership


For most of human agricultural history, farmers freely saved, exchanged and planted seeds season after season, creating a diversity of crops suited to the places and people who grew them. 


While some communities restricted the exchange of seeds for cultural or ceremonial reasons, seeds were broadly understood to be a shared resource. Even as recently as the 1970s, most plant breeding was carried out by public researchers at government stations and universities, while private companies focused on producing and selling those varieties at scale.


That diverse and decentralized system also served as an invisible insurance policy against disease and disaster: If one variety failed, there were plenty of others distinct enough to fill its place.


Beginning in the 20th century, though, governments began to grant companies patents on living organisms, beginning with a genetically engineered bacterium that broke down crude oil. Suddenly, chemical and pharmaceutical companies saw opportunities to earn money by engineering specific traits, such as herbicide tolerance, into key crop plants, including corn, soybeans, cotton and canola, and patenting those varieties. 


Then they used those patent rights to prohibit other plant breeders, even university researchers, from conducting research and breeding with their seeds and to forbid farmers from saving their own seeds from one season to the next. 


Those steps eliminated seed companies’ two most obvious sources of competition: other developers building on their work and farmers saving seed. The seed companies then had enough market power to set prices so high they took nearly all of farmers’ potential profits, while leaving them just enough of a margin to remain customers.


According to a report from the Department of Agriculture’s Economic Research Service, the price for genetically engineered seeds has more than quintupled since 1990, rising by 463%. But over that same period of time, the price farmers have received for their crops has increased only by 56%.





Subsidies get diverted


When the prices farmers receive for certain crops fall below a certain threshold, or when farmers suffer losses from bad weather or unexpected trade disputes, the Department of Agriculture has a multitude of programs that offer payments to make up the difference.


But that money tends to spend little time in farmers’ pockets. 


An August 2025 study shows that when farm subsidies increase, seed companies respond by raising their prices, charging based on what farmers can afford to pay rather than their own cost of producing and marketing the seed. Specifically, for every 1% increase in farm subsidies, seed companies raise their prices by 0.5%.


And when farmers go to sell their crops to grain processors, those companies benefit from being able to purchase commodity grains, such as corn, soybeans and canola, at a predictable price, held low because subsidies help farmers produce an abundant supply at margins that would otherwise drive farms out of business.


Testifying at an October 2025 Senate Judiciary Committee hearing on competition issues in the seed and fertilizer industries, Iowa farmer Noah Coppess put it plainly: “The reality in farming today is we’re price takers rather than price makers. That’s especially true when consolidation limits our options. … I have concerns with our input and equipment supply chains and their ability to manipulate our costs.”


The result is a system in which public money intended for farmers is redistributed to the seed suppliers and commodity purchasers who profit on either side of them.


Limiting research


Dominant seed companies prevent competitors from developing new breeding programs through a complex web of patents and restrictive licensing contracts that make it nearly impossible to acquire enough genetic material to get started. 


The patent system is built on the premise that applicants must completely disclose how their inventions were made in order to get protection. This allows the public to understand the scope of the invention, as well as to improve upon it. 


Genetic analyses on the protected seeds would be required to understand how a variety was bred and the genetic traits it contains. However, seed companies have also threatened independent researchers with patent-infringement lawsuits. Those threats prevent independent researchers from studying the crops that make up the country’s supply of food, feed, fuel and fiber. 


The result is that no one outside of the dominant companies, not even the U.S. government, knows which economically crucial crops, most of which are grown from patented seeds, might be vulnerable to emerging pests and pathogens. For years, plant breeders have been calling for genetic assessments of these seeds and the crops they grow; to date, no such studies have been conducted.



            [image: A plastic bin filled with seeds.]
            
              Soybean seeds sit in a hopper at a farm in Iowa.
              Scott Olson/Getty Images
            
          

A shift in direction


But the May 2026 Justice Department court filing saying seed patents are blocking agricultural competition and research indicates the tide may be turning.


In 2023, multinational agrochemical company Corteva sued a genetic engineering startup, Inari, for infringing its patents by, among other things, obtaining samples of Corteva’s patented seeds from a public repository and analyzing their genetic makeup. 


Though the Justice Department didn’t weigh in favor of either company, its court filing said companies should not be able to restrict the public from sequencing genetic material that was deposited as part of the process of securing patent protection.


Notably, the department’s court filing came from the Antitrust Division rather than the Civil Division, which usually handles intellectual property issues. That difference suggests that the government sees this extension of patent rights as an illegitimate way for a company to exclude other companies from competing. 


The case is still winding its way through the legal process. But if the judge agrees, his decision could be consequential. For starters, competitors could begin to understand the strengths and weaknesses in seed varieties on the market and find ways to build on that innovation, which is precisely the type of activity the patent system was designed to encourage. 


More competition in the market could provide an important check on seed prices, reducing the burden on American farmers and, thereby, taxpayers. Finally, researchers could conduct the studies that are needed to begin rebuilding the kind of genetic knowledge that was, for most of human history, held in common – an insurance policy in the best interest of us all.

Julie Dawson works for the University of Wisconsin-Madison and receives research and extension funding from the USDA and the State of Wisconsin. She was a co-author on the USDA More and Better Choices report. She worked on issues related to fair competion and intellectual property rights in seeds and other inputs in collaboration with the USDA from 2021-2025 as part of a cooperative agreement with USDA-Agricultural Marketing Service
Kiki Hubbard works as a part-time researcher for the University of Wisconsin-Madison and contracts with the Vermont Law and Graduate School to provide research support for projects related to competition and intellectual property in the seed industry. She has received research funding from the USDA and currently receives research funding from the State of Wisconsin. She was funded by a cooperative agreement with USDA-Agricultural Marketing Service from 2023-2025.
Paulina Jenney works for the University of Wisconsin-Madison and contracts with the Vermont Law and Graduate School to provide research support for projects related to competition and intellectual property in the seed industry. She receives research and education funding from the USDA and the State of Wisconsin. She is a co-author of USDA's More and Better Choices for Farmers report and was funded by a cooperative agreement with USDA-Agricultural Marketing Service from 2022-2025. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/how-everyone-pays-the-cost-for-patents-on-seeds-and-private-companies-get-rich-from-keeping-them-secret-284144
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Everyone experiences loss and grief – but that doesn’t make it any easier to talk with kids about it

theconversation.com · Keisha M. Wint, Assistant Professor of Social Work, Binghamton University, State University of New York

Parents can support their grieving kids by using direct, clear language and not shying away from emotions. Justin Paget/iStock Photos/Getty Images When I was a school social worker, a teary-eyed father once came to the school to tell his 4-year-old daughter’s teacher that the child’s mother had been in an accident. He did not speak to his child as she looked on but simply relayed pickup arrangements to the teacher, before he hurried to the hospital. 


One of my roles at this time, in 2015, was helping teachers and administrators respond to preschool students’ social and emotional needs. I have never forgotten the sad, confused look on that young child’s face as her father left without looking in her direction.


Grief is part of the human experience and can occur at any time.

Recent data indicates that 1 in 11 children in the U.S. will experience the death of a parent or sibling by age 18.  


A caregiver’s response to painful experiences of loss during a child’s early years can have lasting implications for how children navigate future losses. 


Loss generally refers to the end of an attachment bond, which could be with a person, place or thing. Grief is defined as the subsequent internal, emotional response to that loss. 


As a 10-year-old, I migrated from the Caribbean to the United States. I navigated conflicting emotions as I left my routines, friends and some family behind to live in a new country. But those feelings were not affirmed or validated. Everyone around me told me this new change was for the best.


This made me feel isolated, and I ultimately remained silent about my grief. 


In recent years, more people have recognized that grief can come not just from death but various other experiences, such as moving, or the loss of safety and community that people experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic. 


Still, many families and educators do not always know how to talk about grief and loss, especially with children. 



            [image: A drawing shows a young child with tears down his face, with a box of crayons nearby.]
            
              Children might use art or play to express their feelings around grief and loss.
              czarny_bez/iStock/Getty Images
            
          

How children show their grief


Younger children are particularly vulnerable to having their grief overlooked, ignored or complicated by mixed messages from adults. 


Adults often underestimate a child’s capacity to understand loss or death, so they avoid the topic entirely, perhaps out of fear of causing further hurt. 


Children can sometimes handle loss in ways that adults find challenging or disruptive. In some cases, adults then respond to children’s behavior with disciplinary action rather than therapeutic care and emotional support. 


A child experiencing loss or death may forget previously mastered skills, such as toilet training, or revert to earlier developmental stages, such as thumb sucking. 


Children might also experience a loss of appetite, sleep disturbances or physical pain, such as stomachaches. They can have more frequent outbursts and intense crying fits, or seem irritable. They may stop doing activities they typically enjoy. 


Preschool-age children process and express grief differently than older children. Because young children often view death as temporary or reversible, their symptoms may come and go. Younger children may also exhibit their grief or loss in their play, such as acting out an illness and death with their toys rather than actually saying how they feel.  


Challenges for caregivers and schools


A single death can force a bereaved family to navigate multiple intersecting losses. When one family member dies, remaining family members might experience a sudden loss of income, childcare or healthcare insurance, for example. 


Scholars call this the bereavement multiplier.


Grieving caregivers may struggle to balance their own emotional realities with the new practical demands of day-to-day life. 


Schools, meanwhile, are often considered one of the most important places to support children’s mental health and well-being. However, I have found that many educators report feeling taxed and emotionally overextended as they attempt to respond to the needs of young children. 


To address this gap, I developed a pilot study in 2026 to explore what happens when you give preschool educators additional resources and information on loss and grief in children.


The four-week program with 26 preschool educators from a large, urban school district in the Northeast aimed to help adults feel more comfortable responding to kids’ grief and loss. After completing the program, the educators said they felt significantly more knowledgeable about these topics and more comfortable discussing them. 


Some educators said they now realized that grief is not only a response to death. When we asked why they signed up for this voluntary program, many shared both personal and professional reasons. Some had experienced their own loss. Others had previously struggled to help a child navigate grief and desperately wanted better tools and resources to support them.


How to support grieving kids


As families and educators help children talk about loss and grief, they could consider a few different approaches. 


First, the language they use with children to talk about grief and loss is important. Using simple, consistent language can provide a sense of safety and comfort for grieving children. Simple and truthful explanations build the psychological safety necessary for children building trusting relationships. 


Young children are typically concrete thinkers. So using phrases like “He’s in a better place” or “She went to sleep” to describe a person who has died can be both confusing and frightening for children. Children may wonder, “Where is this better place?” or, “Will I wake up if I go to sleep?” 


Talking about the life cycles of trees, plants, insects and animals in nature, for example, can be used to discuss what it means to be alive versus dead. The best time to have these conversations is before the crisis happens. 


When involving children in funerals or burial services, caregivers can prep them on what they will see and hear, and establish a contingency plan – such as a designated adult to step away with them – if they become overwhelmed.


Finally, it can be helpful to read developmentally appropriate stories to help familiarize children and families with loss. The book “I Miss You: A First Look at Death” could be a good pick for children ages 3 to 5. The book “My Family is Changing: A book about Divorce” is another option for young children whose parents are separating or getting divorced. 


Caregivers and educators could consider the book “When Children Grieve: For Adults to Help Children Deal with Death, Divorce, Pet Loss, Moving, and Other Losses.” 


No one is immune


Thankfully, the support team I worked with several years ago helped the preschool teacher support the young child and her father after what turned out to be the sudden death of the child’s mom. 


We will all eventually face loss. As a school social worker who has worked with students for more than two decades, I have learned that silence in the face of loss and grief can be harmful, and lies can erode trust and stability at a time when both are most needed.

Keisha M Wint receives funding to conduct the cited pilot study from the Health Resources and Services Administration of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, under award UA6MC32492, the Life Course Translational Research Network. 




Original: https://theconversation.com/everyone-experiences-loss-and-grief-but-that-doesnt-make-it-any-easier-to-talk-with-kids-about-it-282713



10

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.


Original: https://theconversation.com/anyone-can-fake-a-scientific-image-with-ai-tricking-even-academic-journals-and-undermining-trust-in-science-281853
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