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Why is Venus hotter than Mercury, when Mercury is closer to the Sun?

theconversation.com · Vahe Peroomian, Professor of Physics and Astronomy, USC Dornsife College of Letters, Arts and Sciences

The surface of Venus, as reconstructed from radar data collected by NASA's Magellan mission. NASA/JPL, CC BY-NC-SA

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






Why is Venus the hottest planet, whereas Mercury is closer to the Sun? – Sejal M., age 7, Bangalore, India







When the solar system had just formed, 4.5 billion years ago, Venus was probably a tropical paradise. Oceans of water likely covered its surface, and puffy clouds dotted its skies. At that time, Mercury, the planet closest to the Sun, was undoubtedly the hottest planet in the solar system.


But then the Sun grew brighter, and a series of events known as a runaway greenhouse effect caused Venus’s surface temperature to soar well past Mercury’s. To be sure, as the closest planet to the Sun, parts of Mercury are still extremely hot. Its surface temperature on its sunlit side is around 800 degrees Fahrenheit (430 degrees Celsius), hot enough to melt lead.


I’m a space scientist with a passion for teaching physics and astronomy. I’ve seen Venus shine brightly in the western sky just after sunset, and, on rare occasions, seen Mercury briefly appear as an “evening star.”


What is the greenhouse effect?


Venus isn’t the only planet that has experienced a greenhouse effect. Today, the same phenomenon keeps Earth’s surface habitable.



            
            The greenhouse effect traps heat in a planet’s atmosphere.
          

Warm objects emit electromagnetic radiation, or light, because their atoms and molecules are constantly vibrating. Earth’s surface is warmed by the Sun and gives off infrared light, which is invisible to your eyes. Humans and animals also glow in infrared, and most of the energy released by a campfire is infrared radiation. The hotter an object is, the more infrared radiation it emits.


On a planet without an atmosphere, such as Mercury, this energy escapes directly into space. As a result, there is an enormous difference in temperature between Mercury’s blistering hot sunlit side and its night side, where temperatures can drop to minus 290 degrees F (minus 180 degrees C). 


On Earth, greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, including molecules of carbon dioxide, methane and water vapor, absorb and trap some of this infrared radiation,  acting like a blanket around the planet and keeping the surface warm.


Earth’s average surface temperature is about 59 F (15 C). Without greenhouse gases, the temperature would be closer to 0 F (minus 18 C), and Earth would resemble a giant snowball. We definitely need a moderate greenhouse effect to make our planet habitable.



            [image: An illustration showing the Sun shining on Earth, and radiation reflecting upwards from its surface into the atmosphere.]
            
              Greenhouse gases in Earth’s atmosphere trap some of the heat from the Sun.
              NASA/JPL-Caltech, CC BY
            
          

Diverging fates


But how could Venus, a planet that is nearly the same size as Earth and that was once made up of the same things, end up so different from our home world? There are several clues to why Venus is such a hot, unpleasant planet today.


Scientists agree that because of their similar sizes and proximity to the Sun, Earth and Venus likely started out with comparable amounts of water and carbon dioxide. On Earth, most of the carbon dioxide is dissolved in the oceans or locked away in rocks, such as limestone. Venus may once have stored carbon dioxide in a similar way.


Scientific models of stars indicate that the Sun has grown about 40% brighter since the early history of the solar system. Four billion years ago, it emitted only about 70% of the energy it does today. 


Scientists disagree about whether Venus ever had long-lived oceans. But evidence suggests the planet possessed lots of water early in its history. As the Sun’s brightness increased, more and more water would have evaporated into the atmosphere. Without surface water to absorb and store carbon dioxide, nearly all of this greenhouse gas accumulated in the atmosphere.


This process, in turn, would have caused even more evaporation and even more warming, a feedback loop known as a runaway greenhouse effect. Today, carbon dioxide makes up about 96% of Venus’ atmosphere, and its surface temperature is a nearly constant 867 F (464 C) day or night. Venus is now stuck in this state, and its atmosphere and surface temperature will remain like this for a very long time.



            [image: An illustration of ancient Venus, which looks like Earth with oceans and clouds, and dark landmasses interspersed.]
            
              Ancient Venus may have looked relatively similar to Earth, according to a NASA climate model.
              NASA
            
          

Imagine how thick Earth’s atmosphere would be if all the oceans evaporated and all the carbon dioxide dissolved in them were released into the air. Something very much like this happened on Venus.


As a result, the atmospheric pressure at Venus’ surface is more than 90 times greater than Earth’s atmospheric pressure at sea level. To experience such a high pressure on Earth, you would have to dive to a depth of about 3,000 feet (940 meters). That much pressure is like having five elephants standing on your shoulders!


A runaway greenhouse effect on Earth?


You may have heard scientists warn that Earth could experience some of the same processes affecting Venus if human-caused climate change continues unchecked. Global temperatures are rising as people burn coal, oil and natural gas for industrial activities and transportation, releasing large amounts of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. Carbon dioxide stays in the atmosphere for a long time. As more and more accumulates there, it traps more heat, raising the temperature on the planet’s surface.


Another major greenhouse gas is methane. As Earth warms, an important source of methane is thawing permafrost, the permanently frozen ground found mostly in the Arctic. When the icy ground thaws, it exposes organic matter that had been frozen for thousands of years, including ancient plants, mosses, and even the remains of woolly mammoths and other large animals.


Bacteria can then decompose that matter, and as they do, they release methane into the atmosphere.


As Earth warms, more permafrost melts, releasing even more methane and creating a vicious cycle. Earth may never reach the extreme temperatures found on Venus today. However, our planet could become a much less comfortable place as temperatures rise. 


However, Earth’s surface temperature will never reach anywhere near that of Venus in our lifetime, and Venus will remain the hottest planet in the solar system – despite being farther from the Sun than Mercury. 





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


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

Vahe Peroomian has previously received funding from the National Science Foundation (NSF) and from the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) for work on space weather and geomagnetic storms.


Original: https://theconversation.com/why-is-venus-hotter-than-mercury-when-mercury-is-closer-to-the-sun-283570
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2.6 million Americans lost health insurance in 2025 after ACA subsidies expired, leading to real health consequences

theconversation.com · Aparna Soni, Associate Professor of Health Policy and Management, Indiana University

Interruptions in health insurance coverage can interfere with care and leave people with medical bills they can't pay. Pressmaster/iStock via Getty Images PlusMillions of Americans who buy their own health insurance coverage through the Affordable Care Act marketplaces faced a stark choice this year: pay more than twice as much to keep the same plan or go without. Many did not keep their coverage. 


Federal data released on June 26, 2026, shows that marketplace enrollment fell from 21.8 million people in February 2025 to 19.2 million in February 2026, a decline of about 2.6 million people, or 12%. That is the steepest single-year decline since the marketplaces opened in 2014. ACA marketplaces (or exchanges) are government-regulated platforms where individuals and small businesses can shop for and purchase compliant private health insurance. 


As a health economist who studies how insurance coverage affects people’s health, I see the drop as more than a numbers story. The key question is: What happens to people’s health when coverage becomes too expensive to keep? 





Why enrollment fell


The drop in enrollment numbers traces back largely to the expiration of the ACA’s enhanced premium tax credits, which lowered enrollees’ monthly payments when they were in effect from 2021 through 2025. 


Those subsidies, enacted during the COVID-19 pandemic to make marketplace coverage more affordable, more than doubled marketplace enrollment between 2020 and 2024. But when they lapsed at the end of 2025, the average subsidized enrollee’s cost to keep the same plan jumped about 114%. 





Many people switched to cheaper, higher-deductible plans, but average premium payments still rose 58% and deductibles climbed 37%, or more than US$1,000 per person.


By February 2026, only 83% of people who selected a marketplace plan had paid their premiums and kept their coverage, down from 91% the previous year. 


Fraud or price hike?


The Trump administration gives another explanation. A June 2026 federal government brief argues that when subsidies made some plans free, it became easier for brokers to sign people up improperly, including some people who did not know they had been enrolled. The brief says the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services, the federal agency that oversees Medicare, Medicaid and the ACA marketplaces, canceled 250,000 unauthorized enrollments and identified 200,000 unauthorized plan switches in 2025.


Independent analysts, however, point to a simpler explanation: Coverage became much more expensive when the extra subsidies ended, and many people either dropped coverage or never paid their first premium.


Both factors probably contributed to the decline. The federal government removed some improper enrollments, but the price increase appears to have played a major role. 


The pattern also differed sharply by state. In states using HealthCare.gov, the federal website for ACA enrollment, the numbers declined much more – 18.7%, on average – than in states that run their own exchanges, where the drop averaged out to 6.3%. State-run marketplaces may have had more tools to reach consumers, help them compare plans or provide extra financial assistance that enabled people to stay enrolled.


Health policy experts expect enrollment to decline further, perhaps to 16.5 million to 17.5 million by the end of 2026. Costs could rise again in 2027. Insurers selling ACA marketplace plans are asking for a typical premium increase of 14% for 2027. If regulators approve those increases, it would be the second year in a row that premiums rose by double digits.


Health insurance makes people healthier


Decades of research show what happens when people gain insurance coverage. 


Much of that research comes from studies comparing states that expanded Medicaid under the ACA with states that did not. Perhaps unsurprisingly, people who gain coverage receive more preventive care, use more services, face less financial strain and report better overall health}. 


The Oregon Health Insurance Experiment studied a 2008 lottery in Oregon that gave some low-income uninsured adults the chance to enroll in Medicaid. Researchers found that gaining coverage improved access to care reduced depression and nearly eliminated catastrophic medical bills. Some studies link coverage to survival: One analysis of the ACA’s Medicaid expansions estimated that gaining coverage reduced mortality among older low-income adults by about 9%. 


My colleagues and I studied what happened after some states expanded Medicaid in 2014 while others did not. We found that expansion states saw more early-stage cancer diagnoses, meaning tumors were more likely to be caught while still treatable.





Losing coverage has a cost, too


There’s less evidence on what happens to people who lose health insurance, but the studies that do exist suggest that losing coverage makes care harder to get and harder to afford. After Tennessee dropped 170,000 adults from its Medicaid program in 2005 – one of the largest disenrollments in the program’s history – those who lost coverage were more likely to delay or skip care because of cost, and they reported worse health. 


A similar pattern emerged after pandemic-era Medicaid protections ended in 2023. When states restarted eligibility checks that had been paused during the pandemic, millions lost Medicaid coverage. In a survey of people who were dropped from the program, 3 in 4 worried about their physical health and 6 in 10 about their mental health, with many citing cost as the barrier to finding new coverage.


Losing coverage does not merely undo the benefits of having had it before. The disruption can interrupt care and leave people saddled with medical bills they cannot afford. Much of the harm comes from a concept that health economists like me call churn – the cycling in and out of insurance that many lower-income Americans experience. 


Even brief gaps can do lasting damage. Among adults enrolled in the Medicaid program, emergency department visits and hospitalizations for conditions that can often be managed with regular care, such as diabetes complications, heart failure and asthma, more than doubled in the first month after a coverage gap. That finding matters because many people who lose coverage do eventually regain it. But even a short gap can mean skipped medications, delayed appointments or untreated symptoms that become urgent and potentially more serious than they would otherwise have been.


The data released in June only tracks enrollment through February 2026, so it leaves some unanswered questions, such as how many people found other coverage and how many are uninsured.


For now, the numbers show a sharp reversal in marketplace coverage. The health effects will take longer to measure, but past research offers a clear warning: When coverage disappears, the consequences often appear later in doctors’ offices, emergency rooms and family budgets.

Aparna Soni receives funding from the American Lung Association, the Centers for Disease Control & Prevention, the National Institutes of Health, the Indiana Department of Health, Eli Lilly & Corporation, the Indiana Business Health Collaborative, and the Upjohn Institute.


Original: https://theconversation.com/2-6-million-americans-lost-health-insurance-in-2025-after-aca-subsidies-expired-leading-to-real-health-consequences-284644
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When disaster recovery becomes a way of life: Community disaster fatigue is on the rise with more frequent floods

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

Fast-moving floodwater from a storm damaged bridges and homes and broke apart Million Bible Church in Richmond, Ky., in late June 2026. Jon Cherry/Getty ImagesFlash flooding has been tearing up communities across the U.S., with heavy downpours sending creeks and rivers rushing over their banks from Texas to Kentucky, across the Midwest and into the Mid-Atlantic states and the Northeast. In Missouri, floodwater swept away a home, and National Guard helicopters had to rescue and evacuate dozens of people from a summer camp. 


If this feels like déjà vu after two summers of flash flooding across America, imagine being a community that has had to live through flooding like this again and again.


Residents in Cocke County, Tennessee, were still recovering from the effects of Hurricane Helene’s deadly 2024 rush of mountain floodwater when a new storm turned creeks into raging rivers in June 2026. Officials in Tioga County, Pennsylvania, had been lobbying the state to dredge flood-prone streams when flash flooding in early July 2026 hit the same communities flooded by Hurricane Debby’s remnants two years earlier.


As storms intensify in our warming world, recovery no longer feels permanent in places at risk of disasters. Instead, it’s too often a temporary reprieve before the next disaster hits. Communities are also spending down their savings to rebuild, and they’re finding bank accounts thin when disaster strikes again.



            [image: A man moves furniture in a home with mud covering the floor and parts of the walls.]
            
              People help clear damaged furniture and clean a home hit by muddy floodwater in Richmond, Ky., in late June 2026. Several hours of heavy rainfall caused flash flooding along Tates Creek in Madison County.
              Jon Cherry/Getty Images
            
          

This state of repeated disasters is known as disaster fatigue. As a researcher who works on disaster planning and recovery, I’ve seen how this problem has grown for residents and communities at risk of fires, floods, hurricanes or other natural disasters.


When recovery never really ends


The traditional disaster response model assumes a sequence of preparedness, response, recovery and, eventually, a return to stability.


However, a full recovery from major flooding or a hurricane takes years. Increasingly, communities might not have completed repairs before another damaging storm arrives. At the same time, families rebuilding after a hurricane may confront a housing shortage. Insurance and reconstruction costs rise. Businesses and their workers face economic uncertainty about how soon they can reopen. Farmers recovering from drought may face another season of extreme weather before their livelihoods are restored.


The same pattern can be seen beyond weather-related disasters. In Venezuela, powerful earthquakes in 2026, followed by aftershocks, occurred within a broader context of economic and humanitarian challenges, making recovery even more complex.


In many places, recovery is no longer a destination. It has become an ongoing and seemingly unending process.



            [image: A man walks through ankle-deep water along a street beside homes. Other homes in the background are built on stilts.]
            
              Gulf Coast communities like Galveston, Texas, are accustomed to destructive storms, and many homes are designed to manage the water, but recovery each time is still expensive and exhausting.
              Brandon Bell/Getty Images
            
          

Emergency management scholar Victoria Ingham and colleagues define community disaster fatigue as the deterioration of the community’s ability to function, its well-being and its capacity to recover when disasters repeatedly disrupt daily life and overwhelm the community’s resources. Research examining communities exposed to repeated disasters has found evidence of fraying social networks and growing strain on the government and community systems essential for recovery.


Related research on resilience fatigue among residents suggests that repeated exposure to hazards can produce physical and emotional exhaustion, anxiety about future disasters and frustration associated with the constant effort required to return to normal.


Compounding disasters


Part of the challenge is that disasters increasingly do not occur in isolation.


Researchers and emergency managers often talk about these risks as cascading and compounding disasters. A flood doesn’t just damage roads; it also disrupts healthcare access, interrupts supply chains and creates long-term economic hardship. At the same time, communities may be dealing with extreme heat and housing shortages.



            
            Flooding from Missouri to New Jersey in mid-July 2026. ABC News.
          

Climate change is contributing to many of these patterns. Heavy precipitation, extreme heat, drought and other weather-related hazards are occurring more frequently in many regions.


For communities already trying to manage a recovery, each new event adds another layer of disruption and costs.


Hidden costs of repeated recovery


One of the most important consequences of repeated disasters is the strain on social cohesion – the relationships and networks that help communities share information, coordinate resources and support one another during difficult times. Volunteers who repeatedly respond to emergencies may experience burnout. 


Research examining disaster fatigue among community leaders found that people reported feeling exhausted and overwhelmed by the many decisions, lack of resources and other challenges associated with managing repeated emergencies over time.





Residents, too, can become exhausted by repeated evacuations and rebuilding cycles. Research on mental health after disasters shows that prolonged recovery demands, housing instability and uncertainty about the future can contribute to anxiety, depression and trauma-related symptoms.


Disaster fatigue does not mean weakness or failure. Communities can retain their ability to bounce back while simultaneously experiencing exhaustion. In fact, some of the most resilient communities got that way because they have had to recover from damage repeatedly. 


Rethinking recovery


Repeated disasters expose weaknesses in the systems that provide aid and help with recovery, which will still be needed long after the headlines fade.


Communities often receive an immediate outpouring of support, but it can be disconnected from residents’ actual needs. Following major disasters, donations of clothing and toiletries may arrive in large quantities, yet critical needs such as housing assistance, debris removal and long-term recovery support such as childcare services or healthcare and social service support may go unmet.


Effective recovery depends not only on the generosity of the donations, but also on strategic approaches that can get the type of aid needed to the people who need it. Long-term recovery planning and coordinated recovery efforts – combining the strengths of government agencies, nonprofits, faith-based organizations and community groups – can help tap into the funding and types of assistance most needed and help communities quickly determine where the need will be greatest.  


Recognizing community disaster fatigue is an important step toward building recovery systems that are as enduring as the challenges communities increasingly face. 


These systems require sustained investments in people, institutions and communities. As disasters become more frequent and recovery efforts increasingly overlap with new floods, storms, heat waves, droughts and other disruptions, strengthening these systems will be crucial for successful, resilient recoveries.

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


Original: https://theconversation.com/when-disaster-recovery-becomes-a-way-of-life-community-disaster-fatigue-is-on-the-rise-with-more-frequent-floods-287147
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Can Ozempic prevent cancer? A doctor explains why the headlines are easy to misread

theconversation.com · Ziyad Al-Aly, Clinical Epidemiologist, Washington University in St. Louis

Initial concerns about the cancer risk of GLP-1 drugs have made an about-face. Roberto Pfeil/Picture Alliance via Getty ImagesIn the weeks around the 2026 annual meeting of the American Society of Clinical Oncology, my phone kept buzzing with alerts about GLP-1 drugs and cancer. The headlines were everywhere – from NPR and The Washington Post to Substack and heated exchanges on social media – all circling the same claim: Ozempic might lower the risk of cancer.


Behind those headlines is a real wave of studies, involving millions of patients. I’m a physician and clinical epidemiologist, and my team and I design and interpret these same kinds of studies that test what widely used drugs actually do. 


The excitement around the idea that GLP-1 drugs can prevent cancer is running well ahead of the evidence. Not wrong, necessarily. Just not yet earned.


Cancer is among the hardest things to study, because it is not one disease but more than a hundred. Breast cancer, lung cancer and blood cancers are not variations of the same disease; each has its own distinct biology and its own mix of genetic, environmental and behavioral risks.


A single drug never gets one verdict on how it affects cancer. It gets a hundred, raising the risk of some, lowering it for others and leaving most untouched.


The early cancer concerns


Before the current buzz that GLP-1 drugs could reduce cancer risk, the worry ran in the opposite direction: that they might raise cancer risk.


Researchers were originally concerned about thyroid cancer. Studies in rodents found that Ozempic caused thyroid C cell tumors, which is why U.S. regulators added a black box warning in June 2026 to the drug that advises against its use among those with a personal or family history of related conditions.


But rodents are not people. Human thyroid C cells are less sensitive to GLP-1 drugs compared to rodent C cells because they have far fewer GLP-1 receptors. Long-term studies in monkeys did not show the same abnormal thyroid cell growth seen in rodents. 


A 2025 analysis of data from 93 clinical trials found no clear link between taking certain GLP-1 drugs and thyroid cancer. European regulators reached the same conclusion in 2023 after reviewing available research on GLP-1s.


Pancreatic cancer was another concern. Here, too, researchers found no consistent increased risk from taking GLP-1 drugs in a 2025 analysis of data from 62 studies.


The reassurance is real but provisional. These drugs are young, and cancer can take decades to surface. 


The cancer story turns on its head


GLP-1 drugs, once scrutinized for possibly causing cancer, are now being discussed as drugs that might prevent or even treat cancer.


A 2024 study of more than 1.6 million people with Type 2 diabetes found lower rates of 10 out of 13 obesity-related cancers in people treated with a GLP-1 drug compared to insulin. 


A 2025 study of about 87,000 adults found that overall cancer rates among those who started a GLP-1 drug were roughly 17% lower, with the clearest reductions in endometrial and ovarian cancers as well as a type of brain cancer called meningioma. The risk of kidney cancer was 38% higher among patients taking GLP-1 drugs, though larger studies are needed to confirm its significance.



            
            Studies on the link between GLP-1 drugs and lowered cancer risk have raised much interest.
          

A 2026 study of more than 110,000 women undergoing breast imaging found a roughly 30% lower risk of breast cancer among those who use GLP-1 drugs compared to those who do not.


Researchers are also studying how GLP-1 drugs affect a patient’s chances of surviving cancer. Among more than 6,800 colon cancer patients in a 2024 study, around 16% of the 103 on a GLP-1 drug died within five years compared to 37% of those who were not taking one. A study presented at the 2026 American Society of Clinical Oncology reported a 34% lower risk of death across six cancer types for those taking GLP-1 drugs.


Why the evidence is so easy to misread


While these findings are exciting, studies on the effects of GLP-1 drugs on cancer risk have three features that make them especially easy to misread.


The first is healthy user bias. People who start a GLP-1 drug tend to be healthier and wealthier than those who do not. A person with obesity who has insurance, sees doctors regularly and can afford Ozempic is far more likely to start the drug than someone with the same height and weight who lacks those advantages. 


Healthy user bias is very difficult to scrub out of observational studies, which compare people as they are treated in real life rather than assigning the drug at random. The very advantages that made it possible to receive a GLP-1 prescription, not the drug itself, may be what lowered a patient’s cancer risk.


The second is the choice of the comparison drug. To understand the effect of a drug, it has to be measured against something else. What it’s measured against will shape the results of the study. The 2024 study reported that patients taking GLP-1 drugs saw large reductions in cancer risk compared to those taking insulin. But comparing patients on GLP-1 drugs with patients taking the diabetes drug metformin showed no clear reduction in cancer risk.


Insulin is reserved for patients with more advanced diabetes, a condition that is itself a risk factor for cancer. In these studies, patients on insulin start out with a higher risk of cancer. Measured against a group at higher risk of developing cancer, almost anything can look protective. The apparent benefit came from the comparison drug, not the GLP-1 drug.


The third is timing. It is not so much another source of bias as a clue that other biases may be at work. Cancer can take decades to develop, yet most GLP-1 studies follow people for only a handful of years. In some studies, the apparent cancer benefits of GLP-1 drugs show almost immediately. But prevention doesn’t work that quickly. A drug that truly lowered the risk of developing cancer would show its effect gradually as fewer tumors surface over time, not within the first few months of taking a drug. 


When cancer risk appears to drop almost as soon as a patient starts treatment, the speed is not a magical triumph of GLP-1 drugs. Rather, in my view, it is the tell: People who start these drugs were already at lower cancer risk, and the GLP-1 drugs are getting credit for that preexisting advantage.


Moreover, almost all of this research comes from a handful of high-income countries, even as uptake of these drugs is increasing globally and the burden of cancer has disproportionately grown in lower-income countries. The idea that GLP-1s may reduce cancer risk for much of the world is being inferred from data generated almost entirely in a few rich ones.


What do randomized trials show?


The cleanest way around these study biases is randomized trials, which by design make comparison groups alike from the start. 


Available clinical trials tell a quieter story than the headlines. Two 2025 meta-analyses, which pool data from multiple studies – one covering 50 trials and a second covering 48 – found little evidence that GLP-1 drugs either raise or lower cancer risk. 



            [image: Various types of GLP-1 drug syringes and bottles in a pile]
            
              GLP-1 drug brands abound.
              Michael Siluk/UCG/Universal Images Group via Getty Images
            
          

The findings of these meta-analyses are generally more reliable than those of observational studies because their total amount of data increases their statistical power. Despite their strengths, these analyses inherit the limitations of the trials they include. Most of the trials in these 2025 studies had a short follow-up of a year or two and recorded too few cancer cases to settle the question. 


Randomized clinical trials designed to answer the question of whether GLP-1 drugs affect cancer risk would need to enroll tens of thousands of people and follow them for many years. Short of that, the next best evidence will come from observational studies designed to emulate randomized trials.


Until then, the idea that GLP-1 drugs lower cancer risk is a hypothesis worth testing but not a conclusion to act on.


The bottom line


Based on the available evidence, the clearest conclusion is the reassuring one: GLP-1 drugs do not appear to raise overall cancer risk. However, more ambitious claims that GLP-1s actively prevent cancer or improve survival after diagnosis remain unproven.


Suppose GLP-1s do have an effect on cancer risk. Researchers still would not know where that effect comes from: weight loss itself, broader improvement in metabolic function, or a more direct effect on inflammation, the immune system or tumors. 


The surest thing I can say is also the least satisfying: It’s still too early. These drugs are far younger than the cancers they are being credited with preventing.

Ziyad Al-Aly 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/can-ozempic-prevent-cancer-a-doctor-explains-why-the-headlines-are-easy-to-misread-285206
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Despite the growth of some AI schools like Alpha, research doesn’t show that AI tutors are better than human teachers

theconversation.com · Gerald K. LeTendre, Professor of Educational Administration, Penn State

While there are benefits to personalized tutoring, the evidence isn't clear that having AI tutors helps students learn better or faster.  CreativaImages/iStock/Getty Images Plus Over the past decade, the AI-focused, for-profit Alpha School has grown from one campus in Austin, Texas, to a growing list of more than 15 schools across the country, including in major cities like New York and San Francisco. 


Alpha School joins other AI-centric K-12 private schools, like Unbound Academy and the Khan Lab School, that parents can now choose for their children, paying anywhere from US$40,000 to $75,000 in some cases each year. 


Some advocates of AI-driven education use slogans like “School is broken, and we’re here to fix it.” 


MacKenzie Price, one of Alpha School’s co-founders, has described her frustration with the “one-size-fits-all” model of schooling, in which all students study the same material, but often learn at different speeds. 


Sal Khan, the founder of the online educational platform Khan Academy, has also argued that artificial intelligence could give every student an individual tutor that is responsive to their specific needs. 


And Bill Gates is among the tech thought leaders who have speculated that AI will replace many teachers within the next decade. 


The argument for more personalized education may be a good one in some cases. But it also risks creating a false dichotomy where all AI programs are seen as responsive and motivating, and all classroom teaching is rote lecturing.  


As a scholar of education policy who does research on AI and teachers, I recognize that reality is far more complicated. 


The promise of AI tutoring


Alpha School replaces traditional, in-person instruction for K-12 students with personalized AI tutoring that condenses reading, math and other subjects into a two-hour study period. 


The two-hour AI tutoring block is supplemented with in-person workshops and what the school calls “coaches” or “guides,” who are not necessarily licensed teachers. These sessions can focus on nonacademic life skills, like public speaking and entrepreneurship, as well as art and physical education. 


When it comes to the AI portion of this education, it is clear that there are benefits to personalized tutoring. A major review published by the National Bureau of Economic Research in 2020, for example, showed that many different kinds of tutoring provided by humans produced consistent learning gains across subjects and age ranges.


A 2026 study by the Brookings Institution showed that AI improves computer-assisted tutoring by allowing students to interact in everyday language with the program. Generative AI can also modify the tutoring session, based on a student’s progress and challenges with the material.


So far, though, there is no clear evidence that AI or other kinds of computer-based tutors are superior to human tutors, though in many cases they might be cheaper. 


Instead of trying to replace teachers with AI, I think that a more promising strategy is to support teachers in using AI to become better educators. 


Good tutoring supports classroom learning


One-to-one tutoring with a human teacher, parent or paraprofessional has been shown to be very effective in raising student test scores and to overall improve student learning.  


“High-impact” tutoring that involves regular, long-term sessions in small groups held within schools has been shown to be particularly effective. 


As Isabelle Hau, the executive director of the Stanford Accelerator for Learning, writes, young students need to develop strong social skills, what she calls “relational intelligence” to flourish in social settings.  


To be effective, human tutoring needs to meet certain criteria. For example, tutors and their students should meet consistently, the tutors should be skilled and make sure that what they are teaching is fully integrated with the student’s curriculum.


Relationship-building between tutors and students is also critical for getting students to stay more motivated and focused on their work at hand.  


Can AI tutors replace human ones?


Computer-assisted instruction and intelligent tutoring systems have been around since the 1970s. 


These systems are designed to provide instruction that adapts to learners as they progress through a series of exercises, problems or questions. They have been shown to increase student achievement when used as a supplement to classroom learning.


However, extensive analysis of different studies found that while these systems increased student achievement, when compared with classroom instruction or students who rely on textbooks or workbooks to study, there was no significant difference in learning between computer tutors and human tutors. 


More recently, a 2025 study found significant positive effects of AI tutoring on student achievement, across subjects and different grade levels. 


In another widely cited study on AI tutors, researchers in 2025 compared the effect of active learning in class with a specially designed AI tutor they had built for an introductory class in physics at Harvard. 


Students who used the AI tutor said they learned the material faster and felt more motivated to learn, compared with students who received specialized in-class instruction. 


In this study, not only were the students already highly motivated and had good study skills, but the AI tutor was built by the same professors who taught the course. 


AI-supported instruction


Claims that AI tutoring is superior to classroom instruction are only looking at part of the evidence. 


But AI tutors could indeed be useful in some cases, if they are used to support human teachers in their work. One 2024 study showed student improvement in middle schools in low-income areas when human tutors had access to AI tutoring support. 


And a 2026 study showed that when teachers use AI for lesson plans, experienced teachers tend to critically revise content to better link it to the overall curriculum. 


Instead of considering a future where AI tutors replace human teachers, I believe that we need to think about what kind of support and professional development can help teachers make the most of these new and complicated tools.

Gerald K. LeTendre does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.
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Texas approves mandatory Bible readings in public schools, reigniting a century-long debate

theconversation.com · Charles J. Russo, Joseph Panzer Chair in Education and Research Professor of Law, University of Dayton

Texas' new list of required readings for public schools, which includes biblical stories and excerpts, will begin to take effect in 2030. AP Photo/David GoldmanOn June 26, 2026, the Texas State Board of Education approved a required reading list for public schools, including selections from the Bible. The 9-5-1 vote, mostly split along Republican and Democrat party lines, stems from a 2023 state law that required Texas to create a list with at least one mandatory reading per grade level. 


Ultimately, the board produced a list of more than 200 readings, which include about a dozen biblical texts. It also requires material from literary and public figures such as Charles Dickens, William Shakespeare, Martin Luther King Jr. and Margaret Thatcher.


Critics argue that mandatory Bible readings in public schools violate the First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution, which bars the government from “an establishment of religion.” These opponents maintain that the readings impermissibly promote religion, particularly Christianity, while violating the free exercise rights of students who belong to other religions, or none. 


Litigation over the use of the Bible in American public schools began over 150 years ago – with the outcome often depending on a lesson’s purpose.


Courts, Bible and public schools


The first reported case on the Bible in U.S. public schools was in 1872, when the Supreme Court of Ohio affirmed a ban against religious instruction in public classrooms. Conversely, 50 years later, the Supreme Court of Georgia upheld an ordinance to start school days with readings from the King James Version of the Bible. 



            [image: A black and white photograph, taken from the back of a classroom, shows a few rows of students standing with their heads bowed.]
            
              Students in San Antonio, Texas, pray in 1962.
              Bettmann via Getty Images
            
          

Bible reading first reached the U.S. Supreme Court in 1963, in School District of Abington Township v. Schempp. This case, from Pennsylvania, was consolidated with a similar dispute from Maryland, Murray v. Curlett.


Opponents in both cases challenged mandatory Bible readings and prayer at the start of school days. The plaintiffs argued that these activities violated the establishment clause of the First Amendment: that “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion.” 


The justices struck down both practices, finding that they did not have a secular purpose and that their main effect was to advance religion. 


Attempting to allay concerns they were anti-religious, the justices declared, “It certainly may be said that the Bible is worthy of study for its literary and historic qualities. Nothing we have said here indicates that such study of the Bible or of religion, when presented objectively as part of a secular program of education, may not be effected consistently with the First Amendment.” 


Justice William Brennan’s concurrence added, “The holding of the Court today plainly does not foreclose teaching about the Holy Scriptures or about the differences between religious sects in classes in literature or history.”


In the following decades, lower courts invalidated classes as violating the establishment clause if the subject matter promoted Christianity – teaching it as religious truth rather than discussing the Bible’s literary and historical qualities. In 1981, for instance, the 5th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals banned an elective Bible course in Alabama.


Two years later, the 8th Circuit summarily affirmed an order invalidating a program in Arkansas that allowed students to take voluntary Bible classes during school hours.


In 1996, a federal trial court in Mississippi invalidated Bible study classes taught in a rotation with music, physical education and library courses, plus another called A Biblical History of the Middle East. 


In these three cases, the courts agreed that the classes were unacceptable because they advanced Christianity.


Lone Star State


Returning to Texas, the board’s new reading list is far from inclusive. Proposed passages mostly come from translations of the Bible that Protestant Christians use, as well as one from a Jewish publisher. The list does not include translations used by Catholics or sacred texts from non-Jewish and non-Christian faiths. 



            [image: Two students, facing away from the camera, read text on computers positioned up against a white wall.]
            
              Students work under Ten Commandments and Bill of Rights posters in a classroom at Lehman High School in Kyle, Texas, on Oct. 16, 2025.
              AP Photo/Eric Gay
            
          

Biblical texts on the list include a picture-book adaptation of the David and Goliath story for elementary students and passages about Adam and Eve for older students. The required readings also include excerpts from multiple  books of the Bible – Jonah, Psalms, Lamentations and Genesis – for students in middle and high school.


As of now, parents who object to their kids reading these texts may opt their children out of specific readings if they conflict with their religious or moral beliefs. 


2 types of teaching


As Brennan noted in Abington, the Supreme Court “plainly does not foreclose teaching about the Holy Scriptures or about the differences between religious sects in classes in literature or history.” Still, there is a significant difference between objectively teaching about religion and teaching of religion from a faith perspective.


This difference has been important throughout my own career. For 36 years, I have taught education law with a special interest in the relationships between religion, law and education. But in addition to my education and law degrees, I earned a master’s of divinity degree. I previously taught religion, social studies and law to high school students, while teaching college theology part time.


Teaching religion at two Catholic high schools before and after law school, my job was to inculcate Roman Catholic values in my students. Conversely, teaching theology to adult students, I emphasized 11th-century theologian Anselm of Canterbury’s dictum that theology represents “faith seeking understanding.” In other words, my goal was to enable them to make their own judgments about whether to follow religious teachings. 


Many times, I have reasoned that increasing religious practices in public life is constitutional. My concern about Texas, though, is that the readings fail to distinguish between teaching about and of religion in public schools by failing to discuss matters of faith objectively. 


Expanding students’ horizons and advancing tolerance by exposing them to religious perspectives is a good intention. Yet the breadth of selections is hardly inclusive, given its focus primarily on Christianity, to the exclusion of other faiths. With 67% of adults in Texas identifying as Christians, 26% as unaffiliated and 6% belonging to other faiths, I believe the board could have developed a list that represents the state’s religious variety.


Implementation of the program will be staggered, starting in elementary schools in 2030, for Texas’ more than 5 million students – about 10% of the national total. I expect the Bible readings will face legal challenges, likely sooner rather than later. 


This is an updated version of an article originally published on April 27, 2026.


This article has been updated to clarify that the Board of Education vote was largely along party lines.

Charles J. Russo 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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Many students listen to music to focus and stay motivated while they study – but it doesn’t always help

theconversation.com · Bridget K. Daleiden, Ph.D., Instructor in educational psychology, University of Nevada, Las Vegas

The relationship between listening to music and studying is complex, depending on factors like what kind of music a person is listening to.  Steven Errico/Stock Photos/Getty Images Walk into any college library and you will likely see students wearing headphones and listening to music. 


The idea that music can improve learning has been around for decades. The “Mozart Effect,” is the pop psychology myth, first hypothesized in a 1993 paper, that listening to classical music can help people retain and process new information.


As an educational psychologist who studies cognition and motivation, my research explores how students regulate their learning and attention amid digital distractions. 


Listening to music is a common strategy students use to try to stay focused. 


However, there is no single answer to whether music helps learners study or not. 


How music can help or interfere with studying


Researchers generally agree that the relationship between music and learning is complex. The effects of music on studying and other cognitively demanding tasks appear to depend on the type of task performed, the kind of music and the students themselves. 


Some researchers argue that music helps students focus, improve their mood and generally learn. Others have found that listening to music interferes with thinking, especially when the music is fast and loud, or when it has lyrics. 


I wanted to better understand what lies behind conflicting research on why students listen to music and whether it makes it easier or harder for them to focus. In a study conducted over the past two years, I asked 163 college students about their music listening habits while reading textbooks, writing papers, solving math problems and studying for exams – and when they hit the pause button. 



            [image: A person's hands are seen holding an open blank book that has music notes coming out of it.]
            
              Using music as a reward at the end of a studying session is likely more effective than using it automatically when students sit down to focus.
              pchyburrs/Stock Photos/Getty Images
            
          

Not a one-kind-fits-all approach


One of my most important findings is that music helps students feel more engaged, motivated or comfortable when studying. But this response varies, depending on the music they choose, the type of task they are working on and confidence in their own attention spans.


Approximately 67% of the students I interviewed said they used music to improve their focus, while 75% said they used music to support their motivation.


“I use music as one of the biggest motivations to study, especially when it’s something I’m not interested in. I am good at recognizing that and using that to my advantage,” explained one 21-year-old student in her senior year studying psychology. 


All the students I spoke with agreed that the kinds of tasks they were doing – and how difficult the project at hand was – influenced whether they decided to listen to music and the kind of music they picked. 


Students also reported various reasons for avoiding music, including distracting lyrics. 


“I found that if I listen to anything that I can sing to, I have a much harder time studying,” explained a 22-year-old female student majoring in music education. 


In some cases, students said that even instrumental music didn’t help them focus better. 


“Even if it’s instrumental, I feel the need to focus on the music rather than what I’m reading,” shared a 19-year-old male student majoring in secondary education. 


Many said they listened to music to avoid boredom, improve their mood and generally make studying more enjoyable. 


Music “helps me feel like I can just keep going and writing and writing,” said a 20-year-old female student majoring in psychology. 


More confident students might listen to music


To find out how music listening influences students’ learning, I then surveyed 103 undergraduate students. 


Around half of them reported listening to music while reading, and 68% said they listened to music while writing. Approximately 70% said they listened to music when solving math problems, and about 30% said they would always listen to music, regardless of the task.


Students also differed in their confidence in their ability to stay focused. Those beliefs influenced when they chose to use music and when they preferred to work in silence.


One 26-year-old male student, who was majoring in secondary education and geology, said he would study with music “if it was a subject that I felt more comfortable with or more familiar with. But something that is very challenging to me, I think I would omit music.”


I also found that students who were statistically more motivated and confident were likely to listen to music when studying for exams and to focus on reading. 



            [image: A man wears headphones and sits looking down in a room that has the words 'Silent study,' and the number 2 on the wall.]
            
              Approximately 52% of students reported listening to music while reading, and 68% said they listened to music while writing.
              Eric Lalmand/Belga Mag/AFP via Getty Images
            
          

To listen or not to listen?


Music is neither a guaranteed distraction nor a guaranteed study aid. Instead, learners can benefit from using it strategically, adjusting it based on the task and their own needs.


In the end, delaying gratification by using music as a reward is likely more effective than using it automatically. Rather than assuming music improves focus, students should think about when it helps them stay motivated and when it becomes another distraction competing for their attention.


If you’re going to listen to music while studying, consider choosing something less distracting for challenging tasks. The playlist that fires you up for routine tasks is likely to interfere with more demanding work.


For students struggling to start an assignment or stay engaged during a long study session, music may help make the work feel more manageable. However, once it starts to interfere with concentration, it may be time to switch to white noise, especially when studying in a distracting environment, like a busy library or a loud coffee shop.


Reading and writing both rely heavily on language processing. Songs with prominent lyrics may make it harder to focus on reading and writing. In my study, the students who were the best at setting up their study space chose instrumental music over lyrical music, often to drown out distracting background noise and improve their focus.


As one 20-year-old female student majoring in secondary education explained, “I would probably start without it, and then if I notice myself really struggling, put it on and see if it helps.”

Bridget K. Daleiden, Ph.D. 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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Why Gen Z is falling in love with film photography

theconversation.com · Rotem Rozental, Lecturer in Critical Studies, Roski School of Art and Design, University of Southern California

Children look at developed film in a darkroom during an analog photography workshop held in southeastern Turkey on June 14, 2026. Yasin Akgul/AFP via Getty ImagesFilm photography is experiencing a resurrection, summoned by unlikely conjurers: Gen Z. 


It wasn’t too long ago that analog photography – which uses photographic film and chemical processing – was declared all but dead, relegated to the province of niche hobbyists and professional artists. 


Digital cameras had taken over nearly all areas of photographic production. Film industry titans like Polaroid and Kodak had shrunk dramatically from their heyday, becoming shells of their former selves. Darkrooms, where students learned how to manually develop and print film, shuttered at high schools and college campuses across the country, replaced by digital labs. For most people, the spirit of analog photography was mainly channeled through Instagram filters. 


But within the past five years, younger people have been increasingly drawn to the old way of doing photography. 


In 2025, 35% of the 42 million active film camera users worldwide were reported to be between the ages of 18 and 30. The year prior, online searches for analog photography saw a 41% rise.


Disposable camera sales have been steadily increasing since 2023. The photography journal PetaPixel went a step further and announced 2024 as “film’s best year in decades,” as major brands have introduced new cameras in response to renewed demand and revived classic models. More than 30% of respondents to a 2024 Ilford Photo survey on film photography were in the 25-34 age group.


As I’ve witnessed more and more of my undergraduate art and design students embrace analog photography, I’m not seeing this as a trend rooted in a nostalgic yearning for the past. Instead, I’m seeing it as young people rejecting algorithms, breaking free from the alienation of social media and reacting to childhoods spent on Zoom and TikTok – a deliberate move to redefine the future of art, social connection and engagement with the world.


Pining for a ‘third place’


In my work as a historian of photography and lecturer at the University of Southern California, I’ll often ask my students about how they take photos – whether they’re using digital cameras their smartphones or analog devices. 


This year, for the first time, some of my students discussed images they’d printed and the physical photography albums they’d put together of their friends and family. They talked about how they’d also been sending postcards, writing letters and tacking photographs to their bedroom walls. 



            [image: Young Black man wearing a black hat and black sweatshirt holds a small camera up to his eyes to snap a photograph.]
            
              New York Knicks forward OG Anunoby snaps a photo with a disposable film camera during the team’s victory rally on June 18, 2026, after winning the NBA Finals.
              Craig T. Fruchtman/Getty Images
            
          

I couldn’t help but think about how so much of the language tied to early social media seemed to refashion physical gestures for a virtual world – “posting” on a “wall,” “poking,” “tagging” and “bookmarking,” not to mention “friending.” 


This was a rhetorical move by social media companies, likely designed to help people feel as though they were in a familiar terrain of social connection. Yet the underlying business model of these platforms depended more on maximizing engagement and advertising revenue than on nurturing authentic relationships.


Everyone knows what happened next: The more connected young people became online, the more isolated and detached they started to feel. The COVID-19 lockdown pushed social life online even further, and researchers are only now starting to see how the combination of increased screen time and isolation negatively affected adolescents’ mental health. By 2023, 51% of American teenagers reported they spend at least four hours a day on social media.


I see the attraction of analog photography as a response to life lived through screens, a pathway toward community engagement and the desire for what sociologists call “a third place.”


Coined by sociologist Ray Oldenburg in his 1989 book “The Great Good Place,” third places are meant as a space separate from home and work. They offer a reprieve for the in-between, generating the conditions needed for creative cross-pollination. They might include a local cafe, a neighborhood writing group, a weekly Magic: The Gathering game or a college fraternity – any space that allows for social interaction and personal growth.


These spaces also combat loneliness. They get people out of their heads and into a community. Oldenburg also referred to them as “havens of sociability,” places or gatherings where people can arrive alone to join others, and the atmosphere is “democratic and festive.”


Analog communities IRL


In April 2026, the inaugural AnalogCon took place in Los Angeles. Organized by the Los Angeles Center of Photography, where I serve as executive director and chief curator, it was a festival for all things analog photography. It didn’t just serve as a third place for photography enthusiasts; it also showed how analog photography – as a practice, ritual and community – is flourishing.


Vendors, industry leaders, artists and teachers participated in the two-day event, which included exhibitions, panels, demonstrations and guided photography tours around Little Tokyo. The excitement and thirst for similar events was palpable. 


Photography now joins a broader trend of a generational preoccupation with physical cultural objects and media. Although music streaming represents 82% of revenues generated in the music industry, vinyl records sales have been rising for over a decade, crossing the US$1 billion threshold in the U.S. in 2025. 



            [image: A table featuring an array of camera equipment spanning different eras, with hands holding some of the objects.]
            
              Customers peruse vintage film cameras at a stall on Brick Lane in London’s East End on June 14, 2026.
              Richard Baker/In Pictures via Getty Images
            
          

Nearly 60% of Gen Z are now purchasing records. VHS tapes and VCR players are also making a strange comeback, with stores like Be Kind Video and Videotheque in California offering VHS, DVDs and Blu-ray rentals. 


But beyond that, record stores and video rental shops have become third places in their own right. There’s a big difference between selecting a film to stream from your bed and getting out of the house, going to a store and talking about movies with a clerk and fellow film enthusiasts.


Think about the sound a tape cassette makes when you open and close it, or the vibrant graphics on the covers of DVDs or VHS tapes. Think about rewinding or making a mixtape for your recent crush. These are objects of belonging that signal specific cultural moments, rituals and aesthetics, and many young people today are starting to experience them for the first time. 


Now, think about gently inserting a roll of film into a camera. Think about choosing an angle carefully when snapping a photo, because the number of frames is limited and you want to make them count. Think about the thrill of discovery when the pictures finally emerge as objects on paper.


To me, these are more than fleeting trends. They signal a push against a digital culture that is designed to cultivate envy and reward outrage, insults and humiliation.  


Instead, armed with rolls of film, more and more Gen Zers appear to be opting out of their algorithmic feeds in favor of experiencing life in ways that feel more deliberate, personal and tangible.

Rotem Rozental 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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As Route 66 turns 100, what is it that we’re actually celebrating?

theconversation.com · Daniel Milowski, Adjunct Professor of History, Arizona State University

A stretch of Route 66 in Albuquerque, N.M., pictured on June 7, 2026. Towns and cities located along the highway are gearing up to celebrate the iconic road's centennial. Heather Diehl/Getty ImagesWorking in concert, the American Association of State Highway Officials and the Bureau of Public Roads adopted a uniform highway numbering system and corresponding map on November 11, 1926. The numbering system and map replaced the confusing patchwork of highways and trails, like the Lincoln Highway or the Old Trails Road, with an official network of numbered highways sanctioned by federal and state highway authorities. 


Since then, a small group of these highways have attained the status of cultural icon. There’s Route 1, which snakes all the way from Maine to Florida. Route 101 is celebrated for its majestic views of the Pacific Ocean, while Route 6 was immortalized in “On the Road,” Jack Kerouac’s classic novel.


The most famous, though, is arguably Route 66, nicknamed the “Main Street of America” and the “Mother Road.”


Yet as the towns that dot the highway prepare to celebrate its centennial, I’ve found myself wondering what it is, exactly, that’s being celebrated. 


As a historian of Route 66, I’ve written about how there are really two versions of this 2,448-mile (3,940-kilometer) stretch of pavement. 


There’s the actual highway, which reflected the 20th-century expansion of the nation’s infrastructure. Then there’s the mythic highway – a cultural icon imbued with nostalgia for a specific, 20th-century idea of romance, adventure, freedom and the American West.


There was almost no 66


As state highway commissioners in the 1920s wrangled over the specifics of the nation’s new highway system, they prized highway numbers that ended in zero, since they indicated a cross-country route. The thinking went that these routes would get the most traffic and, with it, the most business.


Oklahoma State Highway Commissioner Cyrus Avery had been a big booster for a Chicago-to-Los Angeles road in order to juice highway traffic through the Midwest. He suggested calling it Route 60, claiming a coveted cross-country number. 


But commissioners from Kentucky and Virginia objected, noting that Avery’s proposed road didn’t go from coast to coast. As an alternative, they suggested 62. Avery countered with a number that he thought had a better ring to it: 66. 


With the numbering controversy settled, the map of America’s first highway system was approved. But another 12 years would pass before Route 66 was fully built out, making it the first U.S. highway to be paved end to end.




Adventure, redemption and reinvention


While it took over a decade for the full, physical stretch of road to be completed, the making of the Route 66 myth began almost immediately. 


Construction of the road had barely begun when Avery, John T. Woodruff and other prominent civic leaders along the highway’s path convened in January 1927 to form the U.S. Highway 66 Association to promote travel along the route. 


The association began advertising Route 66 as the best West Coast travel route and even trademarked a slogan for the road, “The Main Street of America.” The association also sponsored spectacles like the Trans-American Footrace to help publicize Route 66. 


The race, which started on March 4, 1928, in Los Angeles, received widespread media coverage. Reporters breathtakingly described the epic struggles of the racers, coupled with vivid descriptions of the Southwest landscape. The effect was a marriage of Route 66 to ideas of adventure and romance in America’s collective subconscious.


During the Great Depression and Dust Bowl years, thousands of migrants from the Great Plains and Midwest traveled west along Route 66, hoping to rebuild their lives in California.


Author John Steinbeck dubbed Route 66 the “Mother Road” in “The Grapes of Wrath,” likening it to an umbilical cord that delivered Oakie refugees fleeing the Dust Bowl in the Oklahoma Panhandle to a new life in California. Working for the New Deal-era Farm Security Administration, photographer Dorothea Lange documented the same Oakies fictionalized by Steinbeck. Her 1938 photograph “Family on the Road” captured a husband, wife and their two young children hitchhiking on Route 66 near Weatherford, Oklahoma, after losing their farm. 



            [image: Black-and-white photo of an old car hauling a trailer of belongings along a dusty stretch of highway.]
            
              For families devastated by the Great Depression and the Dust Bowl, Route 66 served as a conduit for redemption and reinvention, inspiring author John Steinbeck to call it ‘The Mother Road.’
              Bettmann/Getty Images
            
          

Together, Steinbeck and Lange helped imbue Route 66 with new layers of meaning tied to loss and redemption. Then, after World War II, Route 66 came to mythologize the postwar boom. 


Bobby Troup’s 1946 song “(Get Your Kicks) on Route 66,” first recorded by the Nat King Cole Trio, cast the road as a postwar rite of passage. Millions of Americans went on to take family vacations to the American Southwest via Route 66, staying at roadside mom-and-pop motels, grabbing burgers at neon-lit diners and posing beside oversized roadside landmarks.


Myth versus reality


But the iconic imagery and myths of Route 66 are often at odds with the reality of the road. 


I’ve come to see Troup’s song as encapsulating the tension between these two versions of Route 66. 


In 1946, when Nat King Cole recorded “(Get Your Kicks on) Route 66,” Cole and his band were unable to get their own “kicks” on Route 66. That’s because few businesses located along Route 66 were willing to serve them. Jim Crow-era copies of the Green Book – a directory of businesses that would accommodate Black road trippers – show just how few options there were.



            [image: Faded sign featuring a Route 66 highway logo and the text 'Get Your Kicks.']
            
              ‘(Get Your Kicks on)’ Route 66’ helped immortalize the highway in American culture.
              Al Drago/Getty Images
            
          

It would take passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 – and subsequent enforcement efforts by the Justice Department – for the travel amenities and services along Route 66 to be equally available to all Americans, regardless of their race.


Yet by the time the highway’s motels, diners, auto repair shops and gas stations were open to all travelers, Route 66’s downturn had already begun. 


The 1956 Federal Aid Highway Act turbocharged the construction of new, limited-access interstate highways. These new postwar highways prioritized fast travel between major cities and their suburbs, where Americans were flocking to in large numbers. 


Fast travel, however, came at the expense of small towns bypassed by the new highways, depriving many Route 66 businesses of the customers they needed to survive.


In contrast to older mom-and-pop businesses, national corporate chain motels, restaurants and gas stations dominated the new interstate highway exits. Rather than risk exposing themselves to Justice Department Civil Rights scrutiny, they made it known that they welcomed all travelers, further enticing drivers away from older establishments.


Now, as Route 66 turns 100, there’s a gap between how the road is remembered by some and how it functioned for most. Free and easy travel on the road and “getting your kicks” were limited to white Americans. Much of Route 66’s iconography emerged from early highway association marketing efforts aimed at white Americans. Few African American or Latino travelers likely feel the same nostalgia.


Today, a lot of Route 66 nostalgia has a “back to the 1950s” vibe that celebrates pre-Civil Rights America as a purer, simpler, more authentic era. This faux-authentic America better reflects the place some Americans today wish they could live in – a less complicated, less diverse land of adventure, romance and opportunity, rather than the nuanced, complicated America they actually inhabit today.



            [image: A roadside motel at dusk with a vintage car parked in the lot and a large blue and pink neon sign reading 'Blue Swallow Motel.']
            
              Oversized neon signs, like at this Route 66 motel, enticed weary drivers to stop and stay, but these establishments were not available to all travelers.
              Al Drago/Getty Images
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8 principles from human ecology can help AI work for human well-being

theconversation.com · Dipesh Navsaria, Professor of Pediatrics and Human Development & Family Studies, University of Wisconsin-Madison · Lori DiPrete Brown, Distinguished Teaching Faculty of Civil Society & Community Studies, Director of Global Health and Human Ecology, University of Wisconsin-Madison · Soyeon Shim, Dean of the School of Human Ecology, Professor of Consumer Science, University of Wisconsin-Madison

AI is a factor in human well-being, whether harmful or helpful. EvgeniyShkolenko via Getty ImagesArtificial intelligence is reshaping relationships by providing conversation and companionship, and reshaping how people work. For children, it is making toys interactive and data-driven, and it is mechanizing and perhaps dehumanizing healthcare. The speed and magnitude of these transformations is breathtaking.


Effective leadership of the development, deployment and monitoring of AI requires addressing risks to people and the environment. It also calls for ensuring equity – fair access to AI’s benefits and fair mitigation of potential harm. Pope Leo XIV set this tone in his recent encyclical, Magnifica Humanitas, about the human promises and perils of AI.


We are scholars and leaders in human ecology – the interdisciplinary study of relationships among people, families, communities, society and the natural and built environment. We ask a central question: How can AI be truly human-centered, so that communities – and all forms of life – can thrive?


We think the key is having all stakeholders – families, educators, engineers, designers, policymakers and citizens – involved in designing, coding, testing and monitoring AI. Innovation can come from not just programmers but also ethicists, policymakers and AI users. It can also come from experts who study implications for human behaviors and systems, with inclusion of historically marginalized people’s perspective, ideas and talents. Co-creation also makes it easy to “crash-test” innovations for harm before wide product release and for a balance between productivity and safety.


Pharmaceutical development offers one lesson. The development of lifesaving medications can be thwarted by too much caution in not tolerating some potential side effects. But lack of guardrails can result in drugs that have deadly side effects or simply don’t work. In many industrialized nations, evidence-based regulation has led to a balance between making drugs available and keeping people safe. 


Although AI is not currently meaningfully regulated, similar kinds of guidelines could optimize benefits and prevent harm.


Principles for humanistic AI


Practical ethics and policy guidance are key to ensuring that the coming AI world is safe, equitable and environmentally responsible. Human ecological principles suggest that the best way to proceed is to analyze every AI proposal, product or service in terms of whether it supports human well-being and the global ecosystem. That includes supporting connectedness among individuals, in households, workplaces, communities and society.



            
            Concepts like the triple bottom line for businesses can help broaden perspectives on developing and using AI.
          

To those ends, we offer eight principles as the beginning of a conversation among all people who may be involved in AI’s development and use.



	Begin any consideration of AI development or application with a human ecology frame, by asking, “How can humans use AI to promote thriving for all?” This perspective is broader than the primarily technological question of “What can AI do?”


	Consider ethical frameworks and guardrails to prevent and mitigate harm. If governments, universities and the private and nonprofit sectors include accountability in the design, planning and implementation of AI, then people are more likely to adopt the new technology than to mistrust it. Furthermore, if people consider the impacts on relationships among humans, institutions and the Earth, then the public can properly weigh the benefits against the downsides. An important way of preventing harm is by crash-testing best ideas about AI applications and openly imagining the worst things that can happen.


	Study where AI use may be appropriate and not. If AI co-creators consider scientific evidence about human development, from fetus to elderhood, and recognize the inherently different needs at different phases of life, then AI stands a better chance of strengthening, not substituting for, human care.


	Developers can pursue AI designs that respect and support the social habitats that sustain human thriving. For example, recognizing that a well-designed AI model can briefly engage a young child while a parent may be preparing dinner is far more realistic, and in our view appropriate, than claims of AI replacing interaction with human caregivers. Well-crafted AI wouldn’t supplant the caregiver-child connection but would help preserve the health of relationships, reduce strain on parents and allow for better connection.


	Educators can develop strategies at all levels, from K-12 through college, in which teachers and students use AI to help accomplish learning objectives and develop mentoring and nurturing relationships. Ecosystems for learning thrive on relationships among teachers, peers and families – not algorithms. These relationships foster critical thinking, perspective, creativity and problem solving. One way to improve human well-being is to avoid the harms of digital dependence, including physical inactivity and social isolation.


	Rather than hew to the well-known mantra of “move fast and break things,” AI developers can implemented innovations at a pace and scale that respect the risks of moving too quickly. Chaos is more likely with sudden disruptions to social equillibrium.


	Policymakers and planners can foster a civic AI culture that serves the common good. Equity is a critical measure of healthy social systems and so, we believe, should be a primary goal of AI development. One way to accomplish that is developing, deploying and monitoring AI in accordance with concepts such as the triple bottom line, which recognize not only profit but people and the planet.


	Policymakers can also develop metrics to assess the impact AI has on many aspects of human and environmental well-being. Every digital action has an ecological shadow. An accurate accounting of AI’s costs and benefits can help establish just and sustainable deployment.





Guiding AI development


Like any ecosystem, the digital dimension of our lives is evolving, but people can take an active role in guiding that evolution. AI will be what we make it. A holistic approach can ensure that AI strengthens the webs of life, learning and care that make us human.

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/8-principles-from-human-ecology-can-help-ai-work-for-human-well-being-279959
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