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‘Heartstopper’ is helping LGBTQ+ fans find hope and community across time and space

theconversation.com · Annaliese Grant, Assistant Professor of Sociology, University of Nevada, Las Vegas · Carrie Grant, Associate Professor of English, Towson University

Nick and Charlie's love story may be coming to an end on TV, but it lives on in the minds of their fans. Samuel Dore/NetflixDespite the success of shows like “Heated Rivalry” and “Euphoria,” seeing queer people on screen is still rare. Only 9.3% of characters on American TV screens were identified as LGBTQ+ in the 2024-25 season. Around 41% of those characters are not scheduled to return for subsequent seasons, sounding alarms among those in the LGBTQ+ community about the drop in representation during a period of political uncertainty.


Despite media networks’ and streamers’ unsteady support for queer characters on TV, a few series have broken through the mainstream to demonstrate the impact that rich, explicitly queer-focused stories can have on viewers. One of them, “Heartstopper,” has been particularly touching for fans.


“Heartstopper” has been praised for its positive depiction of queer love, pushing back against tropes like “bury your gays” and trauma porn that sensationalize the suffering and death of LGBTQ+ characters. This breakout success for queer joy in media returns for its final chapter on July 17, 2026, as “Heartstopper Forever,” the feature-length conclusion to the three-season Netflix show.



            
            It started with a ‘Hi.’
          

Adapted from Alice Oseman’s webcomic and graphic novel series, “Heartstopper” follows the love story of Charlie, a gay boy who has a history of being bullied for his sexuality, and Nick, a popular jock who slowly discovers his bisexuality throughout the first season. Their friends support them through the challenges of young love, and many make their own self-discoveries about gender and sexuality along the way.


“Heartstopper” has been called the young adult version of “Heated Rivalry,” a hit show about the unexpected chemistry and steamy romance between two rival male hockey players. Instead of explicit sex scenes, “Heartstopper” has primarily built anticipation toward hand-holding and first kisses.


But while the main characters of “Heartstopper” are teenagers, the show’s fans span every age and identity. 


“Heartstopper” has meant a lot to many people, including us – two professors in sociology and English and queer sisters who share a love of young adult media. So, over the past two years we have interviewed more than 50 “Heartstopper” fans, ages 18 to 74, seeking to understand the impact the show has had on fans and on the media more broadly.


What we’ve found is that “Heartstopper,” and other joyful queer stories like it, can be a pivotal source of healing, community and hope for the future.







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


Read more from Quarter Life:



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


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


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








Reimagining queer youth


Scholars have long argued that people connect emotionally to the stories they see on the screen. Plenty of the adult fans we talked to – whose names we’ve changed to protect their privacy – related to seeing a story like Charlie and Nick’s, even years after their own adolescent experiences. 


Many saw the “Heartstopper” story as a bittersweet one. They imagined what their lives could have been like had they grown up in the time, place and world of “Heartstopper,” a phenomenon researchers call wishful reprocessing.


Nova, a 56-year-old bisexual woman, told us she saw herself in the show as “the me that I wish I would have been at that time.” As a dark-skinned Black girl growing up in the United States, she didn’t have the space to explore her sexuality the way characters on the show did. 


She described “Heartstopper” as almost a way of healing her childhood trauma – imagining an alternative version of her own coming-of-age story. 


Reconsidering personal history


We found many fans’ relationship to the show was heavily influenced by where and when they grew up. They reflected not just on what their lives could have been like if they had been in the “Heartstopper” universe, but also on how their lives differed from Nick’s and Charlie’s because they grew up in a time and place not yet influenced by same-sex marriage or mainstream queer television shows. 


Matthew, a 60-year-old white man, described himself as “damaged by (his) youth” growing up in a highly religious small town that made being gay seem impossible. The AIDS epidemic began in his late teens, and he became terrified of the disease and the vile discourse that came with it. 


Today, he remains largely disconnected from an in-person queer community. But “Heartstopper” has given Matthew hope. He now advertises his love for the franchise on his dating profiles, and he describes the nights he watches the show as a way to incorporate a bit of “healing” and “gay-friendly acceptance” into his life for a couple of hours. 



            [image: Cast of Heartstopper sitting together against a bookshelf and two tables with diner items]
            
              ‘Heartstopper’ showcases the beauty of supportive friendships.
              Samuel Dore/Netflix
            
          

The sense of hope that watching “Heartstopper” brings is something Julian, a 74-year-old gay white Hispanic man, emphasized. He says he tries not to “what-if” himself when comparing his experience with the acceptance he sees on screen. He is effusive about how grateful he is for his children and grandchildren who are in his life only because he lived as a straight man when he was younger and came out later in life.


Today, Julian rewatches “Heartstopper” constantly. By his estimate he’s at over 100 reruns of all three seasons. He describes the show as a balm after a bad day or discouraging political developments. “I will put on ‘Heartstopper’ just to lift my spirits. As crazy or as stupid as that sounds, it does something to my soul.” The show has helped him bond with his granddaughter, and he recommends it widely across his social network whenever he can.


Queer community on screen


Part of what adult fans like about “Heartstopper” is the queer community it brings to the screen. Throughout the story, Nick and Charlie cobble together a diverse and supportive group of friends, whose stories the viewer also follows. 


Researchers often highlight how seeing your identities represented on screen can help you imagine your own place in the world. For some, that on-screen community became a stand-in for in-person queer community when they couldn’t find what they needed at the time. When Megan, a 29-year-old white lesbian, lost touch with her queer running group, she told us “watching the show became … my community temporarily while I’m in search of it in real life too.” 


Numerous fans shared how feeling seen through “Heartstopper” helped them embrace their own identities. 


Jack, a 34-year-old white trans man, said the show gave him a “holy shit” moment. Despite knowing for years that he identified as a man, Jack still presented as feminine in everyday life. He turned to “Heartstopper” for the first time after giving birth and experiencing severe postpartum depression. Something shifted within him. Watching Charlie and Nick made him realize that he could be masculine and still be with his husband. 


“I’ve just been living as me, and it’s been awesome,” he said.


Queer joy


“Heartstopper” fans have felt embraced by queer representation that celebrates a wide range of LGBTQ+ identities. It’s the enchanting hopefulness and emotional care of “Heartstopper” that strike a chord for many adult fans. 



            [image: Group of four people from behind standing outside, holding an array of balloons in a rainbow arc]
            
              ‘Heartstopper’ inspired some viewers to find friendship and community.
              Frazao Studio Latino/E+ via Getty Images
            
          

Many people in the queer community have withstood trauma, and depicting those experiences in stories is important for a diverse and honest queer representation. 


But “Heartstopper” makes an intentional choice to begin its story right after the worst of those events have happened to its characters. Its positive portrayal of coming of age as queer people, where characters find support during self-discovery and queer love is celebrated, has been groundbreaking for many fans.


“Heartstopper” isn’t just a sappy fantasy for young queer people today. Optimistic queer stories allow queer folks across the world to envision what community could look like and inspire them to find it in their own backyards.

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/heartstopper-is-helping-lgbtq-fans-find-hope-and-community-across-time-and-space-287350
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What does it mean to be ‘quantum’? A physicist explains the basics behind Einstein’s spooky actions at a distance

theconversation.com · Aldo Romero, Professor of Physics and Astronomy, West Virginia University

In quantum entanglement, you can learn something about one particle by observing the other in its pair, even across vast distances.  koto_feja/E+ via Getty ImagesImagine shining a flashlight across a dark room. You can predict exactly what the light will do: travel in a straight line from one point to another. That seems obvious, because in the world we see around us, light appears to follow a single, clear path.


Quantum mechanics paints a far stranger picture.


If you zoom in to the atomic scale, light does not behave as though it follows only one straight route. Instead, a particle of light explores every path available to it at once. One path may indeed be the straight line across the room. But others could involve the light bouncing off walls, curving through the space or tracing wildly improbable detours before reaching its destination.


In a sense, nature keeps all these possibilities “alive” simultaneously. One outcome emerges only after the light is “observed,” or a measurement is performed. The path you observe – usually the straight line – is simply the most probable result after all the possible paths interact, making some outcomes more likely and others less likely.


This idea feels almost impossible from the perspective of everyday life, yet it lies at the heart of quantum mechanics. Today, scientists like me are learning how to harness these strange quantum effects to build an entirely new kind of machine: the quantum computer.


Superposition


In daily life, physics is straightforward. A tennis ball is either sitting on a table or not. A light is either on or off. Even if you’re in another room and don’t know which it is, the object itself already has a set state.


Quantum mechanics doesn’t follow these usual rules. Within the laws of quantum mechanics, the results are not fixed until someone observes them.


At very tiny scales, particles don’t have definite states. Instead of being one thing or another, they exist in a state that isn’t decided yet. This isn’t because you’re missing information, it’s because the reality itself hasn’t settled. 


Electrons, photons and atoms can be in a superposition: a state that mixes several possible states. The particle can be here, there or somewhere in between. Schrödinger’s cat is a famous example: A cat in a closed box, linked to a quantum device, is both alive and dead until someone checks.


As strange as this sounds, superposition has been repeatedly confirmed in laboratory experiments. Yet these quantum states are extremely fragile. Interactions with the outside world – such as heat, vibrations, stray electromagnetic fields or even accidental contact with surrounding particles – can destroy the delicate superposition, forcing the system into a single state. 



            
            Schrödinger’s cat is a thought experiment that can help you imagine quantum superposition.
          

Physicists call this process decoherence. A quantum system behaves somewhat like a spinning coin. While the coin is still rotating in the air, it is not settled into heads or tails from our perspective; both outcomes remain possible. In quantum mechanics, particles can exist in a similar kind of mixture, a superposition where several possible states coexist at once. 


Only when a measurement is made does the system “choose” a definite outcome, much like the spinning coin finally landing as either heads or tails.


Physicists refer to this process as collapse, but scientists have not yet solved the fundamental enigma that drives this phenomenon. Imagine streaming music. The data stays in its original form until you start the streaming service, which can play any song. Pressing play turns that potential into a real song. Measuring quantum particles produces a similar effect by forcing all possible results to collapse into a single, actual result.


Spooky friendships at a distance


Superposition is not the only strange feature of quantum mechanics. Another is entanglement: a phenomenon that appears when two particles interact in such a way that their properties become deeply linked, even when separated by large distances. 


When two particles interact in a certain way, they can become entangled. This means that measuring one instantly tells you something about the other, no matter how far apart they are. Einstein didn’t like this idea and called it “spooky action at a distance.” He thought quantum theory was missing something. But after many experiments, scientists have shown that quantum entanglement is real.


A good way to visualize this is to think of two dancers. After lots of practice, they can match each other’s moves on different stages without talking. Their perfect timing comes from the routine they learned together. 


From weirdness to a new kind of computer


So, what does all this mean for the future of computers?


A normal computer, like the one on your desk, uses bits. Each bit is either zero or one, like a light switch. All your photos, videos and messages are just long strings of these switches. But a quantum computer uses qubits. Because of superposition, a qubit can be zero, one or a mix of both at once. Two qubits can encode four possibilities at the same time; 10 qubits can encode 1,024; and 300 qubits can represent more states than there are atoms in the universe.


Quantum computers aim to perform certain calculations far faster than classical computers, but current systems still face major limitations in speed, stability and computational capacity. 


A standard computer operates like a runner who must navigate each maze path by sequentially checking every route. Quantum states evolve so that useful computational paths reinforce each other, guiding the system toward the correct outcome. 


Quantum computers are not practical for email operations, spreadsheet management and streaming content; the existing classical computers are good enough for these tasks. Quantum computers’ true potential lies in solving problems that are too complex even for the most powerful classical computers in the world. 


These tasks include simulating how molecules interact to help scientists design new drugs, discovering materials that could improve technologies such as solar panels and batteries, and advancing fields such as cryptography.


The locks of the internet and their keys


Almost all private information sent online – bank logins, medical records personal messages – is protected by Rivest-Shamir-Adleman, or RSA, encryption, one of the most widely used methods for securing digital communication. RSA relies on multiplying two big prime numbers. It is secure because while it is easy to multiply these, it would be very difficult to take the result and work backward to determine which primes were used. A regular computer would need billions of years to break a strong RSA key by guessing.


In 1994, however, mathematician Peter Shor demonstrated that a sufficiently powerful quantum computer could solve this problem in just a few hours. Today’s quantum computers aren’t yet big enough, but fast progress means we might see this happen in the next 10 to 20 years. 


Because of this progress, security experts have warned about a “harvest now, decrypt later” approach. Hackers are already gathering encrypted data, hoping that upcoming quantum computers will let them unlock it. For instance, medical records from 2026 might be at risk in 2040.



            [image: A machine made up of metal disks, rods and electronics, on display in an exhibition hall]
            
              IBM exhibited a quantum computer demonstration at a telecommunications conference in 2024.
              Dev Jadiya/Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA
            
          

Quantum mechanics doesn’t just threaten current security systems – it also enables new forms of protection. Quantum key distribution could leverage the delicate properties of quantum states to detect eavesdroppers. If someone tries to intercept a quantum message, it would change the system and leave clear signs of tampering.


Chinese researchers demonstrated quantum key distribution over satellites in 2017, and governments worldwide are now working on quantum-safe networks.


But these advances also bring ethical questions. The same quantum tools that can help scientists understand proteins could also be used to spy on private messages. The first countries and companies to build quantum computers that can outperform classical computers will have significant power over others. 


This change could become as important as the invention of writing or nuclear technology. The technology itself isn’t good or bad – what matters is how people use it.


Where we actually are


In 2019, Google said its Sycamore processor did a certain calculation in 200 seconds. The team estimated that a typical supercomputer would take 10,000 years to perform the same task. Some people questioned the claim, and the calculation wasn’t very useful, but it was still a big step – a real example of “quantum benefit.”



            
            Google’s Sycamore quantum computer is attempting to solve complex problems faster than a classical computer.
          

Right now, IBM, Google and IonQ, as well as many universities, are working to build larger and more dependable quantum computers. The main problem is that qubits are extremely fragile. Even tiny things like vibrations, stray light or small temperature changes can mess up their state. Most quantum computers have to be cooled to temperatures even colder than outer space. 


Quantum computers probably won’t replace your desktop computer or speed up your daily computer tasks. But they are part of a technological revolution that could improve medicine, materials science and cybersecurity. That impact will likely come gradually: In the near term, quantum computers will remain specialized research tools, but over the next decade or two they may begin to play a practical role in different areas.

Aldo Romero 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/what-does-it-mean-to-be-quantum-a-physicist-explains-the-basics-behind-einsteins-spooky-actions-at-a-distance-281844
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Philadelphia’s rich history of children’s television includes ‘Double Dare’ and a golden age of local hosts like Chief Halftown and Captain Noah

theconversation.com · Jared Bahir Browsh, Assistant Teaching Professor of Critical Sports Studies, University of Colorado Boulder

NFL wide receiver Odell Beckham Jr. competes during Nickelodeon's 'Double Dare Takes the Gridiron' at Super Bowl LIII in Atlanta in 2019.  Mike Coppola/Getty Images for NickelodeonA generation of kids who grew up watching “Double Dare” dreamed of picking a giant nose or riding down the sundae slide.


The children’s game show, which mixed trivia, physical challenges and an obstacle course, is credited with helping to spark Nickelodeon’s rise to become the top children’s cable network. 


Many fans may not realize that the massively popular show was originally produced in Philadelphia, where it was filmed at the WHYY studios from 1986 to 1989. Nickelodeon was looking for low-cost original programming, and filming in Philadelphia was cheaper than New York or Los Angeles.


The success of “Double Dare” led to a flood of children’s TV game shows, including “Finders Keepers,” which was also filmed at WHYY. In “Finders Keepers” competitors solved puzzles and the winning team completed a scavenger hunt in a house for prizes. It was conceived by the same creator as “Double Dare” and was produced between 1987 and 1989.


As a teacher and researcher of television and popular culture, I have studied the history of children’s media in the U.S., and as a kid growing up in Philly, I too enjoyed these shows – as well as some of the other locally produced shows that came before them.


Philadelphia was the fourth-largest media market during TV’s rapid growth after World War II, and it had a robust local children’s television schedule.


Some Philly shows lasted for several decades, surviving significant shifts in the children’s television industry.



            
            A “Double Dare” highlight reel shows the sundae slide at 0:23 and a series of nose picks at 0:57.
          

Radio programs move to TV


One of these shows was “The Horn and Hardart Children’s Hour,” a variety show developed and hosted by Philadelphia broadcast pioneer Stan Lee Broza where children performed songs and dance routines. 


It premiered on radio on Philly’s WCAU 1210 AM in 1927 and was produced until 1958, premiering on television in 1948 as a simulcast of the radio program. 


In the 1940s, a second version with the same name and format launched from New York and served as a model for later children’s television programs such as “Romper Room” and “Bozo the Clown,” which were franchised and produced in the same format across local markets.


This wave of 1950s shows typically maintained a variety format like their radio predecessors, but they featured a staple of children’s television: cartoons. This era also marked the start of what many consider the golden age of local children’s television, which ran through the mid-1970s.


In 1948, “Cartoon TeleTales” debuted on Philadelphia’s ABC affiliate WFIL before going national through the end of its run in 1950. The show featured an original story by Jack Luchsinger, with his brother Chuck drawing characters as Jack read. 


Although reading over still pictures would be reproduced in later shows, including “Reading Rainbow,” cartoon series such as “Tom and Jerry,” “Popeye,” and the “Looney Tunes” proved more popular.



            
            A WHYY special from 2007 pays tribute to “Pixanne,” “Chief Halftown,” “Captain Noah” and other beloved Philly children’s TV hosts.
          

Legends of Philly children’s TV


Philadelphia was home to a historic group of memorable hosts who helped define an era of children’s entertainment in the region and beyond.


When Seneca Nation member Traynor Ora Halftown hosted the 
“The Chief Halftown Show,” which debuted in 1950 on Philly’s WFIL, he wore traditional tribal attire at a time when Westerners deeply distorted the history and customs of Native Americans.


The show featured low-budget cartoons such as “Clutch Cargo,” children’s performances, interactive segments with a live studio audience and educational segments about Native American culture. It became the longest-running local children’s television show, produced for nearly half a century until Halftown retired in 1999.



            
            Traynor Ora Halftown hosted “Chief Halftown” for nearly 50 years.
          

Legendary Philadelphia broadcaster Wee Willie Webber’s first children’s show, “Breakfast Time,” also launched on WFIL, in 1956. The morning show was unique, as it included general news and weather for adults along with cartoons and other segments for children. It directly competed with NBC’s national “Today Show” in the Philadelphia market. 


His next show, “Wee Willie Webber Colorful Cartoon Club,” aired in the 1960s and 1970s and was notable for featuring Japanese anime such as “Astro Boy” and “Speed Racer.”


Several female hosts were also integral in Philadelphia’s robust children’s television market. The two most famous were Sally Starr and Jane Norman. Starr hosted “Popeye Theater,” which ran from 1957 to 1971 on WFIL and featured shorts with the cartoon sailor along with “Three Stooges” films. 


Norman’s “Pixanne” ran on Saturday mornings on WCAU Channel 3 beginning in 1960 and aired a similar collection of shorts as “Popeye Theater.” The show moved to weekday mornings in 1966 and was taken off the air in 1969 – despite being the No. 2-rated show on WCAU behind the soap opera “As the World Turns.” Norman brought the show to New York and it was syndicated until 1976.



            
            Philadelphia native and Temple University alum Jane Norman starred as “Pixanne.”
          

‘Send your pictures …’


The most popular local children’s show in this era was “Captain Noah and His Magical Ark.” The program, which aired six days a week at its height in the early 1970s, gained a 57 share, meaning 57% of all the TVs on at that time in the Philadelphia market were tuned to the program. 


Ordained Lutheran minister and former Philadelphia Police chaplain W. Carter Merbreier and his wife, Patricia, hosted the show, which was produced by the Philadelphia Council of Churches. It  originally launched as a religious program in 1967 with music, puppets and cartoons before it toned down the religious aspects and became a more secular show in 1970. 


“Captain Noah” was syndicated in 22 other markets –in Philadelphia it had higher ratings than “Sesame Street” and “Captain Kangaroo” combined at its height in the early to mid-1970s. Its guests, who were interviewed, included Elvis Presley, John Lennon, Stevie Wonder, Charles Barkley, Jim Henson and a young Jon Stewart. The Phillie Phanatic debuted on the program, with Captain Noah and Mrs. Noah serving as his godparents. 


At the end of each episode, Merbreier would say to the audience, “Send your pictures to dear old Captain Noah,” motivating kids to watch to see whether their creations made the show. 



            
            A segment of “Captain Noah and His Magical Art,” where kids are encouraged to mail in their drawings.
          

End of an era


The golden age of production of local children’s television ended for several reasons. A main revenue source for these shows was in-program advertising for toys and other products. Groups such as Action for Children’s Television protested this targeting of young audiences, which ultimately led the National Association of Broadcasters to update their Television Code to ban advertising by the program hosts. They also limited advertising to 12 minutes per hour on children’s television.


At the same time, networks wanted to increase their local news programming, since stations keep all the ad revenue from local news broadcasts. They preferred syndicated sitcoms, soap operas and talk shows to attract adults as lead-ins to the news shows. 


These trends, combined with the expansion of national morning news shows, pushed children’s programming on local television to the weekends by the end of the 1970s. 


As children flocked to Saturday morning broadcasts, national networks relied on animated shows rather than live action hosts. Cartoons were popular, had a long shelf life and cost less to produce than live programming. The expansion of cable throughout the 1980s further deincentivized local stations from launching new children’s shows.


While it came years after the golden era had ended, “Double Dare” had a major influence not only on children’s television but future game shows that also featured athletic challenges. The show’s Philadelphia roots are an important part of the show’s legacy, and host Marc Summers still lives in Philadelphia. On Oct. 4, 2026, he and other members of the crew will host a 40th anniversary celebration in the city where it began.


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

Jared Bahir Browsh 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/philadelphias-rich-history-of-childrens-television-includes-double-dare-and-a-golden-age-of-local-hosts-like-chief-halftown-and-captain-noah-286514
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FDA drug approval affects healthcare around the world, but political shortcuts could hurt the agency’s international reputation

theconversation.com · C. Michael White, Distinguished Professor of Pharmacy Practice, University of Connecticut

At the beginning of July 2026, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration approved the first gene therapy for young children with sickle cell disease.


While this is good news for children in the U.S. born with this illness, the FDA’s approval may also benefit thousands of children beyond the U.S. border.


About 70% of countries around the world have underdeveloped regulatory drug approval processes. 


So most rely, in whole or in part, on reviews conducted by agencies that the World Health Organization has designated as WHO-Listed Authorities. These authorities include 39 regulatory agencies from 38 countries plus the European Union that meet the highest international regulatory standards for experimental drugs.


I am a pharmacist and clinical pharmacologist who has researched the FDA’s funding mechanisms and oversight of prescription and over-the-counter drugs for nearly 30 years.


Since the 1980s, this model has been a win-win proposition for the countries, their citizens and the pharmaceutical companies. However, some recent changes at the FDA could hurt international confidence in their objectivity and rigor.





An arduous process


WHO-Listed Authorities oversee the approval of several types of experimental drugs, including vaccines, standard small-molecule drugs such as aspirin, diuretics, statins and antibiotics, and injectable large-molecule drugs made from living organisms called biologics. Biologics are used to treat conditions including cancer, rheumatoid arthritis and, in the case of the newly approved gene therapy, sickle cell disease.


The approval process for these experimental drugs is expensive and labor-intensive. In the case of the FDA, when a pharmaceutical company believes their cell and animal studies are promising enough to warrant human testing, they fill out an investigational new drug application. 


This is followed by three phases of trials – the first phase entails studies in normal, healthy volunteers, then Phase 2 is dose-finding clinical trials in patients, followed by large-scale clinical trials in Phase 3. It takes about eight years to conduct all three phases of clinical trials, and it typically costs about US$1 billion dollars.


If the drug shows a benefit to patients in these trials, the pharmaceutical companies then fill out a voluminous amount of paperwork called a new drug application. This application is then reviewed by a team of FDA reviewers over a period of six to 12 months. Once those reviews are complete, an external panel of experts does another review of the application and the FDA reviewers’ preliminary findings. That panel then makes a recommendation to the agency, which has the final say about whether a drug is approved.


Only about 13% of experimental drugs entering clinical trials are ultimately approved by the FDA.


Other WHO-Listed Authorities generally hold similar preclinical and clinical expectations for experimental drugs seeking approval to those of the FDA. In fact, the FDA and European Medicines Agency, the regulatory body for the European Union, reach the same approval determination 90% of the time.


However, there can be important differences. For instance, the FDA has an accelerated approval pathway for experimental drugs for serious diseases without effective treatment options. The European Medicines Agency has a similar conditional marketing authorization pathway, but it requires stronger evidence before approval.


These procedural differences aren’t just a matter of paperwork: A 2024 study found that only 43% of cancer drugs with accelerated approval by the FDA were subsequently approved by the European Medicines Agency.


How other countries use these agencies


Many countries that lack the capability to conduct their own rigorous reviews of experimental drugs rely on the data from an outside regulatory body but make their own final decision about which drugs to approve for use. Other countries automatically recognize the approval from a WHO-Listed Authority in their own country.


Still others take a hybrid approach, where they might require a pharmaceutical company to submit a unique packet for approval for certain types of drugs, but they rely on data from an agency on the WHO list to inform their decisions about other drug types.



            [image: Woman holding a bottle of pills]
            
              In June 2026, patients in South Africa received their first dose of Lenacapavir, an HIV prevention drug that was approved in the EU, Canada and the U.S. in 2022.
              Per-Anders Pettersson/Getty Images News via Getty Images
            
          

Benefits for developing nations


There are many advantages for a developing country to using a WHO-Listed Authority rather than developing its own drug submission process from the ground up.


First of all, pharmaceutical companies may simply choose not to dedicate their time and resources to completing approval applications for countries where the drug won’t make a profit. In that case, citizens of those countries would never have access to the treatment.


Using existing regulatory reviews is also much more cost-effective than hiring experienced reviewers and vetting an experimental therapy internally. An FDA review team for a new drug application includes at minimum a project manager, medical officer, toxicologist, statistician, medicinal chemist and two pharmacologists – one basic and one clinical.


Finally, relying on existing data from trusted regulatory bodies reduces approval timelines so that new treatments reach patients more quickly. This is important, because research participants in experimental drug trials are increasingly coming from developing countries, but there is a long delay in new drugs being available there. 


Even with the WHO list, from the time a drug first becomes available for use in any country, the median time to availability is three years for high-income countries but eight years for low-income countries.


In the case of sickle cell disease, the hope is that developing nations with larger sickle cell populations will be able to use the FDA’s approval to approve the product for use in their own countries.


Changes at the FDA


Changes to the FDA at the beginning of President Donald Trump’s second term in 2025, including major staff cuts, have caused some public health experts to question the agency’s ability to regulate drug safety effectively.


Then, in June 2025, the FDA rolled out a program called the Commissioner’s National Priority Voucher pilot program. It allows certain pharmaceutical companies to get accelerated approval even if their experimental drug is not intended to treat life-threatening conditions for which no adequate therapy exists.


Since then, 15 pharmaceutical companies have been invited to participate in this program, in exchange for agreeing to terms such as increasing drug affordability or bringing their manufacturing facilities to the U.S. These manufacturers may obtain review periods as short as one to two months.


Some U.S. policymakers may see this as a good way to create new jobs in manufacturing and to enhance national security. 


But others worry that this program does not give the FDA enough time to adequately assess an experimental drug for safety and effectiveness before rendering a decision about approval. Many healthcare workers, health policy organizations and politicians have expressed concern, including Doctors for America, Public Citizen, Center for Science in the Public Interest and U.S. Sens. Frank Pallone, D-N.J., and Bernie Sanders, I- Vt.


Outside the U.S., these changes to the FDA could affect its standing as a WHO-Listed Authority, which is valid only for a period of five years.


At this point, the WHO has not signaled that it is considering a reevaluation of the FDA. But other countries may be reticent to use the agency’s reviews in the future if changes like this pilot program compromise the agency’s ability to ensure the safety and effectiveness of experimental drugs entering the market.

C. Michael White 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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You’ve never heard of these glaciers, but they’re becoming critical climate havens as America’s iconic mountain glaciers and their water fade

theconversation.com · Dan McGrath, Associate Professor of Cryospheric Sciences, Colorado State University · Ashlesha Khatiwada, Ph.D. Candidate in Geoscience, Colorado State University · Scott Hotaling, Assistant Professor of Watershed Sciences, Utah State University

A large rock glacier fills a valley in Grand Teton National Park in Wyoming. Google Earth: Google, Airbus, Landsat, CopernicusIf you have ever hiked in the high peaks of Colorado, the Wasatch Range in Utah or the Tetons in Wyoming, you’ve almost certainly seen a rock glacier, perhaps without even knowing it.


Rock glaciers are slow-moving masses of rock debris and ice that flow downhill the same way that glaciers do, but they are covered by a thick layer of rock and boulders that can easily be mistaken for stable ground.


There are at least 1,500 active rock glaciers across the western U.S., and they’re important. That’s because while the icy white glaciers people typically picture have been shrinking and even disappearing, our new study shows that rock glaciers and their frozen water are remaining mostly stable despite rising temperatures.


The thick debris mantle shades the ice, keeping it colder, similar to how ski areas have started covering their slopes with reflective blankets in summer to stave off melting. The result is that rock glaciers continue to provide meltwater for streams in summer as they always have, but they aren’t disappearing.



            
            
              A cross section of a rock glacier shows the thick permafrost layer that stores frozen water.
              Utah Geological Survey
            
          

Climate refuge among Tetons’ shrinking glaciers


We study glaciers around the world. In the new paper, we examine how different types of glaciers are changing beneath the soaring peaks of the Teton Range of Wyoming.


We found that the Tetons’ white, icy glaciers thinned by 2.75 feet per year (0.84 meters per year) between 2014 and 2022, about seven times faster than in the previous half-century. Rock glaciers, on the other hand, were close to stable, losing only about 0.16 feet (0.05 meters) per year in 2014-2022, with no change relative to the 1967-2014 period.


Every year, mountain glaciers partially melt and then rebuild again as snow falls in winter. But as temperatures rise, glaciers are losing more ice than they gain. The vast majority of glaciers in temperate mountain ranges like the Tetons are projected to melt away completely by the end of the century, meaning a critical source of water for mountain streams and lakes will disappear. However, where rock glaciers are present, their protected ice will continue to release meltwater into the streams below, buffering the streams against warming temperatures and drying.


Because of this, streams fed by rock glaciers have emerged as potentially critical climate refugia – places likely to stay cooler while everything around them warms – for cold-water wildlife in high-mountain ecosystems.




A wide array of species already live in the cold meltwater that emerges from rock glaciers, from stoneflies to the bull trout that eat them. As glaciers fade, the ties between cold-water animals and rock glaciers will likely only become tighter.


For instance, the meltwater stonefly (Lednia tumana), an aquatic insect listed under the U.S. Endangered Species Act in 2019 due to climate-related habitat loss, relies on the fading glaciers of Glacier National Park. But it can also be found downstream of rock glaciers, which are likely to give the stonefly a chance of survival as other glaciers disappear.


Our study showed that having a major ice source feeding a stream has limited the warming of that stream over the past decade. 



            
            Scott Hotaling and colleagues hike up to a large rock glacier in the Tetons. By Scott Hotaling and Moutain Futures.
          

We found that streams fed by rock glaciers warmed slowly, by about 1.1 degrees Fahrenheit (0.6 degrees Celsius) over the decade, while icy glaciers warmed by about 1.6 F (0.9 C). Streams that were fed by seasonal snowpack, small patches of ice and groundwater warmed more rapidly, by 6.1 F (3.4 C) over the same period. In one instance, the small snowfields feeding one of our long-term study sites largely disappeared, causing the stream below it to stop flowing by late summer.


How much water is in rock glaciers?


Rock glaciers will not replace the glaciers and snowfields that are disappearing. A recent study estimates that rock glaciers in the region hold the equivalent of 0.6 cubic miles (2.5 cubic kilometers) of water, about one-fifth the amount in mountain glaciers.


And climate projections show that even rock glaciers are not immune to a warming climate. Many could become ice-free by the end of the century under current warming projections.




Understanding how much ice is contained in rock glaciers and how fast they are likely to melt is vital to help natural resource and land managers plan for the landscapes they will be managing later this century.


Rock glaciers also offer unique analogs for studying what appear to be debris-covered glaciers on Mars. Research has sought to better understand these rock glacierlike features on Mars, as well as test technology, such as the use of drone-based radar systems to measure ice and debris thicknesses, here on Earth.


So, the next time you’re out in the mountains, staring off into the distance, look carefully for these large fields of rock that appear to be flowing down the mountainside. And pay attention to that small trickle of meltwater emerging from the toe of the rock glacier. 


While meltwater from rock glaciers alone certainly won’t make up for the glaciers lost, it could help mitigate the most severe impacts where rock glaciers persist.


This article has been updated to correct a temperature conversion.

Dan McGrath receives funding from the National Science Foundation, NASA, and US Bureau of Reclamation.
Ashlesha Khatiwada receives funding from the National Science Foundation
Scott Hotaling receives funding from the State of Utah, NSF, USDA, USGS, and similar sources.
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Banning transgender girls from school sports affects all children – why allowing strangers to scrutinize children’s bodies may put all girls at risk of harassment

theconversation.com · Megan Gandy, Associate Professor of Social Work, West Virginia University

Legislators and influencers have made school sports contentious political spaces. Edwin Tan/E+ via Getty ImagesYouth sports have a significant impact on the development of all children. Sports provide children opportunities to build their social skills and confidence, as well as improve their sense of belonging and physical fitness. 


What happens to these spaces when adults are given permission to inspect a child’s body to determine their gender? 


The Supreme Court rulings on Little v. Hecox and West Virginia v. B.P.J. decided that transgender girls cannot play sports that align with their gender identity. Not only does this ruling essentially prohibit transgender kids from participating in most youth sports – codifying the exclusion this vulnerable population already experiences – it also puts all children at risk of the harmful consequences of body surveillance.


I am a social work scholar who studies LGBTQ+ belonging and organizational climate. I’m also a former NCAA Division II women’s volleyball athlete, and I know firsthand what it’s like to have uninvited scrutiny of your body because strangers doubt your gender.


Based on my research and experience, when policies allow for the bodily surveillance of children, all children are at risk of losing the benefits of youth sports – not just transgender children.


Youth sports as developmental spaces


School sports are not just about competition. They can provide children an important developmental space. 


Youth sports can help children improve their sense of competence and confidence. They offer opportunities to practice life skills, such as setting goals, solving problems and thinking positively. Sports can also help protect against depression and stress by bringing supportive adults and positive role models into children’s lives. 



            [image: View behind a soccer goal, three children in red uniform approaching a child in a blue uniform as their teammate is also approaching]
            
              Sports can be a formative space in a child’s life.
              FatCamera/E+ via Getty Images
            
          

However, when youth sports environments become overly stressful, unfair or humiliating, they can also serve as grounds for potentially harmful experiences. For example, coaches and parents can negatively affect a child’s body image by repeatedly criticizing their weight. Teammates and peers can also pressure each other in destructive ways. 


The developmental value of youth sports depends on the environment it creates. It stands to follow that ensuring youth sports spaces have as many positive influences as possible is in the best interest of all children. 


Research suggests that policies legalizing bodily surveillance are not a positive influence for any child in youth sports.


Bodily surveillance as an avenue for harm


Bodily surveillance plays out in significant ways for all children in youth sports, not just transgender youth. Policies that legalize bodily surveillance for youth open the door to causing harm in unsuspecting children. 


Researchers define bodily surveillance as “viewing the body as an outside observer” through active judgments of a person’s physicality, superficial appearance or perceived gender presentation. While bodily surveillance claims to regulate women’s sports in the name of fairness, experts contest the scientific basis of these claims.


Women’s sports have been the site of bodily surveillance for decades, and the cisgender women involved in those sports are all too aware of the ways their bodies are judged through the lens of sexism. Often, how their bodies are judged are influenced by a definition of femininity based primarily on white bodies. 



            
            The Olympics has a long, complicated history of sex testing.
          

Bodily surveillance can involve assessing how tall is too tall for someone to be a girl? How strong is too strong? How fast is too fast? Who decides when a child exceeds that threshold, and what happens to that child if they do? 


Children who compete at the top of their division or class will have to contend with invasive procedures. To evaluate claims of unfair advantages, strangers may request hormone or genetic testing to look for common biological variations that cisgender children and their parents may not even be aware of. Testing may also include genital or pelvic inspection to look for the presence or absence of a penis, or even transvaginal ultrasounds to detect the presence of ovaries.


Strangers are already policing children’s bodies


Bodily scrutiny is not restricted to just transgender children – it already affects cisgender children, too.


In 2022, a high school athlete in Utah was secretly investigated  after she defeated other children in a sports competition. Parents of the second- and third-place finishers raised a complaint that led the high school athletics association to analyze her school records back to kindergarten to determine the child’s gender, without consulting her parents. This is a strong example of how people can initiate investigations simply because the child does not look “feminine enough.” In this case the child in question was indeed a cisgender girl.


In 2023, two adults harassed a 9-year-old child at an elementary school track meet. The adults, claiming the girl was transgender, stopped the entire event and demanded she show “certification of her sex.” This was also a cisgender female child.


Strong, athletic women are often subject to suspicion because of their so-called “masculine traits.” As a taller-than-average person who was assigned female at birth, I personally experienced countless moments of bodily scrutiny during my time as a NCAA Division II women’s volleyball athlete. These experiences made me want to shrink out of public view and did not give me confidence in my athletic performance. Moreover, the effects of this scrutity bled into my personal life, significantly affecting my self-esteem and self-perception throughout my young adulthood. 



            [image: View across swimming pool at spectators standing and sitting on the other side]
            
              Competition is stressful enough without spectators scrutinizing the bodies of child athletes.
              Alina555/iStock via Getty Images Plus
            
          

Imagine if that scrutiny happened when I was much younger, when I did not yet possess the emotional maturity or life experiences to cope with it. Research shows that such bodily scrutiny is already damaging transgender youth and that bodily shame can significantly affect young people’s mental health, leading to disordered eating and other physical and psychological harm.


When societies give formal permission to scrutinize a child’s body and question whether they belong in a sport, it opens the door to potential harm against all children. Children’s bodies, regardless of their gender identity, become open for people to inspect, create rumors about or render public judgment against them, often without any recourse for the children experiencing harm.


Children who had previously never faced the harms of bodily surveillance may soon be subject to its violence because of this law.


Inclusivity benefits all children


Just as all children can potentially suffer from bodily surveillance regardless of their gender identity, embracing inclusivity can improve the well-being of all children.


Research shows that LGBTQ+-inclusive environments can help all children succeed in school. A 2012 study of nearly 16,000 students in 45 schools found that the presence of a gay-straight alliance reduced truancy, smoking, drinking and suicide attempts. A 2020 study of over 895,000 children found that those in LGBTQ+-inclusive environments reported doing better in school, lower substance use and better mental health. 


On the other hand, a 2024 study found that anti-LGBTQ+ language in youth sports negatively affected the self-esteem of all children, including those who do not identify as LGBTQ+.


Youth sports, just like schools and churches, are not just places where children compete, learn facts or practice their faith. These community institutions are places where children build the confidence, relationships and sense of belonging that can shape their adult lives and the impact they’ll have on their family and community in the future.


The scope of sex-based bodily surveillance by necessity extends beyond transgender students, and the effects of this surveillance negatively affects all children involved in youth sports, regardless of identity.

Megan Gandy 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 a major heat wave grips the eastern US, here’s how to stay safe – and the heat stroke warning signs to watch for

theconversation.com · Brian Bossak, Professor of Public Health, College of Charleston

Millions of Americans are facing dangerous heat and humidity going into the July Fourth holiday as a major heat wave spreads across large parts of the central and eastern United States.


For many people, this is the time of year for cookouts, beach trips and other outdoor activities. Soccer fans are packing into stadiums for World Cup matches. But summer also brings the risk of dangerously high temperatures in many parts of America. 


Cities as far north as Chicago and Detroit experienced a heat index over 100 degrees Fahrenheit (37.8 Celsius) in early July, and large parts of the East Coast, including New York and Washington, D.C., were bracing for similar conditions on Independence Day. Washington, D.C., and Philadelphia both canceled Independence Day parades and shortened or delayed outdoor gatherings, including the Great American State Fair on the National Mall, because of the extraordinary heat risk.



            [image: Map shows the heat risk forecast with extreme heat in large parts of the Midwest and Mid-Atlantic region and at least major heat in the rest of the West.]
            
              The NOAA Weather Prediction Center’s heat forecast, released July 1, 2026, shows the maximum heat risks states can expect to see at some point through Sunday, July 5.
              NOAA Weather Prediction Center
            
          

I study health risks in a warming climate as a professor of public health, and I’ve seen heat become a growing concern.  In the U.S., hundreds of people succumb to heat-related illnesses each year. Older adults and people in areas that historically haven’t needed air conditioning tend to see the highest rates of illnesses during heat waves, as Chicago saw in 1995 when at least 700 people died in a heat wave.


Here are some of the key warning signs to watch for when temperatures rise – and ways to keep cool when the heat and humidity get too high.





Signs of heat-related illness to watch for


Heat-related illnesses occur across a spectrum, and mild heat stress can quickly progress to life-threatening heat stroke if a person is exposed to dangerous conditions for too long.


Mild forms of heat-related illness include heat cramps and heat rash, both of which can be caused by extensive sweating during hot conditions. Cooling the body and drinking cool fluids can help.


When heat-related illnesses progress into heat exhaustion, the situation is more serious. Heat exhaustion includes symptoms such as dizziness, nausea, excessive sweating, feeling weak, thirst and getting a headache.



            [image: A construction worker sits and puts his head down, still in the hot sun.]
            
              Construction workers are often out in the heat for long periods of time, including during this heat wave in Los Angeles in July 2024.
              Etienne Laurent/AFP via Getty Images
            
          

Heat exhaustion is a signal that the body is losing its ability to maintain a stable core temperature. Immediate action such as moving to a cool, ideally air-conditioned space, drinking liquids, loosening clothes and applying wet cloths are some of the recommended steps that can help keep heat exhaustion from progressing to the most dangerous form of heat-related illness, heat stroke.


Heat stroke is a medical emergency. At this point, the body can no longer maintain a stable core temperature. A body with heat stroke can reach 106 degrees Fahrenheit or higher rapidly, and that heat can quickly damage the brain, heart and kidneys.



            [image: An illustration showing symptoms associated with heat exhaustion, such as dizziness, heavy sweating, nausea and weakness; and with heat stroke, including confusion, dizziness and passing out.]
            
              Signs of heat exhaustion and heat stroke, from the National Weather Service and Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.
              NOAA/CDC
            
          

Typically, someone suffering heat stroke has exhausted their reserves of sweat and salt to stay cool, so sweating eventually stops during heat stroke. Their cognitive ability fails, and they cannot remove themselves from danger. Heat stroke can cause seizures or put someone into a coma as their core temperature rises. If the condition is not treated immediately, and the core temperature continues to rise, heat stroke becomes fatal.


Because heat exhaustion can lead to heat stroke, addressing heat-related illnesses before they progress is vital.


How to tell when the heat is too high


Heat risk isn’t just about temperature – humidity also increases the risk of heat-related illnesses because it affects how well sweating will cool the human body when it gets hot.


Instead of just looking at temperature when planning outdoor activities, check the heat index, which accounts for heat illness risk associated with temperature and relative humidity.


It doesn’t take very high temperatures or very high humidity for the heat index to enter dangerous territory.






            [image: A chart shows how humidity and temperature combine for dangerous conditions. For example, 86 degrees F at 80% humidity is a heat index of 100. 94 degrees at 45% humidity is also a heat index of 100.]
            
              A heat index chart shows how heat and humidity combine for dangerous conditions.
              NOAA
            
          

However, the heat index is still a conservative measure of the impact of heat on humans, particularly for outdoor workers and athletes at summer practices. This is because temperature measurements used in weather forecasting are taken in the shade and are not exposed to direct sunlight. If someone is outside and exposed to the direct sun, the actual heat index can be as much as 15 F higher than the heat index chart indicates.


A more sophisticated measurement of heat effects on human health is what’s known as the wet-bulb globe temperature, which takes into account other variables, such as wind speed and cloud cover. Neither takes into account a person’s physical exertion, which also raises their body temperature, whether working at a construction site or playing soccer.


Tips for staying safe in a heat wave


How can you stay cool when heat waves set in? The answer depends in part on where you are, but the main points are the same:



	Avoid strenuous outdoor activities in high temperatures if possible. If you start to feel symptoms of heat-related illnesses, drink fluids that will hydrate you. Find shade, rest, and use cool, damp cloths to lower your body temperature. If you see signs of heat stroke in someone else, call for medical help.


	Be careful with fans. Fans can be useful if the temperature isn’t too high because they wick sweat away from the body and induce evaporative cooling. But at very high temperatures, they can accelerate heat buildup in the body and lead to dangerous conditions. If indoor temperatures reaches 95 degrees or higher, using fans can actually be dangerous and raise the risk of heat-related illnesses.


	Find a cooling center, library or community center where you can get inside and rest in an air-conditioned space in the hottest hours. In places such as Phoenix, where high temperatures are a regular hazard, cooling centers are typically opened in summer. Northern cities are also opening cooling centers as heat waves occur there more frequently than they did in the past. Urban areas with a lot of pavement and buildings – known as heat islands – can have temperatures well above the city’s average.


	Hydrate, hydrate, hydrate! Drink plenty of fluids, and don’t forget about the importance of electrolytes. Heat-related dehydration can occur when people sweat excessively, losing water and necessary salts from the body. Some sports drinks or rehydration fluids restore electrolytes and hydration levels.





Older adults and people with disabilities often face higher risks from heat waves, particularly if they can’t easily move to a cooler environment. Communities and neighbors can help protect vulnerable populations by providing cooling centers and bottled water and making regular wellness checks during high heat.


Summer can be a season of fun. Just remember the risks, keep an eye on your friends and neighbors when temperatures rise, and plan ahead so you can beat the heat.


This article, originally published June 19, 2025, has been updated with new heat advisories, cancellations and conditions in northern cities.

Brian Bossak has nothing to disclose,
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Data center fights pit social values, democracy and capitalism against each other

theconversation.com · Lauren Mullenbach, Assistant Research Scientist in Environmental Justice, University of Michigan

A sign in a small town in Kansas opposes a proposal for a data center nearby. Michael Siluk/UCG/Universal Images Group via Getty ImagesData center projects continue to generate controversy around the country. In part, that’s because a variety of different groups have competing interests – some in favor of them, some opposed and others with no direct view on data centers themselves, but with concerns that relate to aspects of data center operations and effects.


As a scholar of environmental justice and urban land use, I’ve seen these various conflicting forces at work in Michigan.  More than 30 large and small data center projects have been proposed in the state in the past two years alone, including one by the university where I work.



            [image: A group of people stand together on a piece of bare ground.]
            
              Michigan Gov. Gretchen Whitmer, center, has been criticized for participating in this photo op at the construction site for a new data center in her state.
              Related Digital via Planet Detroit
            
          

Gov. Gretchen Whitmer is enthusiastic about bringing technology companies to the state, even posing with tech company CEOs in photo ops at the sites of proposed data centers.


But not everyone is as excited. In just one example of the opposition these projects can face, the local water company where I live, the Ypsilanti Community Utilities Authority, told the state it would not supply water for cooling a data center that the University of Michigan and Los Alamos National Laboratory had proposed within its service area. 


So the University of Michigan proposed a different site in the next town over, Superior Township. That town manages its own water but gets its supply by buying it from both the Ypsilanti Community Utilities Authority and Ann Arbor township.


A look at some of the forces at play around these projects reveals the deep issues they raise. The fights about data centers can often take the form of collisions between companies and community members. But they also reflect conflict about social values, democratic systems and capitalist interests.


Tech companies


Tech companies have an obvious desire to store and process ever more data. And many key aspects of society rely on the data centers that have been built over the decades, serving websites, handling online purchases and delivering emails, text messages and alert notices. 


The latest push is related to the anticipated demand for artificial intelligence systems in the business world and in people’s lives – and the resulting increased demand for computing capacity to process all those requests and filter through all the available information to provide responses.


The corporate pressures to grow, to continue increasing profits for shareholders and to squeeze more revenue from workers and assets keep these tech companies seeking more land on which to build more data centers. And the Michigan Legislature has openly courted tech companies, passing laws that exempt data center operators from sales and use taxes they would otherwise have to pay.



            [image: An aerial view shows a large flat building.]
            
              Data centers, like this one in Georgia, use large amounts of electricity.
              AP Photo/Mike Stewart
            
          

Electricity companies


Many power companies are regulated by state or local governments and are not allowed to make profits off maintaining existing service or selling electricity. Their profits come from building new power plants, new transformers and substations, and new power lines – and passing those costs along to customers, with a markup for profit. 


A data center can require significant investment in power generation and transmission – a data center proposed by Google in Van Buren Township, Michigan, for example, would require “2.7 gigawatts of electricity – a massive amount of power equivalent to the demand of about 2 million homes,” according to a local news report.


So a power company is likely to be eager to capitalize on the opportunity for a new major customer and may be willing to endure some amount of public backlash.


Power companies that operate in small geographic areas are highly dependent on the success of the municipalities from which they draw their customers and in which they build their infrastructure. In these situations, they have a vested interest in local economic growth, specifically the movement to the area of companies that supply jobs and, therefore, workers. This drives them to get involved in local political decision-making by lobbying for zoning changes to enable data centers. 


Larger utility companies that operate regionally or across entire states are less tied to the economic success of a specific municipality within their service area. But they are also able to target their influence at state lawmakers. For example, DTE Energy assured state lawmakers that the proposed data center in Van Buren Township would not raise customers’ power rates.



            [image: A crowd of people listen to a speaker in a public meeting room.]
            
              People packed a local meeting room in Evanston, Wyo., for a public hearing on a proposed data center.
              Natalie Behring/Getty Images
            
          

Community leaders


Community leaders and elected officials are often interested in the jobs that tech companies promise will come with the data centers, so they tend to support approval of permits, zoning amendments or other legal changes. 


Although data centers don’t really create very many jobs, they do have the potential to contribute to local property taxes, which can appeal to small towns without many other options. 


Cities and towns are always on the hunt for growth opportunities, seeking additional tax revenue. That can lead them to feel pressure to build new roads, modify their land-use ordinances and approve requests from companies wishing to build within their boundaries. 


My research has found that this pressure exists even in shrinking or small cities. This pressure has increased as cities have sought to reduce taxes on residents. The solution they see to getting fewer dollars out of existing residents is to bring in more businesses, more industry and more new residents. That makes them interested in welcoming data centers.


However, not every community leader is on board with data centers. Some oppose them but feel hamstrung or powerless to stop or slow their progress, as occurred in Ypsilanti Township and in nearby Saline Township as well. 



            [image: People bundled up against winter cold hold signs saying 'No data center' and 'Protect our future - no big data.']
            
              People in Saline, Mich., hold signs opposing a data center proposed in their community.
              Jim West/UCG/Universal Images Group via Getty Images
            
          

Everyday people


In many communities, everyday people concerned with noise, land use, water use and power use oppose the data centers. 


They are also concerned about the costs data centers may impose on utility ratepayers, taxpayers and those who must experience the environmental effects. People’s power, exercised through democratic processes such as public hearings, ordinance revisions and elections, can be overwhelmed by the tech companies and aligned groups.


But voters do have power. In June 2026, Utah voters unseated a longtime legislative leader, state Senate President Stuart Adams, who had helped get approval for a massive data center in the northwestern part of the state.


Whether a data center moves forward in a municipality ends up being a matter of how public officials sort through the motivations and sociopolitical power of all these players.

Lauren Mullenbach 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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200 years after his birth, controversial composer Stephen Foster still sings to America’s contradictions

theconversation.com · Christopher Lynch, Head of the Finney Music Library, University of Pittsburgh

Though many of Foster's songs were written to be performed in racist minstrel shows, the lyrics were ambiguous enough to find fans among antislavery Americans. Lyn Alweis/The Denver Post via Getty ImagesThe 250th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence happens to also coincide with the 200th birthday of composer Stephen Collins Foster.


A songwriter who achieved remarkable success in the late 1840s and 1850s with “Oh! Susanna,” “My Old Kentucky Home” and many others, Foster was born near Pittsburgh on July 4, 1826.



            [image: A portrait of a young man with a comb-over, pursing his lips.]
            
              Stephen Foster.
              University of Pittsburgh Library System, CC BY-SA
            
          

Though he died destitute in 1864, his memory was revived in the 1890s, when he started variously being referred to as “America’s troubadour,” “America’s folk-song composer” and the “father of American music.”


Today, Foster is the only songwriter of his generation with wide name recognition, which owes as much to his music as to his birthday. 


Perhaps the primary force behind reviving his memory was his brother Morrison Foster, who published a biography about him in 1896. Drawing on the defining feature of his brother’s songs – their lack of specificity – as well as his brother’s birthday, Morrison positioned Foster as the “founding father” of a vaguely construed brand of racial and cultural progress.


Ambiguity as strategy


A key to understanding Foster’s initial popularity lies in his lyrics, many of which he deliberately crafted to be open to multiple interpretations. 


In the plaintive 1854 ballad “Jeanie with the Light Brown Hair,” Jeanie can be understood as dead or simply absent. Similarly, Foster’s “Hard Times Come Again No More,” which he also published in 1854, never specifies what kind of hard times the song refers to. It could be the plight of the working class, disease, war, economic panic or anything else.


Foster and his family were northern Democrats. Like most Democrats at the time, they were aligned with the South, opposed to abolition, and believed that states, rather than the federal government, should decide whether to prohibit chattel slavery.


But for most of his career, when he wrote songs that touched on these issues, he chose not to publish the overtly partisan ones, instead selecting those with open-ended messages.



            [image: Sheet music cover featuring text 'Old Black Joe' and an image of an elderly Black man sitting a chair reading to a white girl kneeling by his side.]
            
              ‘Old Black Joe,’ written in 1860, was a classic Foster composition: ambiguous enough in its stance on slavery for Northerners and Southerners to interpret it through their respective worldviews.
              Sheridan Libraries/Levy/Gado via Getty Images
            
          

In one of his biggest hits, “Old Folks at Home,” published in 1851, a formerly enslaved man fondly recollects scenes from his childhood and sings that he is “still longing for the old plantation.” 


Foster wrote the song in part for minstrels who wore blackface on stage and dehumanized Black people in their performances. In the decade before the Civil War, proslavery propaganda was rife with false depictions of emancipated people who regretted having been freed. In this context, many proslavery Americans saw the song’s protagonist as longing not just for bygone days but for a return to slavery. 


At the same time, some abolitionists saw “Old Folks” as a humanizing portrait of a Black man in an age when racists routinely denied the humanity of Black people. They also appreciated how it depicted the horrors of family separation.


Foster most clearly articulated his personal views in his unpublished campaign songs. For example, he wrote “The White House Chair” for performances under his direction in Pittsburgh in support of the presidential run of James Buchanan, his sister’s brother-in-law. In the song, Foster overtly defends the South’s place in the union:

 Let all our hearts for union be,
 For the North and South are one;
 They've worked together manfully,
 And together they will still work on.


Using unsubtle racial metaphors, he also juxtaposes his Democratic party with the Republicans, whom he claims were influenced by nonvoting- and nonoffice-holding people of color:

 We'll have no dark designing band
 To rule with secret sway;
 We'll give to all a helping hand,
 And be open as the light of day. 


In contrast to these partisan and overtly racist lyrics, the ambiguity in his commercial songs was not an accident but a strategy. They were published in the North and South, performed in racist minstrel shows and polite parlors, and sung by abolitionists and defenders of enslavement alike. 


By sidestepping the partisan fray in his commercial songs, Foster was able to achieve widespread popularity. His best songs transcended social divisions by enabling listeners to hear whatever specific political or nonpolitical messages they wanted.


In the years before his death, however, popular taste passed him by. During the fevered sectionalism of the Civil War era, his once-sage ambiguity began to appear wishy-washy. His songs promoting national unity failed to catch on. 


He died almost penniless in 1864. For decades, his music and his name faded into obscurity.


Morrison’s gambit


Foster’s brother Morrison began working to revive the songwriter’s memory about 30 years after his death. 


Morrison was uniquely positioned to do this. Not only had the brothers been very close, but he had also become intimately familiar with Foster’s commercial music, helping him learn how to register compositions for copyright and negotiate publishing contracts. Morrison had even helped finalize the words to “Old Folks at Home.”


By the 1890s, Morrison was also an elder Pittsburgh Democrat with national connections. He worked closely with his friend Thomas Keenan Jr., editor of the Pittsburgh Press, to raise funds for a statue of his brother in their native city. Throughout the fundraising effort, Keenan helped place dozens of articles about Foster in newspapers across the country. 



            [image: Black and white photo of a statue depicting a white man wearing a suit while a Black man sits by his sides with his legs crossed, playing a banjo.]
            
              Morrison Foster helped raise funds for a statue of his brother transcribing the music of a shoeless Black man. It was removed from public view in 2018 due to its controversial imagery.
              University of Pittsburgh Library System, CC BY-SA
            
          

In 1896, Pittsburgh Democrats tapped Morrison as their candidate for his congressional district. Running as a Democrat in a Republican area, Morrison aimed to center his campaign on the theme of unity. He did this, in part, by harnessing the ambiguity of his brother’s songs. It’s no coincidence that his biography of his brother was published just days before the announcement of his candidacy.


Reflecting on the significance of the day his brother was born – July 4, 1826 – Morrison wrote in the biography that it was “a memorable day for several reasons.” Not only had independence “reached its half-century,” but it was also the exact date “Thomas Jefferson and John Adams died.”  


With such clever rhetoric – and Keenan’s amplification of it – Morrison convinced generations of Americans that his brother was the “founding father” of a new cultural chapter in American life, one built on the political gains of the previous generation. 


In Morrison’s formulation, his brother “founded a new era in melody and ballad” in which “the grotesque and clownish aspect of (minstrel) songs was softened, and ridicule began to merge into sympathy.” According to Morrison, Stephen “opened the way to the hearts of the people, which led to actual interest in the black man.”


Such passages portrayed his brother – and by association, Morrison – as sympathetic toward Black people. Supporters of racial equality appreciated that attitude. But even white supremacists often argued that they sympathized with Black people, while also maintaining that they were superior to them.


Just as Stephen needed a variety of Americans to buy his music, Morrison needed a variety of Americans to cast their votes for him. The vague and broadly appealing concept of “sympathy toward Black people” maximized their popularity among large swaths of 1890s America.


A founding myth, not a founding father


Morrison lost his House race. But in the process, he helped recast his brother not just as an early songwriter who happened to be an American, but also as the first songwriter who channeled a uniquely American voice.


From the 1890s on, countless Americans would sing his brother’s songs at school and church, at public singalongs, around the campfire and, of course, at Fourth of July celebrations.


Foster is more accurately understood as a conservative man and gifted songwriter whose knack for ambiguity resulted in songs both transcendent and controversial. He was fortunate to have a brother who shrewdly transformed the accident of his birthday into a founding myth.


And his late-19th century revival shows that the Fourth of July is not merely a ritual honoring a fixed, national past. It is an ongoing exercise in shaping the nation’s meaning in the present.

Christopher Lynch 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/200-years-after-his-birth-controversial-composer-stephen-foster-still-sings-to-americas-contradictions-283446
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Supreme Court rules against trans girls participating in single-sex sports, but leaves open larger questions of trans rights

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

People who support blocking transgender athletes from participating on school sports teams gather in front of the Supreme Court on June 30, 2026. Alex Wong/Getty ImagesThe U.S. Supreme Court ruled on June 30, 2026, that West Virginia and Idaho did not violate the Constitution by preventing transgender students from joining female sports teams, and that states can restrict who participates on women’s and girls sports teams based on a student’s sex assigned at birth.


This ruling, focused squarely on transgender students participating on single-sex sports teams, does not resolve other major questions that are important to trans rights. These issues include what bathrooms transgender or nonbinary students can use at school, as well as whether transgender individuals can update their names and gender markers on identity documents. 


The court folded two related cases that address sports team participation at the middle, high school and college levels – Little v. Hecox and West Virginia v. B.P.J. – into one single decision that resolved both. The justices ruled 6-3 on the cases. 


This ruling backs 25 other states that, over the past few years, have passed new laws restricting transgender students from participating on female sports teams. 


Twenty-one states also have some sort of restriction on transgender and nonbinary students using school bathrooms designated by sex.


As a legal scholar and expert on LGBTQ+ rights, I believe that based on the court’s reasoning, it is likely that the conservative majority on the court would uphold states’ right to restrict school bathroom use based on sex assigned at birth. However, this ruling leaves bigger questions regarding transgender students’ broader rights in school, at work and elsewhere unanswered. 



            [image: A young woman with long light brown hair stands at a podium that says 'Lamba Legal' with a blue backdrop behind her that has the same words.]
            
              Becky Pepper-Jackson, a transgender student athlete at the center of one of the Supreme Court’s June 30 opinions, speaks during the Lambda Legal Liberty Awards National Dinner on June 4, 2026, in New York City.
              Roy Rochlin/Getty Images for Lambda Legal
            
          

A political flash point


There were estimated to be fewer than 10 transgender athletes who participated in collegiate athletics in 2024. 


But the issue of transgender students participating on sports teams is a hot-button issue for the Trump administration and Republicans, who argue that transgender female students have a biological advantage in competitive sports over athletes assigned female at birth. 


The issue is nuanced and depends on factors including the athletes’ age and whether they have undergone gender-affirming hormonal therapy. 


Some recent research shows that transgender female athletes who have undergone gender affirming hormone therapy have a comparable level of strength to cisgender female athletes.  


What the rulings covered


At issue in these two Supreme Court cases were what protections Title IX – which bars sex-based discrimination in education programs and activities that receive federal funding – as well as the equal protection clause of the 14th Amendment gave transgender students. 


Little v. Hecox challenged Idaho’s 2020 law that allows only students whose sex was designated female at birth to participate on girls and women’s school sports team.


Lindsay Hecox, a transgender female student at Boise State University, alongside a cisgender student, filed a lawsuit against the state in 2020. Hecox, now 24, could not try out for the school’s track and cross country team because of the law. She instead ran at the club level. 


In West Virginia v. B.P.J., a transgender middle school student athlete named Becky Pepper-Jackson similarly sued the state so she could continue participating in track and field. Pepper-Jackson won a state title in girls shot put in May 2026. 


The state’s 2021 Save Women’s Sports Act requires public middle schools, high schools and colleges to designate all school athletic teams by biological sex. 



            [image: Four young people are seen running close to one another on a track with trees behind them.]
            
              The Supreme Court’s ruling will allow states to continue barring transgender student athletes like Sadie Schreiner, left, from participating on sports teams that are designated by sex.
              Al Bello/Getty Images
            
          

Understanding Title IX and how it applies


The Supreme Court determined that states are permitted to restrict sports team participation under Title IX and its regulations, which explicitly permit schools to have separate male and female sports teams.  


The opinion started by emphasizing there are “enduring” physical differences between males and females, and that if there were unified sports teams, females could be at a disadvantage.  


“Separate sports teams for biological males and biological females are reasonable: Given the inherent physical differences between the sexes, allowing only biological females to play on women’s and girls’ teams can reduce the risk of physical injury and ensure fair competition,” the court ruled in its opinion on West Virginia v. B.P.J., authored by Justice Brett Kavanaugh. Chief Justice John Roberts and Justices Samuel Alito, Clarence Thomas, Neil Gorsuch and Amy Coney Barrett joined the ruling. 


Pepper-Jackson argued that this part of Title IX did not have relevance to her case because she had taken puberty blockers and never gone through male puberty. 


As a result, she argued, she did not have heightened levels of testosterone or other physical differences that could raise the concern of a competitive advantage over cis female students in sports. She also posed no physical safety concerns for her teammates. 


The court’s majority rejected this argument, saying that the Title IX regulations did not speak to this issue. The court recognized that although the laws might produce unfair results for someone like Pepper-Jackson, this did not make the restrictions improper. 


The court added that Pepper-Jackson and other students in her position need to take up their concerns with state legislatures. 


The court’s liberal wing – Justices Sonia Sotomayor, Elena Kagan and Ketanji Brown Jackson – agreed with the conservative majority that the laws did not violate Title IX. 


The role of the equal protection clause


The court also addressed the equal protection clause of the U.S. Constitution, which says that the government must apply its laws fairly and cannot treat people differently without a valid reason.  


The court’s conservative majority ruled that the laws distinguished based on sex, and as a result they scrutinized the laws more carefully. However, the court concluded that the athletic restrictions nevertheless passed constitutional muster. 


Here, too, the court’s majority cited the interests of safety and competitive fairness as important justifications for the laws. 


The liberal justices disagreed with their colleagues’ analysis. In their view, the laws were too broad to satisfy the Constitution, because they banned transgender girls who had never experienced male puberty from female sports teams. 


A side step


The decision is a narrow one. The court went to great lengths to emphasize that it was focused on sports, and that the court was not being asked about transgender people’s rights more broadly. 


In the court’s telling, sports are unique because competition depends on the physiology and physical differences between those assigned male and female at birth. That is important, because there are few circumstances in which the physical differences between males and females continue to be relevant. 


In the past, many occupations and schools were sex-segregated. Today, bathrooms, school sports teams, changing facilities, some college residence halls, juvenile detention centers and prisons are among the last places that remain segregated by sex. 


Moreover, the court avoided ruling on the constitutional standard that should apply when transgender people are discriminated against. Under constitutional doctrine, courts will more closely scrutinize laws that discriminate against historically powerless minority groups, such as people of color and women. 


One of the open questions in transgender rights litigation is whether transgender people qualify for that more searching review. 


This case did not resolve that issue.


The court’s narrow ruling on transgender athletes ultimately did not resolve other key issues for transgender rights, which the court will likely be asked to address at a later date.

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


Original: https://theconversation.com/supreme-court-rules-against-trans-girls-participating-in-single-sex-sports-but-leaves-open-larger-questions-of-trans-rights-285457
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