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5 lessons from 20 years of climate surveys: Political party matters, but it doesn’t explain everything

theconversation.com · Mayank Kejriwal, Research Assistant Professor of Industrial & Systems Engineering, University of Southern California · Yidan Sun, Ph.D. Student in Engineering, University of Southern California

Voters of all ages come to climate policies with different views, and those views are not always tied to party affiliation. Scott Olson/Getty ImagesWhy would a young Republican back solar power but reject a carbon tax? Why would two Democrats agree that climate change is real but split over a policy that would charge households more if they exceeded a monthly limit on energy use?


Those patterns may go against the partisan rhetoric of our times, but they reflect the reality that Americans do not sort neatly into simple camps on climate change.


We study complex systems. In a new paper, we analyzed 20 years of Gallup environmental surveys, digging into individual responses from 2000 to 2020 that aren’t released to the public. We wanted to look beyond the usual headline that Democrats and Republicans disagree when it comes to climate change.


Rather than treating age, education, income and ethnicity as separate influences, we studied how they combine inside each party to shape climate beliefs and support for specific policies. 



            [image: A large group of people of all ages holds U.S. flags while cheering]
            
              Belonging to the same party doesn’t necessarily mean holding the same views on climate policies, as 20 years of Gallup polls show.
              Al Drago/Getty Images
            
          

This deeper, more nuanced view changes the story by identifying people as more than just their political affiliations. To be clear, political party is still the strongest divide, but it does not tell us enough on its own. The same policy can mean very different things to different people, even within the same party.


We found several enduring themes.


1. Climate polarization deepened after 2017


A broad partisan split already existed, but it sharpened after Donald Trump first won election to the presidency in 2016. In Gallup polling from 2017, concern about global warming jumped among Democrats and independents, while Republicans stayed far less worried. 


In those first months, Trump moved quickly against Obama-era climate policies: His administration removed Environmental Protection Agency climate-related webpages, proposed deep EPA budget cuts and then moved to dismantle policies meant to reduce power plant emissions, while signaling that it would withdraw the U.S. from the 2015 Paris climate agreement, the international foundation of many climate actions. So the issue was suddenly much more visible and conflict-driven.





Our analysis shows that the greatest shifts in concern were among Democrats and independents, particularly those who worry about global warming, whether it is human-caused or natural, and whether it will threaten their way of life.


That matters because it suggests opinion on climate change and policy can be reshaped by political context.


2. Among Republicans, age is a major force


The biggest internal divide among Republicans was age.


Younger Republicans have often been much more open to renewable energy and much less supportive of fossil fuel expansion than older Republicans. In our data, Republicans ages 18 to 34 were more likely than older Republicans to oppose coal development and drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. They also showed strong support for solar energy and alternative fuels.


Among some older Republican subgroups, support for oil exploration and nuclear power was much stronger.



            [image: Bars show a striking difference among Republican views on policies based on age.]
            
              Results from two decades of Gallup surveys.
              Yidan Sun, The Conversation, CC BY-ND
            
          

This is more than a descriptive age gap. The survey responses suggest that within today’s Republican coalition, climate and energy preferences are being sorted through different priorities. Younger Republicans appear more open to future-oriented energy development, such as spending more government money on developing solar and wind power. Older Republicans are more attached to established energy systems and the economic language surrounding them.


3. Climate policy support depends on what the policy asks people to do


One of the clearest lessons from our analysis is that support for climate action depends heavily on the design of the policy itself.


Younger Republicans often supported renewable energy, but Republican-leaning respondents ages 18 to 54 still tended to oppose carbon taxes, which would raise the price of continuing to rely on fossil fuels.  Support for solar panels or alternative fuels did not automatically translate into support for every climate policy.


That distinction helps explain why public opinion on an issue such as climate can look inconsistent when it is viewed as a monolith. People are reacting not only to climate change itself but also to what a policy signals about government, markets, fairness and personal cost.


This finding fits with earlier research on solution aversion: When threatened by a solution, a person’s belief in the problem itself may be challenged.


We found something similar across the political spectrum with proposals to legally limit household energy use. Those were unpopular not just with Republicans but also with many Democrats and other respondents who described themselves as concerned about climate change. Even people who accept that there is a problem may resist solutions that feel coercive or too close to everyday private life, meaning policies that interfere directly with daily household choices or bills.


4. Education does not erase the partisan gap


A common but mistaken assumption is that more education naturally leads to more agreement on climate change. Our results point to a messier reality.


Among Democrats, higher education was linked to stronger support for climate policies such as carbon taxes, emissions standards for business and industry, and renewable energy investment. College-educated Democrats were especially supportive of regulatory and tax-based climate policies, such as imposing mandatory controls on carbon dioxide emissions and passing a carbon tax to encourage people and industries to reduce their carbon dioxide emissions.


Among Republicans, education did much less to reduce skepticism about climate policies. Better-educated Republicans did not simply converge toward Democrats. In some cases, they remained skeptical of climate regulation even while showing support for technologies such as nuclear power.



            [image: Charts show the different role education plays in political views on climate policies by party based on 20 years of Gallup surveys]
            
              Results from two decades of Gallup surveys.
              Yidan Sun, The Conversation, CC BY-ND
            
          

We believe that this is one of the most important analytical lessons in the study. Education is not just adding information into a neutral space. It is interacting with party identity. The same increase in education can deepen support for climate policy in one partisan context while leaving skepticism largely intact in another.


5. The biggest group is the ‘mixed middle’


The largest group in our analysis was not those most concerned about climate change or the skeptics. It was the mixed middle: people with complicated, sometimes inconsistent views.


That group matters because it suggests American opinions on climate change are polarized but not fixed. The surveys showed that this middle group was the largest of the three Gallup clusters: 10,617 mixed-middle respondents, compared with 6,682 who were highly concerned about climate change and 3,102 skeptics. Many people are neither fully convinced nor fully dismissive of the need for policies to counter the drivers of climate change. Their views depend on the issue, the framing of policy proposals – for example, whether it is presented as a tax or an incentive, a regulation or a technology investment – and the trade-offs involved.


If there is a practical takeaway from 20 years of climate surveys, it is this: Political party remains the strongest clue to how Americans think about climate change, but to understand where opinion might move next – and which policies might actually gain support – requires looking deeper than the party label.

Mayank Kejriwal receives funding from DARPA. 
Yidan Sun receives funding from DARPA. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/5-lessons-from-20-years-of-climate-surveys-political-party-matters-but-it-doesnt-explain-everything-287056
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I’m a Philly neonatologist, and every time I discharge a baby from the NICU, I worry about the air they’ll breathe at home

theconversation.com · Tim Nelin, Instructor of Pediatrics, Perelman School of Medicine, University of Pennsylvania

The same polluted air that may have contributed to a baby's preterm birth is also a risk when the vulnerable baby goes home. Nenov/Moment Collection via Getty ImagesDischarge day in the neonatal intensive care unit, or NICU, should feel like a finish line. After weeks or months of monitors, alarms, oxygen, feeding tubes, blood tests and waiting, a family can finally take their baby home. 


As a neonatologist, I know how much work it takes to get that baby there. Their lungs have grown stronger. Their feeding has improved. Their medications have been adjusted and readjusted. The car seat test has been passed.


But every time we prepare to discharge a preterm infant, I find myself thinking about something that is not listed in the NICU discharge summary: What is the air like in the home and neighborhood where this child lives? 


That question has animated my clinical and research life. Before I was a neonatologist, I worked in a toxicology lab studying fine particulate matter, or PM2.5. These are tiny particles produced by sources such as vehicle exhaust, power plants and industrial emissions. They are small enough to be inhaled deep into the lungs and may enter the bloodstream. In the lab, we studied how early-life exposure to polluted air could affect the developing heart and lungs.  


Years later, caring for preterm infants in Philadelphia, I am confronted by the same question. Not in a dish or an animal model, but in the lives of my patients – whose lungs are still developing when they leave the hospital – and their parents.


Preterm infants face double exposure


Before my patients are born, their pregnant parent is already breathing the air in the place they call home, whether that’s in Philadelphia, Delaware County or beyond. When a pregnant parent breathes polluted air, it may increase the risk of preterm birth, making it more likely I’ll see that baby in the NICU. 


But delivery does not end the exposure. The same air pollution may still be there when the infant comes home. The difference is that now, alongside their parent, a preterm infant with developing lungs is breathing it too.


That means some infants may face a double exposure: first before birth, then again after discharge.



            [image: View of smoggy urban skyline in backgorund and highway in foreground]
            
              A view of the Philadelphia skyline on June 7, 2023, when smoke from large wildfires burning across Canada filled the air.
              Thomas Hengge/Anadolu Agency via Getty Images
            
          

Small pollution differences can have big impacts


In Philadelphia and other large cities, the distribution of dirty air – and therefore the likelihood of facing this double exposure – reflects how American cities have been built. Highways, industrial sites and traffic corridors have long been concentrated near communities that have also been negatively affected by policy choices such as redlining and disinvestment. Black families and lower-income families are more likely to live in neighborhoods where the air is worse and to face higher rates of preterm birth. 


My own research has focused on infants with bronchopulmonary dysplasia, or BPD. This is a chronic lung disease that affects many babies born very prematurely. These infants often spend weeks or months receiving respiratory support in the NICU. Even after they leave, their lungs remain vulnerable.


In one Philadelphia study of 378 preterm infants with BPD who were cared for in NICUs affiliated with the Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia, we used a state-of-the-art air pollution model to estimate PM2.5 exposure at each infant’s home address and examined the association of PM2.5 exposure with respiratory illness during the first year after discharge. 


What we found was striking because the pollution levels at home were low. In fact, the average exposure was below the long-standing federal annual standard. Yet among infants with the mildest and most common form, grade 1 BPD, each small increase in annual PM2.5 exposure was associated with substantially higher odds of the infant developing a respiratory illness severe enough to require emergency care.


More recently, we followed this same cohort of children through early childhood. We found that higher PM2.5 exposure in the first year after discharge was associated with a higher risk of asthma by the age of 5, an age when many kids enter kindergarten. In other words, what a baby breathes in the months after going home may be associated with respiratory health years later. 


The American Lung Association’s 2026 State of the Air report again shows that poor air quality remains a real problem in the Philadelphia region. Those rankings may sound like background noise. Another annual report. Another set of grades. But for my patients, air quality is meaningful. It is part of the discharge plan, whether we name it or not.


What families and policymakers can do


So what do we do? It is tempting to propose individual solutions. Families can use indoor air purifiers. They can avoid outdoor activity on bad-air days. They can keep windows closed during wildfire smoke events. 


The Environmental Protection Agency strengthened the annual PM2.5 standard in 2024, lowering it from 12 to 9 micrograms per cubic meter. In practice, the standard establishes a nationwide, health-based benchmark for outdoor air quality and requires states to develop pollution-reduction plans for areas that fail to meet it. That change matters because a growing body of evidence suggests that breathing PM2.5 can harm health even at levels once considered acceptable. 


My patients are part of that evidence. Their lungs are telling us that small differences in PM2.5 exposure may matter and that exposure to PM2.5 levels once considered low may have substantial implications for health when infants breathe that air day after day over a long period of time.


There are also local interventions worth taking seriously. Cities can reduce traffic-related emissions near homes, schools and childcare centers. They can electrify municipal vehicle fleets. They can enforce industrial pollution limits. They can invest in high-quality housing. They can also expand tree canopy and green space, which can help capture airborne pollutants and reduce urban heat.


When clinicians discharge a baby from the NICU, we are making a quiet bet that the world outside the hospital will help that child thrive. But decisions made far beyond the bedside shape the quality of the air all children breathe. 


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

Tim Nelin has received funding from the National Institutes of Health, PolicyLab at the Children's Hospital of Philadelphia, the BPD Collaborative, and the Philadelphia Regional Center for Children's Environmental Health. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/im-a-philly-neonatologist-and-every-time-i-discharge-a-baby-from-the-nicu-i-worry-about-the-air-theyll-breathe-at-home-287746
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Legally or not, the US government is controlling global access to the world’s most powerful AI

theconversation.com · João Marinotti, Associate Professor of Law, Indiana University

The U.S. government is 'caging' the most powerful commercial AI models. Wildpixel/iStock via Getty ImagesWhen the U.S. Commerce Department ordered Anthropic on June 12, 2026, to immediately prevent all foreign nationals from using the artificial intelligence company’s two most advanced large language models, it disabled its Claude Fable 5 and Mythos 5 models within hours, making them inaccessible to everyone.


Anthropic had little choice. The letter, citing national security concerns, barred access by all foreign nationals, including Anthropic’s own noncitizen employees. With no way to immediately collect and validate each and every user’s nationality, including those who were outside the country, the company shut the models off for everyone.


The Commerce Department agreed to lift its restrictions on June 30 after Anthropic significantly strengthened the models’ safety guardrails. While this may sound like a good thing, these guardrails resulted in a “collapse” of the models’ benchmark scores, demonstrating lower overall intelligence and capacity. 


In other words, the department rescinded its directive only after Anthropic’s models were hobbled to the point that many benign queries now trigger the guardrails. According to one experiment, the new Fable 5 completed only 3 of 12 tasks that would have been routine before the new controls.


The Commerce Department’s willingness to effectively shut down Fable 5 and Mythos 5 with almost no notice, and to reverse that decision only after Anthropic severely hindered the models, sent a chill through the U.S. AI industry. 


As a legal scholar who studies technology law and policy, I see two fundamental questions arising from this incident: Can the U.S. government act as a gatekeeper to AI models? And did it do so lawfully in this instance?


An unlawful order?


The Commerce Department issued its letter under the Export Control Reform Act of 2018, which was written with hardware in mind. The law prevents companies from exporting dangerous items, such as uranium enrichment centrifuges, without the government’s consent. The letter was the first time the government had used export controls to prevent foreign access to an AI service.


The 2018 act also assigns power over “emerging and foundational technologies.” It empowers the Commerce Department’s Bureau of Industry and Security to require a company to obtain an export license for any access by a foreign national to a specific technology of interest – in this case, Anthropic’s two models.


Although these provisions raise many open legal issues, two stand out. 


The first is whether access to Anthropic’s models can be considered an export at all. When a user sends a prompt to Fable 5 or Mythos 5, and the model replies, the only item “exported” is the reply. The model never leaves Anthropic’s servers. 


The Commerce Department’s own past guidance has treated remote access to software running on U.S. servers as outside the reach of export controls. The fact that Congress is trying to change this situation further implies that existing law may not apply to an AI model’s output. Future congressional action could give the U.S. government more power to restrict AI access.



            
            Analysts with the Center for Strategic and International Studies discuss the government’s use of technology export controls to limit access to powerful AI models.
          

The second issue is whether the Commerce Department followed lawful procedures in imposing export restrictions on Anthropic. The so-called “is informed” mechanism, which the department’s letter carried out, is normally used to inform a particular company that a particular type of transaction to a particular country requires government approval. 


Even if an AI response to a chat were deemed to be an export under existing law, the order’s sweep of all foreign nationals anywhere on the planet may exceed the power granted to the department. What is clear is that the directive’s legal backing seems uncertain.


Break with the past


Based on my work on law and emerging technologies, I can say that the Anthropic case reflects a change in how the U.S. attempts to control access to potentially dangerous new technologies. The traditional legal process is deliberately slow: Multiple government agencies consider possible control, they request public comment, they coordinate restrictions with U.S. allies, and the Federal Register publishes the resulting regulations.


Some dangerous technologies clearly require immediate action. Even then, though, the government traditionally used a temporary classification known by the code 0Y521. This designation carries safeguards the Anthropic letter lacked. 


It requires sign-off from the Defense and State departments. It is published. It expires after a year unless renewed. And it commits the government to reviewing the export control measure with its allies. The Anthropic letter was the opposite: unilateral, secret, open-ended and global.


Why Anthropic isn’t crying foul


It is striking that Anthropic did not contest the order’s legality. The company complied, calling the episode “a misunderstanding.” Company officials subsequently went to Washington – not to litigate, but to negotiate the restriction. Anthropic had previously sued the Trump administration over designating Anthropic as a supply chain risk, so the negotiation may have been strategic, not necessarily a sign of corporate fear.


Negotiation may make sense because Anthropic largely agrees with government controls in certain cases. Just two days before the letter arrived, CEO Dario Amodei published an essay arguing that the government “should have the power to block or deter deployment” of an advanced, or “frontier,” AI model that is considered too dangerous. Going to court to deny that power would undercut Anthropic’s own argument.


Anthropic also built the case against itself. The story that the two Claude models are dangerous comes largely from Anthropic’s own public warnings and thousands of hours of red-team tests done in collaboration with the government. 


One wrinkle may also keep these issues out of court: The same 2018 statute strips federal courts of their usual power to shoot down such decisions as arbitrary. So now, anyone challenging a directive in court must show not that the order was unreasonable, but that it was flatly unauthorized or unconstitutional – a far narrower path.


Unchecked power?


The coming legal fight, should it arise, will not be over whether the government can exert this level of control; it already has. The fight will be about how  governments can wield this control responsibly. The best case at this point is that this fight takes place in the open, with public input, through lawful legislative processes. 


The dystopian alternative is a two-tiered AI order in which governments condition export privileges on secret access to frontier models more powerful than anything publicly known or available.

João Marinotti 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/legally-or-not-the-us-government-is-controlling-global-access-to-the-worlds-most-powerful-ai-286118
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Not so terrible, after all – 2-year-olds just want to be independent

theconversation.com · Lindsay Barnhart, Assistant Professor of Early Childhood Education, University of Wisconsin-Stout Polytechnic

Toddler tantrums have more behind them than you might think.   H. Armstrong Roberts/ClassicStock via Getty ImagesA 2-year-old is lying on the floor yelling, with their socks pulled off after spending 15 minutes trying to get them on in the first place. 


A caregiver might take a deep breath and think, “Here we go again – another ‘terrible two’ tantrum.”


What is really going on? 


Toddlers are developing autonomy and a growing sense of self. They are becoming aware that they are separate from other people and can make their own choices.


As 2-year-olds and other young children develop this understanding of themselves, they may express strong emotions when decisions are made for them, tasks are completed on their behalf, or they are quickly moved from one activity to another. These reactions are often a response to their growing desire for independence and their inexperience calmly communicating their emotions. 


What you might call a “temper tantrum” may instead be a young child communicating their emotions in the best way they know how. These expressions of emotion may continue when they are not supported or understood from a different perspective. 


As an assistant professor in early childhood education, I have worked alongside young children for more than 25 years. I feel it’s important to recognize that supporting young children, especially 2-year-olds, takes time. 


Caring for a toddler can be challenging and requires patience. There are strategies that caregivers and teachers can consider to support young children, with some degree of ease, as they navigate those big emotions and enthusiastic quests for independence. 


When adults can help establish routines and listen to what young children are trying to actually communicate, it becomes easier to understand that a toddler screaming and thrashing on the floor is actually trying to express themselves.



            [image: Five small children stand in a row, with their hands on their shoulders.]
            
              Two-year-olds are developing a clear sense of their own autonomy, and strong feelings often accompany that recognition of independence.
              Ron Nickel/Design Pics via Getty Images Plus
            
          

Meeting young children where they are


Children typically begin gaining autonomy around age 2. 


When a child reaches this milestone, parents and other caregivers may notice they begin saying “no” more often. 


This increase in “no” shows that the child is developing an understanding of themselves as separate from others and is recognizing their ability to make choices. 


While you might find it challenging when young children refuse to have their diaper changed or insist on getting dressed themselves, it is also a healthy sign of independence. 


Offering choices whenever possible also supports a youngster’s growing independence. 


Children could choose between two outfits for the day, for example. Or they could pick between three snack options and make many other simple decisions throughout the day. 


Adults could let young children know that it is time to wash their hands, for example, and then ask whether the child would like to wash independently or have help. Because 2-year-olds are eager to assert their independence, they will often choose to do it themselves. However, if they choose help, or choose not to easily transition at all, it is important to calmly follow through by providing assistance and encourage them through the transition. 


This kind of consistent follow-through helps children learn what is expected of them, while still respecting their growing independence.


Sticking to schedules is also helpful in helping young children get through the day and minimizing their emotional roller coasters. When children anticipate that they will get dressed right after they eat breakfast every day, for example, they begin to anticipate the next step and may even complete parts of the routine independently.


When the routine changes and a parent has to leave early for a morning meeting, for example, or a child will be skipping breakfast at home, preparing the child in advance can ease the transition. Talking through the change the night before and offering a reminder the next morning helps the child adjust, even if the change is still challenging. 


Letting a child know, “In three minutes it will be time to clean up your toys for your nap,” gives them time to process what is coming next and shift more successfully from one activity to another.



            [image: A young boy smiles and washes his hands at a white sink with a plant nearby.]
            
              Letting 2-year-olds do simple tasks on their own, like washing their hands, can help reaffirm their growing independence.
              10'000 Hours/DigitalVision via Getty Images
            
          

Reaffirming with language they don’t yet have


Toddlers often express their emotions before they have the language to explain how they are feeling.


Helping young children name their emotions and describing a given situation can help them develop the vocabulary to articulate their feelings. 


Narrating the situation also can create a shift in perspective for the adult, encouraging them to focus on what the child is communicating rather than simply reacting to the behavior. 


After an emotional situation has been resolved, it can be helpful to talk through what happened, discuss strategies for next time and provide opportunities to practice those skills. Children are more able to process and retain new information when they are calmer. 


Remaining supportive, offering choices that are appropriate for both the adult and the child, and talking through emotions and how they can be expressed in the future create an environment that supports a 2-year-old’s growing independence. 


These strategies also encourage caregivers to approach challenging moments with a growth mindset, viewing behaviors as opportunities to teach and support rather than simply problems to correct.


Are the socks really necessary? Maybe they are, or maybe they are not. An independent 2-year-old benefits from opportunities to make simple choices and practice doing things on their own, as do 1-year-olds and older children. When possible, give them that opportunity.

Lindsay Barnhart 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/not-so-terrible-after-all-2-year-olds-just-want-to-be-independent-285573
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Why employers still place a premium on people skills, not AI, when they make hiring decisions

theconversation.com · Murugan Anandarajan, Professor of Decision Sciences and Management Information Systems, Drexel University · Cuneyt Gozu, Associate Clinical Professor of Organizational Behavior, Drexel University

College students on the job hunt should know that communication and interpersonal skills are even more important than technical know-how, an employer survey finds. AP Photo/Alex Slitz, FileIf you spend a few minutes talking with college students about their career prospects, one topic is at the top of their minds: Will their jobs be displaced by a bot?


Their concern makes sense. Universities are integrating artificial intelligence into their curricula, and employers are adopting AI at a rapid pace. So most students assume that AI skills are now key to getting an entry-level job. 


But what if employers are changing their candidate criteria just as quickly? 


As scholars who research how technology is changing the workplace, we have long asked what employers value when hiring new talent. The question grew out of our conversations with both employers and students about internship experiences. 


Year after year, employers emphasize communication, professionalism and other workplace skills as the areas where interns most need to improve. Students tend to focus on building their technical skills instead.


To determine whether this disconnect extended beyond internships, we surveyed more than 600 employers across a range of industries and organization sizes. We asked them which skills and qualities matter most when hiring recent graduates and early-career professionals. 


Their answer might surprise you: They consistently ranked “soft skills” over technical know-how when evaluating applications. 


Learning to grow with the job


We had expected employers to place AI and technical skills at the top of their list. Instead, our survey told a more nuanced story. Employers clearly valued those skills, but they consistently ranked even higher qualities such as interpersonal skills and willingness to learn.


No matter the size of the organization, the results were similar. The rankings showed what employers valued, and their comments explained their reasoning. One theme surfaced repeatedly: Employers want to hire people who they believe will grow with their organizations.


This doesn’t mean technical abilities are unimportant. Rather, those were seen as job-specific skills that could be taught on the job – which is much more easily done when new hires already have soft skills like dependability, professionalism and a willingness to learn.





A human resources manager at a midsize healthcare employer captured this idea well: “Computer skills, excellent customer service and dependability are of utmost importance. The rest, we can train.”


A small medical device company made a similar point: While technical positions require a base level of competence, attitude and adaptability also matter because employees often need to take on varied responsibilities rather than staying in “one lane.”


Another respondent, from a small nonprofit, emphasized curiosity, adaptability and the ability to learn new skills quickly. In a small organization, the employer explained, employees need to be willing to grow along with the organization.


Together, these comments suggest that employers aren’t choosing between technical abilities and workplace qualities. Candidates may still need a technical foundation, but employers also want evidence that they can learn, adjust and apply what they know in changing circumstances.


Can we talk?


Communication was another recurring concern. 


A hiring manager at a large manufacturer described the challenge of finding candidates who were comfortable with face-to-face and telephone conversations. Similarly, an executive from a small professional services firm said poor writing was a recurring reason for rejecting applications, and he cited communication with clients and colleagues as a growing challenge.


While our survey doesn’t show whether communication skills have declined over time, the consistency of these comments suggests that employers see this as a persistent challenge when hiring recent graduates. One respondent shared that many young graduates were “not equipped with great communication skills” and had trouble following through on commitments. 


These comments suggest that employers see communication as more than just speaking and writing. They also associate it with professionalism and reliability.



            [image: Five people with laptops sit at a table, talking with each other.]
            
              Many employers identify communication with clients and colleagues as a growing challenge with new hires.
              Annie Spratt on Unsplash, CC BY
            
          

The comments also helped explain why internships and training programs remain valuable to employers. A respondent from a small professional services firm said they primarily hired former trainees, adding: “We know their skills, motivation and how they fit within our firm.”


These experiences allow employers to observe more than a candidate’s academic record or list of skills. As part of our ongoing conversations with employers, one supervisor described an intern who completed several complex projects ahead of schedule while adapting quickly to a new corporate environment. The supervisor was especially impressed by the student’s communication skills and eagerness to learn.


As for AI, the message from employers was clear: Knowing how to use a technology matters, but so does knowing when and how to use it responsibly.


As one respondent wrote: “If AI is used well in application materials, it’s fine. Most of the time, we only notice because it’s being used so poorly, which is unacceptable.”


We encountered a similar issue while serving on a recent search committee. Several applicants appeared to have used generative AI to prepare their cover letters, but they left out references to other institutions or positions. Instead of strengthening their applications, these errors called into question the applicants’ judgment, attention to detail and the accuracy of their materials.


The hiring process through an employer’s eyes


Reading these comments changed the way we thought about hiring. We saw how students and employers often approach the hiring process from different perspectives.


Students, understandably, focus on getting the job. They build strong resumes, prepare for interviews and learn how to use AI. Those efforts matter because employers expect graduates to arrive ready to contribute.


Employers, however, are asking a different question: Is this someone who will succeed here?


Every interaction helps them answer that question. An email can show how clearly and professionally a candidate communicates. An interview may reveal how someone listens and responds to an unfamiliar question. An internship or training program demonstrates whether a student follows through, works well with others and responds to feedback.


Viewed this way, the survey results become easier to understand. Employers aren’t simply evaluating what candidates already know. They’re looking for signs of how candidates will perform, learn and develop after joining the organization.


Lessons for students and universities


For students, the message isn’t that they must choose between technical and workplace capabilities. They need both.


Learning to use AI and other workplace technologies remains important, but students also need to prove they can communicate clearly, work effectively with others, exercise judgment and follow through on their commitments.


This means universities need to do more than add AI-themed courses and majors to their curricula. They should give students repeated opportunities to demonstrate how they apply their knowledge, respond to feedback and contribute to a team. Internships, traineeships and client projects allow students to refine these qualities before entering the workforce.


Career advising can reinforce this strategy by helping students explain not only which skills they possess, but where and how they have used them.


We began with a simple question: Has AI changed what employers value when hiring recent graduates?


The answer was more nuanced than we expected. AI is changing how work gets done, but it hasn’t fundamentally changed what employers look for in the people they hire. They still want graduates who can use technology effectively while demonstrating the judgment, professionalism and adaptability needed to grow with the organization. 


After all, AI may be changing the workplace, but employers are still hiring people, not algorithms.

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.
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Time for a clock change? Congress considers daylight saving time … again

theconversation.com · Beth Ann Malow, Professor of Neurology and Pediatrics, Vanderbilt University

Nearly two-thirds of Americans would like to stop changing the clocks twice a year, according to a 2026 poll. i-am-helen/iStock via Getty Images PlusIn the 108-year history of daylight saving time in the United States, the country has three times moved to institute it year-round: during each of the two world wars and in 1973-74. 


Now, after a 2022 attempt to reintroduce this policy floundered, the U.S. House of Representatives on July 14, 2026, passed the Sunshine Protection Act, which would put the country permanently on daylight saving time. The bipartisan bill passed by a wide margin, 308-117, with President Donald Trump publicly backing the measure. It will now be considered by the Senate.


With the exception of Arizona and Hawaii, which observe standard time year round, the U.S. observes seasonal daylight saving time, moving clocks ahead by one hour each March and turning them back each November. 


Nearly two-thirds of Americans would like to eliminate changing the clocks twice a year, compared to 21% who aren’t sure and 16% who would like to keep moving their clocks back and forth, according to a 2026 poll.


But the effects go beyond simple inconvenience. Researchers are discovering that “springing ahead” each March is connected with serious negative health effects, including an uptick in heart attacks and teen sleep deprivation. In contrast, the fall transition back to standard time is not associated with these health effects, as my co-authors and I noted in a 2020 commentary.


I’ve studied the pros and cons of these twice-annual rituals for more than five years as a professor of neurology and pediatrics and the director of Vanderbilt University Medical Center’s sleep division. It’s become clear to me and many of my colleagues that the transition to daylight saving time each spring affects health immediately after the clock change and also for the nearly eight months that Americans remain on daylight saving time.


The strong case for permanent standard time


Americans are split on whether they prefer permanent daylight saving time or permanent standard time. 


However, the two time shifts – jolting as they may be – are not equal. Standard time most closely approximates natural light, with the Sun directly overhead at or near noon. In contrast, during daylight saving time from March until November, the clock change resulting from daylight saving time causes natural light to be present one hour later in the morning and one hour later in the evening according to clock time.


Morning light is essential for helping to set the body’s natural rhythms: It wakes us up and improves alertness. Morning light also boosts mood – light boxes simulating natural light are prescribed for morning use to treat seasonal affective disorder.



            [image: Child lying in bed rubbing their eyes upon waking up]
            
              Evidence suggests that making standard time permanent could have health benefits – perhaps because standard time would expose people to more morning light.
              Elva Etienne/Moment via Getty Images
            
          

Although the exact reasons why light activates us and benefits our mood are not yet known, this may be due to light’s effects on increasing levels of cortisol, a hormone that modulates the stress response or the effect of light on the amygdala, a part of the brain involved in emotions.


Adolescents also may be chronically sleep deprived due to school, sports and social activities. For instance, many children start school around 8 a.m. or earlier. This means that during daylight saving time, many young people get up and travel to school in pitch darkness.


The body of evidence makes a good case for adopting permanent standard time nationwide, as I testified at a March 2022 congressional hearing and argued in a position statement for the Sleep Research Society. The American Medical Association has also called for permanent standard time.


The biggest advantage of daylight saving time is that it provides an extra hour of light in the late afternoon or evening, depending on time of year, for sports, shopping or eating outside. However, exposure to light later into the evening for almost eight months during daylight saving time comes at a price. This extended evening light delays the brain’s release of melatonin, the hormone that promotes drowsiness, which in turn interferes with sleep and causes us to sleep less overall.


Because puberty also causes melatonin to be released later at night, meaning that teenagers have a delay in the natural signal that helps them fall asleep, adolescents are particularly susceptible to sleep problems from the extended evening light. This shift in melatonin during puberty lasts into our 20s.


The ‘western edge’ effect


Geography can also make a difference in how daylight saving time affects people. One study showed that people living on the western edge of a time zone, who get light later in the morning and later in the evening, got less sleep than their counterparts on the eastern edge of a time zone. 


This study found that western-edge residents had higher rates of obesity, diabetes, heart disease and breast cancer, as well as lower per capita income and higher health care costs. Other research has found that rates of certain other cancers are higher on the western edge of a time zone. 


Scientists believe that these health problems may result from a combination of chronic sleep deprivation and “circadian misalignment.” Circadian misalignment refers to a mismatch in timing between our biological rhythms and the outside world. In other words, the timing of daily work, school or sleep routines is based on the clock, rather than on the Sun’s rise and set. 



            
            This video takes a deeper dive – all the way back to 1895 – into the history of daylight saving time.
          

A brief history of daylight saving time


Congress instituted year-round daylight saving time during World War I and World War II, and once again during the energy crisis of the early 1970s.


The idea was that having extra light later into the afternoon would save energy by decreasing the need for electric lighting. This idea has since been proved largely inaccurate, as heating needs may increase in the morning in the winter, while air conditioning needs can also increase in the late afternoon in the summer.


Another pro-daylight saving argument has been that crime rates drop with more light at the end of the day. While this has been proved true, the change is very small, and the health effects appear to outweigh the benefits to society from lower rates of crime.


After World War II, designating the start and end dates for daylight saving time fell to state governments. Because this created many railroad scheduling and safety problems, however, Congress passed the Uniform Time Act in 1966. This law set the nationwide dates of daylight saving time from the last Sunday in April until the last Sunday in October. In 2007, Congress amended the act to expand the period in which daylight saving time is in effect from the second Sunday in March to the first Sunday in November – dates that remain in effect today.


The Uniform Time Act allows states and territories to opt out of daylight saving time, however. Arizona and Hawaii are on permanent standard time, along with Puerto Rico, the U.S. Virgin Islands, Northern Mariana Islands, Guam and American Samoa. 


Several U.S. states have legislation and resolutions under consideration to support permanent standard time, while many others have been or are considering permanent daylight saving time. Among all these efforts combined, state-level measures in support of permanent standard time have increased from 15% in 2021 to 52% in 2026.


In March 2022, the U.S. Senate passed the Sunshine Protection Act in a bid to make daylight saving time permanent. But the House did not move forward with this legislation. Even as the current version of the Sunshine Protection Act awaits consideration in the Senate, a bipartisan countermeasure, the Sunshine for Our Kids Act, introduced in the House on July 9, would restore permanent standard time as the nation’s default clock.


Now, it’s up to legislators to decide whether to end the time shift altogether, and whether to choose permanent standard or daylight saving time.


This is an updated version of an article originally published on March 10, 2022, and updated again on March 6, 2023, and March 4, 2024.

Beth Ann Malow does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.
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More testosterone won’t make a better soldier or a tougher man – aggression and strength drive T levels, not the other way around

theconversation.com · Adam Stanaland, Assistant Professor of Psychology, University of Richmond

A person's testosterone level does not determine their manliness or ability to fight. wilpunt/iStock via Getty Images PlusHow low is too low when it comes to testosterone levels? When Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth announced in July 2026 that U.S. service members ages 30 and older will have their testosterone tested every year, neither he nor the Pentagon specified what level of the hormone would be considered “low” enough to require treatment – a telling omission, since where “low” begins depends on the lab conducting the test and the guidelines your doctor follows.


The announcement lands amid a national testosterone craze: Prescriptions have climbed to nearly 12 million in 2025, up 154% since 2020, and fastest among men in their late 30s and 40s. Online clinics that sell testosterone as a lifestyle upgrade have largely driven this rise in prescriptions.


As a psychologist who studies masculinity, I’m certain that while the idea that more testosterone makes a man tougher and more fit to fight seems intuitive, it’s also mostly wrong. 



            
            Medical guidelines recommend against blanket testosterone testing.
          

What testosterone actually does


Testosterone is often considered a “male” hormone, but people of every gender produce it in differing amounts. 


In cisgender boys and men, testosterone levels rise at puberty, helping build muscle, grow body hair and produce sperm. Levels naturally decline in adulthood, typically beginning age 30 and onward. When levels drop significantly below normal and a person begins to experience symptoms such as extreme fatigue, low libido or drastic muscle loss, testosterone replacement therapy with medical supervision can help.


But “normal” is a vast range. Endocrinologists consider testosterone levels between roughly 300 to 1,000 nanograms per deciliter as healthy. Within that range, a man’s testosterone level tells you little about the “masculine” traits that some people think it governs. 


Testosterone is tied to muscle mass, but in healthy men, it doesn’t track with actual strength – training, sleep and nutrition matter far more. As endocrinologist Adrian Dobs put it, a person at 700 isn’t stronger or more of a man than one at 300. 


Moreover, an individual’s testosterone levels aren’t fixed – they swing by the hour and the season. So doctors usually test testosterone levels only when symptoms appear. Screening healthy men by the millions may be potentially harmful.



            [image: Chemical diagram of testosterone converting to estradiol via aromatase]
            
              The body converts excess testosterone to estrogen.
              Boghog2/Wikimedia Commons
            
          

For instance, testosterone therapy often carries risks. Supplementing the hormone signals the body to shut down production of its own supply, which can shrink the testicles and suppress sperm. Some researchers have even studied testosterone for its contraceptive effects. 


Moreover, because testosterone revs up oil glands and hair follicles – and partly converts them to estrogen – it can also bring about acne, balding and even some breast tissue growth. 


This “high-T” ideal – sold by online clinics and now endorsed from the top – glosses over these severe risks.


The macho myth


Decades of research undercut Hegseth’s core claim that more testosterone means a more aggressive, dominant, masculine man. 


A 2001 analysis of data from 45 studies covering nearly 10,000 people found only a small correlation between testosterone levels and aggression. When researchers pooled data in 2020 from experiments that actually administered testosterone to participants to study whether it causes aggression, they found only weak evidence. In fact, they saw that the effects of testosterone on aggression primarily showed up in men who were more dominant or impulsive.



            [image: Boys in uniform standing outside, one with a hand on another's shoulder while another another's mouth is open]
            
              Boys who feel pressure to be manly learn to react aggressively to perceived threats to their masculinity.
              Jeff Gritchen/Digital First Media/Orange County Register via Getty Images
            
          

If anything, the arrow runs the opposite way – behavior drives testosterone levels. One study found that men who handled a gun for 15 minutes had bigger testosterone spikes and acted more aggressively than men who touched a board game. Meanwhile, the testosterone levels of new fathers fell more steeply the more they physically cared for their child.


When men do demonstrate aggression, the trigger is typically social. In my own research, threatening a man’s sense of manhood – but not a woman’s womanhood – reliably provokes aggression, and the men who react most strongly are those who feel the most pressure to live up to masculine ideals.


The link between aggression and the fear of failing at manhood takes root early. In a study of more than 200 adolescent boys and their parents, my team and I found that boys who reacted aggressively to threats to their masculinity were mainly those who felt external pressure to be masculine. That pressure was strongest among boys whose parents endorsed specific beliefs about manhood, like the idea that men should hold power over others.


Biology, social pressure and development work together to determine how a boy grows into a man. Unlike Hegseth’s story that manhood is a chemical to be topped off, research shows that while hormones may open a window, the social environment decides what comes through.


Military life lowers testosterone


Ironically, the grind of military service can drive down a man’s testosterone levels.


A 2020 study of U.S. Army Rangers found that the sleep loss built into training significantly reduced testosterone levels. 


Chronic stress, sleep deprivation, blast exposure and poor nutrition can produce a cluster of health problems called “Operator Syndrome.” In some cases, the work conditions of special operators can push a 35-year-old’s testosterone levels toward those typical of a man in his 80s. 



            [image: Three soldiers in uniform leaning back against a bench, asleep]
            
              The stress of military life lowers testosterone levels.
              Allison Joyce/AFP via Getty Images
            
          

Notice the loop: The military imposes the very conditions that suppress testosterone, then proposes to fix the result with more of it. The psychologist who named Operator Syndrome cautioned that handing troops testosterone won’t restore their health, because the real culprits are sleep, stress and injury.


Double standards


In February 2025, the Pentagon halted gender-affirming hormone therapy for transgender troops, framing such care as incompatible with the force’s “readiness” and “lethality.” Yet prescribing testosterone to bring a cisgender man’s body in line with the Pentagon’s masculine ideals is hormone therapy, too. 


Legal advocates flagged the contradiction at once: The same class of medication is disqualifying for one group of service members, but for another, it’s rebranded as optimizing the soldier.


So a testosterone mandate won’t build tougher soldiers – if anything, it reveals an anxiety no hormone can fix. My research argues that the men most pressured to prove their manhood are the ones who most experience it as fragile, treating masculinity as a status that can be lost and must be won back again and again. 


Telling troops that their readiness hinges on a test result can deepen their anxiety around manhood. Real strength – the kind that holds up under fire – is not something that can be topped off with a hormone. Although testosterone is biologically useful, it isn’t the measure of a man or soldier.

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

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

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


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


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


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


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


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


Reading for fun isn’t just about fun


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


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


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


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


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


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


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



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

Reading to develop empathy


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Implications for school and home


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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

The authors do not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and have disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.
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Electric companies don’t need to black out customers to prevent wildfires – here are 3 relatively fast, affordable solutions

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

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


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


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



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

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


Billion-dollar spark: Why the West is going dark


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


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


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



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

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


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


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



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

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


Solution 1: Covered conductors


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


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



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

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


2. ‘Fast-trip’ settings and topology optimization


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


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


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





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


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


Solution 3: AI and real-time smart sensors


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


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




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


The era of risk-aware grid design


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


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


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

Jasmine Garland receives funding from the National Science Foundation, U.S. Department of Education, U.S. Department of Energy. 
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Nearly 20% of new moms have anxiety or depression, but a promising psychedelic treatment is on the horizon

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

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


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


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


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


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


Depression and anxiety’s impact on moms and babies


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


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


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



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

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


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


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


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


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


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


FDA study of psilocybin-like medication


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


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


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



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

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


Access to psychedelic treatments


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



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

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


Looking forward


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


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


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


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


Read more of our stories about Colorado.

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


Original: https://theconversation.com/nearly-20-of-new-moms-have-anxiety-or-depression-but-a-promising-psychedelic-treatment-is-on-the-horizon-283028
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Age plays a big role in GOP views on climate policy

Young Republicans tended to support climate policies at higher rates than older Republicans ages
55 and over. Among Democrats and independents, the age gap was much less, and reversed on
greenhouse gas controls, with older adults more supportive than younger ones.
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2 very different education gaps for climate policy support

While a college education led to significantly more support for climate policies among
Democrats and independents, it was the opposite for Republicans.
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