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Colorado prepares for screwworms, as the pest that was eradicated in 1966 returns to the US

theconversation.com · Sarah Tomlinson, Veterinarian and Senior Research Scholar, College of Veterinary Medicine and Biomedical Sciences, Colorado State University

New World screwworm flies lay their eggs in the living tissue of warm-blooded animals. Ramdan Fatoni/iStock via Getty ImagesNew World screwworm, a concerning pest that mainly impacts livestock and wildlife, was detected in South Texas in June 2026. It has since expanded northward in Texas, and there was one case in New Mexico as of July 23, 2026.


The cases mark the return of a pest that was eradicated from the U.S. in 1966. 


As of July 23, there have not been any screwworm cases in Colorado. However, the state has a multiagency response plan in place in case screwworms show up.


Screwworms’ return has heightened concern among the livestock industry, animal health officials and pet owners. In livestock, screwworm infestation can lead to production losses and negative economic impacts. In pets, screwworms can lead to extensive and potentially life-threatening tissue damage if not treated.


I am a veterinarian at Colorado State University Veterinary Diagnostic Laboratories.  I have over 20 years of regulatory veterinary medicine experience with the U.S. Department of Agriculture and expertise in leading federal animal health programs, laboratory network coordination, surveillance, epidemiology, disease outbreak response and diagnostics. I work closely with Ashley McGrew, a veterinarian who oversees the lab’s parasitology section and as a board-certified parasitologist is trained to identify specific fly larvae. 



            [image: The first portion of a yellowish, slightly translucent worm stands in front of a red background.]
            
              New World screwworm larvae gets its name from its screwlike appearance. Adult New World screwworm flies are about the same size or slightly larger than a common housefly and have orange eyes, a metallic blue or green body and three dark stripes along their backs.
              John Kucharski/USDA
            
          

What is New World screwworm?


New World screwworms are the parasitic larvae of a species of fly that lays eggs in the living tissue of warm-blooded animals. They get their name from the larvae’s screwlike appearance. Screwworm flies often lay eggs in open wounds or warm, sensitive areas, such as in the nose, ears, genitalia or the navel of newborn animals.  


After the eggs hatch, the larvae feed on the host animal’s tissue. The feeding causes a deepening of the wound, damage to the tissue and sometimes death if not detected in a timely manner. Screwworms can infest livestock, wildlife, pets and birds. People are rarely infested.


The risk for humans and most animals in the U.S. is low. Screwworms are not contagious and do not spread directly from animals to people or from person to person. However, a person with suspicious lesions should seek immediate medical attention.


What’s being done about screwworms?


The USDA has been closely monitoring New World screwworms since the 1960s. Since then, the USDA, in partnership with Panama, has been utilizing the sterile insect technique to control screwworm populations. 


This method works by exposing screwworm larvae to gamma radiation, a specific type of electromagnetic radiation, which sterilizes the larvae. When they grow into adult flies, they are released by the millions in and around areas where screwworms have been found as well as barrier zones to curb their movement. The released sterile male flies mate with wild flies who lay infertile eggs that do not hatch. Over time, screwworm populations gradually decrease.


After many decades of control, the flies began progressing northward from Central America in 2024. That prompted the USDA to close the Mexican border in July 2025 to live cattle and horses as a precautionary measure. The closure has had negative impacts on the U.S. beef industry. Since then, the USDA, wildlife agencies and southern border states have conducted active surveillance for screwworms.


The USDA has also developed a robust New World screwworm response playbook to coordinate federal, state and public health efforts in the U.S.



            [image: A digital sign placed next to a road alerts drivers of an upcoming checkpoint for screwworms.]
            
              Southern border states are actively monitoring screwworms through livestock checkpoints.
              Joel Angel Juarez/Getty Images
            
          

Experts do not know exactly why the New World screwworm has reemerged in the United States. Similar to what scientists have seen among diseases carried by ticks and mosquitoes, pest habitat ranges are expanding globally due to changes in environment, ecology and populations.


In Colorado, the likelihood of the screwworm fly establishing a permanent population is relatively low across much of the state due to higher altitudes and freezing temperatures. However, the Colorado Department of Agriculture has been preparing an emergency response plan. 


The plan ensures coordinated action between Colorado’s Department of Agriculture, Colorado Parks and Wildlife, the Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment and the USDA. Animals entering Colorado from areas with reported screwworm cases now require certificates for movement issued by an animal health official in the affected state and must meet enhanced health inspection requirements. 


Colorado State University Veterinary Diagnostic Laboratories’ full-service parasitology laboratory routinely identifies animal parasites in livestock, pets and wildlife. As a member of the National Animal Health Laboratory Network, which conducts surveillance and testing for animal disease outbreaks, CSU will provide support to the state if screwworm is detected here. 


What can livestock and pet owners do?


Livestock and pet owners should use pest control strategies, such as maintaining clean spaces for their animals and using insecticides, barn treatments and fly traps, to try to keep flies away from their animals. 


Livestock and pets should also be monitored for any wounds with evidence of larvae. That includes the wound draining fluid, having a foul odor or getting bigger. Animals may show signs of discomfort if they have screwworms, such irritation and restlessness, head-shaking, biting or licking at wounds, decreased appetite, depression and separation from the herd.



            [image: A microphone is placed in front of a white sign with the words war on screwworm in red lettering and a picture of a green fly]
            
              A USDA press conference provides updates on screwworms in Kerrville, Texas, on June 9, 2026.
              USDAgov/Flickr
            
          

Livestock and pet owners should contact their veterinarian with any concerns or suspicion of screwworms, especially if the animal has unusual wounds or signs of larval infestation. If detected early, animals can be treated and fully recover from infestation.


Any suspected case must be reported to the Colorado State Veterinarian’s Office or the USDA area veterinarian in charge immediately. For suspicious cases involving wildlife, contact Colorado Parks and Wildlife.


Screwworm is detected by finding larvae present on an animal. The larvae are then collected by a veterinarian and submitted to a laboratory for identification. Currently, all screwworm suspect samples are required to be submitted to USDA’s National Veterinary Services Laboratories for official confirmation.


If New World screwworm is identified in an animal in Colorado, state or federal officials will conduct an investigation to understand how the animal became infested. 


The state’s Department of Agriculture will work closely with livestock owners to help eliminate screwworm within the herd and prevent further spread. Culling groups of animals will not be used for general control and eradication of screwworm. However, separating out affected animals and temporary control of their movement will be important components of a herd-management plan.


Read more of our stories about Colorado.

Sarah Tomlinson 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/colorado-prepares-for-screwworms-as-the-pest-that-was-eradicated-in-1966-returns-to-the-us-286522
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How do scientists know if climate change made a heat wave, extreme storm or wildfire worse?

theconversation.com · Kevin T. Smiley, Associate Professor of Sociology, Louisiana State University  · Deepti Singh, Associate Professor School of the Environment, Washington State University · Jennifer Marlon, Research Scientist, Yale University · Jim Hurrell, Professor and Scott Presidential Chair in Environmental Science and Engineering, Colorado State University

People try to stay cool on the sweltering streets of Manhattan during a heat wave in July 2025. Spencer Platt/Getty ImagesWhen a devastating heat wave, hurricane, flood or wildfire strikes, people often want to know: How much did human-caused climate change influence this event, if at all?


For many years, scientists could answer that question only in general terms. They knew that human-caused climate change was increasing the frequency or intensity of some kinds of extreme weather, but determining its influence on a particular event was much more difficult.


Today, researchers can provide a scientifically grounded answer that assesses whether climate change made a heat wave hotter, increased rainfall from a hurricane, or made a drought more severe. But the answers are not always straightforward, and they are not equally certain for every type of extreme event.



            [image: A person walks through a flooded street with damaged buildings, including a church, behind them.]
            
              Rapid attribution studies suggested that climate change made the heavy rainfall from Hurricane Helene’s remnants, which devastated mountain communities like Marshall, N.C., more likely than if the storm had occurred in a cooler climate.
              Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post via Getty Images
            
          

We served on the 14-member National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine committee that produced a new report that reviewed where this rapidly developing field, known as extreme event attribution, stands today.


The report concludes that advances in weather and climate data, climate models and attribution methods have substantially strengthened scientists’ ability to assess the influence of climate change on many types of extreme events, while also identifying important scientific limitations. 


How can scientists study a single event?


Weather events result from many interacting factors, including the day-to-day state of the atmosphere.


Scientists conducting extreme event attribution studies aren’t asking whether climate change caused a hurricane, heat wave or flood. Instead, they’re asking how climate change influenced that event: How would this event have differed in a world without increased greenhouse gases, and how have the chances of it occurring been altered by warming?


Researchers answer that question using two complementary approaches:



	One compares how often that type of event, for example an extreme downpour that causes flooding, occurs in today’s climate with how often it would have occurred in a climate without human-caused climate change.


	The other examines how climate change altered the characteristics of the event that happened; for example, whether a hurricane produced more rainfall or a heat wave became hotter because the atmosphere has warmed.





Both approaches combine weather and climate data, physical understanding of how the climate system works, and computer models. Scientists can compare results from multiple approaches to determine whether they point to the same conclusion and how much confidence to place in the results.


For example, studies of Hurricane Harvey, which dumped 50 inches of rain in parts of the Houston area in 2017 and caused widespread flooding, concluded that climate change increased the amount of rainfall the storm produced. Multiple studies using different approaches reached broadly consistent conclusions, illustrating how scientists conducting attribution studies can build confidence in the conclusions by drawing on several independent lines of evidence.


Scientists are more confident about some events than others


One of the report’s most important conclusions is that attribution science is not equally able to assess every kind of extreme weather.


Confidence is highest for events whose relationship to a warming climate is well understood and well represented in climate models.



            [image: Bubbles show which extreme events can be most easily assessed for the role of climate change]
            
              Scientists have the highest confidence in extreme attribution for events with temperature extremes and the lowest confidence for convective storms, such as tornadoes. The bubble size is proportional to the number of extreme event attribution studies conducted.
              National Academy of Sciences
            
          

Extreme heat is the clearest example. As greenhouse gas concentrations have increased with the burning of fossil fuels, just about every region of the world has experienced more frequent and more intense heat extremes. Scientists understand how increasing greenhouse gases warm the atmosphere and make heat extremes more likely and more intense, making it possible to attribute many individual heat waves with high confidence.


Confidence is also relatively high for attributing the contributions of climate change for large-scale heavy rainfall events, tropical cyclones, and droughts in some regions. A warmer atmosphere is thirstier – it draws more moisture, worsening droughts and fueling heavier downpours when storms form.


The contribution of climate change remains more difficult to assess for other weather hazards. Severe thunderstorms, tornadoes, large hail and damaging straight-line winds depend on small-scale atmospheric processes that global climate models still struggle to represent accurately. Data for these events is also less complete, making it harder to detect long-term changes and evaluate climate models.


Some events are becoming increasingly complex. For instance, multiple events can occur simultaneously or in succession, leading to compounding or cascading effects, such as drought that worsens wildfire risk. Attribution science is just beginning to account for these interactions.


These challenges do not mean climate change has no influence on these events. Rather, they reflect a fundamental principle of science: confidence depends on the strength of the available evidence.


Understanding how climate change influences extreme events helps communities, businesses and governments better assess changing risks, improve planning and infrastructure, and make more informed decisions about preparedness and adaptation. Just as importantly, knowing where confidence is lower helps ensure that decisions remain grounded in the strength of the available scientific evidence.


Why attribution science is getting better


The science of extreme event attribution has progressed significantly since the National Academies’ last assessment of it in 2016. 


Researchers now have access to longer and better observational records from weather stations, satellites and other monitoring systems. Climate models have become more sophisticated, better representing the physical processes that produce extreme weather, thus representing many types of extreme weather more realistically.


At the same time, the number of attribution studies analyzing climate change’s role in extreme events has grown considerably, covering more types of extreme weather and climate events than a decade ago. International research groups now apply established methods to conduct rapid attribution studies, often within days of disasters, providing scientifically grounded information while events are fresh in the public mind.



            [image: Cattle gather around a pond with low water levels amid a very dry landscape.]
            
              Studies suggested that higher temperatures caused by anthropogenic climate change turned the 2020-2022 Western drought into an exceptional drought. In some areas, ranchers facing drying rangeland sold off cattle.
              Justin Sullivan/Getty Images
            
          

Scientists are also asking a new question: How did climate change affect the results of the event? For example, how did it affect the number of heat-related deaths, the extent of flooding, economic losses or ecological damage?


Hurricane Harvey again provides a useful example. The National Academies report highlights research showing that climate change increased Harvey’s rainfall by roughly 20% to 38%. Studies also found that the increase in rainfall attributed to climate change led to a proportionally even larger increase in the number of flooded properties, showing that relatively modest increases in the intensity of an extreme event can sometimes translate into much larger increases in societal impacts.


Extreme weather and climate change moving forward


As extreme weather affects communities around the world, attribution science is becoming an increasingly robust way to understand how climate change influences individual extreme weather events, providing information that can help communities prepare for and adapt to future risks.


Equally important, attribution studies identify where scientific confidence is high, where important uncertainties remain, and where additional research is needed. Together, these advances help ensure that scientific conclusions remain grounded in observations, physical understanding and careful analysis.

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/how-do-scientists-know-if-climate-change-made-a-heat-wave-extreme-storm-or-wildfire-worse-288232
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Pennsylvania roads are being coated in radioactive wastewater − here’s why

theconversation.com · William Burgos, Professor of Environmental Engineering, Penn State · Nathaniel Warner, Associate Professor of Environmental Engineering, Penn State

Brine, a mixture of salt and water, is sprayed onto roads to prevent snow and ice from sticking or freezing to the pavement. Portland Press Herald Collection via Getty ImagesPennsylvania’s roughly 100,000 oil and gas wells produce wastewater that’s many times saltier than seawater and contains radium, a known carcinogen. For decades, that saltwater, called brine, was spread on dirt and gravel roads across the state to control dust and also on paved roads to melt ice.


The state Department of Environmental Protection halted the practice in 2018, but residents continue to report oil and gas brine being spread in their communities. Now, a permit issued by the Department of Environmental Protection in May 2026 could open a new path for oil and gas well wastewater to be sold as a commercial product that could be purchased by road maintenance operators or snow removal businesses.


William Burgos and Nathaniel Warner, professors of environmental engineering at Penn State, have spent years testing whether oil and gas brine actually works as a road dust suppressant. Road dust is an issue because fine particles generated from traffic can get into residents’ lungs and cause respiratory issues, and the dust also reduces visibility, which can lead to accidents. Burgos and Warner spoke with The Conversation U.S.’s Pittsburgh Editor Cassandra Stone about what’s in the brine, why it fails at the job it’s supposed to do and what the new permit means for Pennsylvanians.


What is oil and gas brine, and why is it being spread on Pennsylvania roads in the first place?


Oil and gas wells produce a significant amount of water, called produced water or brine, along with the oil and gas they recover. In northwestern Pennsylvania, the ratio is around eight barrels of water per barrel of oil. The water is very salty – often five to 10 times as salty as seawater. It is generated from both conventional oil and gas wells and unconventional, or “fracked,” gas wells – such as those used to extract natural gas from the Marcellus and Utica shales in Pennsylvania.


The Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection banned using brine from fracked gas wells for dust suppression or anti-icing in 2016, and issued a moratorium halting the road spreading of conventional oil and gas brine in 2018. Well operators had previously provided the brine to local townships for free. 



            [image: A highway lane with wet stripes running down.]
            
              Before 2018, brine from conventional wells was spread on roads to prevent ice from forming.
              Anadolu/Andolu collection via Getty Images
            
          

What’s in this water, and what do we know about its health and environmental risks?


Lots of calcium, sodium and chloride, but also radium – a radioactive element and known human carcinogen – as well as petroleum hydrocarbons and lead.


Most of these contaminants wash off the road and end up in streams and sediments. The salt can harm fish and other wildlife, and corrode bridges and automobiles. Salt from roads can also enter nearby drinking water wells.


Why are conventional and fracked well brine treated differently?


Geochemically, there is no obvious reason. Brines from conventional and unconventional wells are chemically very similar: Both are extremely salty and radioactive, and both contain heavy metals and organic contaminants. 


For example, in Pennsylvania, the combined activity of two radioactive forms of radium averaged 2,000 picocuries per liter in conventional oil and gas brine and 1,800 picocuries per liter in unconventional Marcellus Shale brine. 


There are numerous federal regulations from different agencies around discharges of radium to the environment, but many do not directly apply to oil and gas wastes. The EPA tries to follow the principle that radioactivity exposure should be “as low as reasonably achievable,” also known as ALARA. Their drinking water standard for combined radium activity is 5 picocuries per liter.


Obviously people are not drinking the oil and gas brine directly, but the problem is that we don’t know where the radium ends up after the brine has been applied to the road. It mostly washes off with runoff, but radium dried to the road could be remobilized as dust that someone inhales, or radium could accumulate in game fish eaten by fishermen.


Operationally, unconventional gas wells produce much more water than conventional oil wells, which may be the reason for the additional restrictions on disposal options. And historically, the two industries emerged under very different rules. Environmental regulations  were already in place in 2008 when the unconventional Marcellus Shale gas boom began, but conventional drilling dates to the Drake well in 1859 – long before modern environmental oversight existed.


How are these wastes regulated?


Produced water is regulated by the Office of Oil and Gas Management within the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection. Most regulations rely on self-reporting by well operators. Operators of conventional wells are required to report the volumes of oil, gas and brine produced from each well every year. 


If an operator wants to classify their brine as a coproduct and use it for some purpose, they must submit a form to the department’s Bureau of Waste Management. There are no requirements to measure radium concentrations or demonstrate that the brine works for its new intended use.



            [image: A muddy roadside ditch appears flooded with dark-hued water.]
            
              Brine ends up in roadside streams or ditches through runoff and direct drainage after rain.
              Justin Sullivan/Getty Images News Collection
            
          

Does oil and gas brine work as a dust suppressant?


No. We designed multiple studies to determine whether oil and gas brine can suppress road dust. In the first, we used a laboratory method to measure the amount of dust generated from road material treated with various dust suppressants. Oil and gas brine was little to no more effective than rainwater – and some cases, they even increased dust compared with rainwater.



            [image: A heavy truck kicks up dust while driving on a rural road.]
            
              Penn State researchers found that oil and gas brines perform no better than rainwater at controlling dust on roads.
              David McNew/Getty Images News
            
          

We also conducted large-scale laboratory experiments and found that most contaminants in oil and gas brine, such as radium, completely washed off treated roads after a typical rainstorm. More road material washed off roadbeds treated with oil and gas brine than off those treated with calcium chloride, a commercial dust suppressant. Roads treated with oil and gas brine will not suppress dust, and they degrade faster and cost more to repair than those treated with plain water.


What is the Department of Environmental Protection’s new permit for, and why does it matter?


In May 2026, the department issued a permit for a brine production well that is drilled into an oil and gas formation.


This means that the same radioactive oil and gas brine wastewater could now be sold as a product from the well. The well operator is not yet required to demonstrate that it works for its intended use. 


How would road maintenance operators or snow removal businesses know if brine ends up in products they buy?


They wouldn’t. There are no disclosures required to inform a consumer that the product was sourced from oil and gas brine.


Is there anything currently happening about this issue in the state Legislature?


On June 10, 2024, the Pennsylvania House Environmental Resources and Energy Committee held a hearing on a bill for a complete ban on road-spreading of oil and gas brine. On June 8, 2026, the corresponding House Bill 84 was passed out of committee to the full House. Currently, there is no timeline for floor consideration. 


Read more of our stories about Pittsburgh and Pennsylvania.

William Burgos has received funding from the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection and the US National Science Foundation  
Nathaniel Warner receives funding from the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection and the US National Science Foundation


Original: https://theconversation.com/pennsylvania-roads-are-being-coated-in-radioactive-wastewater-heres-why-286208
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The Benadryl Challenge isn’t going away – here’s how public health officials are trying to stop this deadly viral trend

theconversation.com · Andrew Yockey, Assistant Professor of Health and Kinesiology, University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign

Dangerous online trends have become a major public health problem. Xavier Lorenzo/Moment via Getty ImagesA dangerous social media trend that started in 2020 has persisted into 2026, with heartbreaking consequences.


In May and June 2026, four American teens died participating in the “Benadryl Challenge.” This trend encourages adolescents and young adults to consume excessive amounts of diphenhydramine – the active ingredient in Benadryl – to induce hallucinations.


One study has estimated that this challenge may have been responsible for as many 131 deaths in the U.S. between 2020 and 2024.


As with all online trends, the Benadryl Challenge is not limited by geographical borders. Though it originated in the U.S., public health officials in Canada have been warning parents and clinicians about the same trend since it began.


I research the powerful effects of social media on health behaviors such as substance use, sexual health and nutrition. The speed at which online trends like the Benadryl Challenge spread presents a new challenge for public health.


The science behind diphenhydramine overdose


Diphenhydramine is marketed under various brand names and is available over the counter as a treatment for allergies in numerous countries. The drug works by blocking a neurotransmitter called acetylcholine, which can help calm the body’s response to allergens.


Although therapeutic doses are generally safe, taking too much can result in severe anticholinergic toxicity. Symptoms of this condition include delirium, seizures, an abnormal heart rhythm, hyperthermia, coma and death.


Many young people may underestimate the drug’s potential risks because it’s inexpensive and available at nearly any pharmacy or retail store. Plus, teens are highly susceptible to peer pressure and fear of missing out, so they may not appropriately weigh the risks with social media users and influencers encouraging experimentation with this drug.


‘Over-the-counter’ doesn’t mean ‘safe’


The Benadryl Challenge highlights a broader public health challenge: the perception that medications available without a prescription are harmless. Even adults tend to consider diphenhydramine to be a “safe” household medicine.


But poison control centers and emergency departments have been responding to an increasing number of reports about intentional misuse of this and other over-the-counter medications among young people since 2020, with social media contributing to the rapid spread of dangerous behaviors.


In response, public health agencies have increasingly recognized that preventing medication-related harms requires both educating consumers and engaging with the digital environments where risky behaviors emerge.


In 2020, when videos of this trend first emerged on TikTok, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration issued a warning about the Benadryl Challenge, emphasizing the risks of high-dose diphenhydramine use among adolescents. The agency urged parents, caregivers and healthcare professionals to discuss medication safety with young people.


The FDA also contacted TikTok and encouraged the platform to remove videos promoting the challenge and to remain vigilant against similar content.


More broadly, governments have begun holding social media companies accountable for failing to protect children from harmful online content. For example, the European Union’s Digital Services Act and the United Kingdom’s Online Safety Act establish regulatory frameworks for penalizing platforms that fail to address risks to minors.



            [image: packet of Benadryl]
            
              Though Benadryl is commonly used and easily available, it’s not safe outside recommended doses.
              Smith Collection/Gado/Archive Photo via Getty Images
            
          

Global response to the Benadryl Challenge


Still, responses to the Benadryl Challenge outside the U.S. have largely consisted of public awareness efforts rather than formal regulatory action specifically targeting this trend.


The name “Benadryl” can also create confusion internationally. In the U.S., Benadryl allergy products contain diphenhydramine, the medication involved in the challenge. But products sold under the same brand name abroad contain different active ingredients.


In Canada, public health messaging has focused on raising awareness among adolescents and their caregivers after 2026 reports that the challenge resurfaced among youth. In May, a First Nation community in Ontario issued an alert warning families about the dangers of intentionally consuming high doses of diphenhydramine, following reports of youth participation in the trend.


Preventing the next viral health threat


The evolving response to the Benadryl Challenge aligns with the World Health Organization’s call for proactive public health communication. Rather than responding to harmful online trends after they’ve gone viral, public health efforts are increasingly focused on early education, timely risk communication and rapid dissemination of accurate information.


This includes improving medication safety education, strengthening digital health literacy and helping young people critically evaluate health-related content they encounter online. School-based medication safety programs, such as Generation Rx, may help reduce susceptibility to future medication-related social media challenges.


Caregivers, schools, healthcare providers, poison control centers, public health agencies and technology companies all have a role in identifying emerging risks and communicating accurate information quickly.


Helping young people recognize dangerous online content and understand the consequences of participating in these trends may be one of the most practical ways to reduce harm before the next viral challenge emerges.

Andrew Yockey 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/the-benadryl-challenge-isnt-going-away-heres-how-public-health-officials-are-trying-to-stop-this-deadly-viral-trend-287533
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South Dakota’s abortion pill advertising ban runs into free speech roadblock

theconversation.com · Lucinda M. Finley, Professor of Law and Director of Appellate Advocacy, University at Buffalo

It's very hard to legally prevent abortions today, even in states that ban them. GarikProst/iStock via Getty Images PlusSouth Dakota is having trouble enforcing a law banning advertising about abortion pills. On July 17, 2026, less than three weeks after the ban took effect on July 1, U.S. District Judge Camela C. Theeler issued an injunction blocking its enforcement.


She ruled that the ban likely is unconstitutional in response to a lawsuit filed by Mayday Health, a nonprofit based in New York. Mayday’s website provides information about abortion pills, with links that can help women find a telemedicine provider.


Mayday wanted to promote its website in South Dakota, including by posting signs at gas stations that asked: “Pregnant? Don’t Want to Be?” and encouraged people to “learn more” by going to its website. Fearing prosecution for having posted these signs, Mayday sued. It contended that South Dakota’s advertising ban censored truthful information and violated its First Amendment free speech rights.


As an expert on reproductive rights and First Amendment law who has argued before the Supreme Court, I think this case illustrates how the battle over abortion, which used to revolve around whether it should be legal everywhere in the U.S., now focuses on pills and telemedicine. It also shows how the First Amendment can limit a state’s ability to restrict health information just because its leaders disapprove of it.





Does this ban violate freedom of speech?


I have no doubt that it does.


The U.S. Supreme Court ruled on a similar question more than 50 years ago in Bigelow v. Virginia. In that 1975 case, the court examined whether it is legal to provide residents of a state that restricts abortion with truthful information about how to get an abortion in another state.


The justices found that those ads constituted speech on a “topic of great public concern,” meaning that they are fully protected by the First Amendment’s guarantee of freedom of speech.


And it is a bedrock principle of free speech law, repeatedly reinforced by the Supreme Court, that a state cannot ban speech based on its content or point of view. 


South Dakota’s law violates this principle of “viewpoint neutrality” because it does not restrict ads that say abortion pills are immoral or dangerous. It punishes only advertisements that promote abortion pills and say they are safe.


A law that restricts speech on only one side of a topic is unconstitutional unless it is based on what courts deem to be a “compelling need” that can’t be advanced by any other means that would not restrict speech. That legal test, known as “strict scrutiny,” is by design intended to be nearly impossible to satisfy.


South Dakota did not even try to justify its law under this strict scrutiny standard. It tried instead to defend its abortion advertising ban by arguing that it regulates “commercial speech,” which can be limited under a legal standard easier to meet than “strict scrutiny.”


Commercial speech is defined as speech based solely on economic interests or merely proposing a business transaction. I believe Judge Theeler properly rejected that argument. 


Mayday is a nonprofit. It earns no money from any abortion pill provider, and it is not engaged in distributing abortion pills. Mayday instead provides links to accurate medical information and sources of support to help people make a reproductive health decision. Therefore, its speech is not related to any commercial transactions. 


Some of the links on its website may help people find a telehealth provider that might charge for its medical services. However, that does not turn Mayday’s website into nothing more than an ad for commercial services.



            [image: A man in a blue suit and wearing a cowboy hat gives a speech.]
            
              South Dakota Gov. Larry Rhoden signed into law the abortion advertising ban that took effect in July 2026.
              Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images
            
          

Are there any related precedents?


South Dakota’s ban on abortion pill advertising hardly marks the first time a state has tried to restrict the provision of medical information that it disfavors. Yet whether that information supports or opposes access to abortion, or respect for LGBTQ+ rights, U.S. courts have consistently ruled that the First Amendment protects it.


For example, Judge Theeler bolstered her conclusion that Mayday was not engaging in commercial speech by relying on a December 2025 decision by the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 2nd Circuit, NIFLA v. James. That decision held that an anti-abortion nonprofit’s website providing information about “abortion pill reversal,” with links to doctors who might provide such services, was not commercial speech. 


In that case, New York Attorney General Letitia James contended that promoting an unapproved treatment – one that medical studies have found to be dangerous – could violate state consumer fraud laws. The court rejected her contention that this was commercial speech the state could regulate, because, like Mayday, the nonprofit didn’t receive any commission or earnings from the doctors it promoted and was providing information that went beyond proposing a commercial transaction.


If the First Amendment protects the right of anti-abortion organizations to maintain websites providing links to doctors who sell pills that they say could undo an abortion, despite a state’s claim they are peddling harmful and untrue health information, then an organization like Mayday that supports abortion rights should have the same free speech right to promote pills that induce an abortion and provide links to telemedicine doctors who will prescribe them.


In a similar “what’s sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander” reasoning, the South Dakota court also relied on the U.S. Supreme Court’s March 31, 2026, decision in Chiles v. Salazar. The court’s majority in that case held that Colorado violated the First Amendment when it barred licensed mental health counselors from speaking against being LBGTQ+ with their patients while permitting them to use pro-LGBTQ+ speech.


Those cases, along with the South Dakota decision, illustrate that even though states have the power to regulate medical care, they cannot exercise that power by prohibiting speech on medical topics that the state disagrees with.


Where do you think this case is headed?


The court’s decision was a preliminary injunction, which means that there will be more proceedings before the court issues a final decision about South Dakota’s abortion advertising ban.


But given the well-settled First Amendment law Judge Theeler relied on, in my view, her opinion that the South Dakota advertising ban is unconstitutional is unlikely to change.


Should South Dakota lose again, it would have the right to appeal the District Court ruling to the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 8th Circuit. 


Meanwhile, Mayday has sued over a very similar Idaho law banning abortion pill advertising. It has already submitted a brief urging the Idaho federal court to follow the South Dakota decision.


If, as is likely, the Idaho court rules that the state’s advertising ban violates Mayday’s free speech rights, then Idaho can appeal to the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 9th Circuit.


This raises the possibility that there could be conflicting decisions from two federal appellate courts. If that happens, the Supreme Court would most likely take the case.


If South Dakota does lose this case, that may also give pause to other states that are also considering banning ads regarding the availability of abortion pills prescribed online.


What does South Dakota’s law and this litigation say about abortion today?


The debate over abortion in the U.S. today is now dominated by whether it should be legal for women to obtain abortion pills through telehealth consultations, leading to interstate conflict between the states that ban abortion and those that protect the right to have abortions.


The use of telehealth to prescribe abortion pills has contributed to the number of abortions increasing since 2022, despite the bans or restrictions that have been put into place in more than half the states.


States with abortion bans are now focused on trying to restrict out-of-state providers from prescribing abortion pills to their residents. Their efforts range from South Dakota’s and Idaho’s advertising bans to bans on mailing abortion pills into the state, to prohibiting prescribing abortion pills remotely – even though the Food and Drug Administration currently permits telehealth prescriptions for abortion medication.


In response to abortion bans in other states, many of the states that permit abortions have passed “shield laws.” Those statutes protect doctors and other medical providers in their states who prescribe abortion pills over the internet from being investigated by or extradited to face lawsuits in states where abortion is banned.


I believe that as long as prescribing abortion pills by telemedicine remains legal, this battle between states will go on and that women in states that have banned abortion will keep using telehealth to obtain abortion pills by mail. 


And that will remain an option unless abortion opponents persuade the FDA to revoke its approval of prescribing abortion pills by telemedicine.

Lucinda M. Finley 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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Millions of family caregivers manage complex diets for older relatives – often with little nutritional guidance

theconversation.com · Minakshi Raj, Assistant Professor of Health and Kinesiology, University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign

About 1 in 4 family caregivers help an older relative manage their nutritional needs. kali9/E+ via Getty ImagesMy first science experiment was in sixth grade for our county’s science fair. Over three months, I tested how my grandfather’s blood sugar responded to green leafy vegetables versus brown rice at dinnertime. My mom would prepare traditional South Indian meals, including those foods, and my dad would supervise as I measured and administered insulin and recorded my grandfather’s blood sugar levels.


It was the first time I observed how much thought, care and uncertainty there can be in supporting the nutritional needs of a relative with a complex health condition.


Today, as a health services researcher studying how family caregivers manage food and nutrition as part of taking care of older family members, I know that helping an older relative eat well doesn’t just support their health. It can also bring them joy, boost their energy, prompt nostalgia or offer fun opportunities to experiment with new flavors. 


But addressing nutrition for older adults, who may have multiple chronic conditions, can be complex. Many of the caregivers I interview for my research don’t recognize how much time, energy and effort they dedicate to their nutrition-related responsibilities until we have a focused conversation about it. 


Too often, caregivers are left to manage these substantial responsibilities alone, with limited resources and information about nutrition. 





How family caregivers support nutrition


Over 60 million caregivers in the U.S. support a relative, friend or neighbor with daily activities, such as dressing and transportation, and with complex aspects of daily life, such as navigating finances and communicating with clinicians. An estimated 1 in 4 family caregivers of older adults help with nutrition and dietary modifications, my colleagues and I find.


Nutrition needs change with age. Older adults generally need fewer calories but require more protein, fiber and other nutrients to maintain muscle, bone and overall health. And the shrinking number and size of taste buds and reduced saliva production can affect which foods people enjoy or are able to eat.


More than 7 in 10 older adults have more than one chronic condition, such as diabetes, cardiovascular disease, dementia or osteoporosis. Some conditions are risk factors for developing others – for instance, having Type 2 diabetes raises the likelihood of cardiovascular disease, and both are risk factors for dementia. 



            
            Nutritional needs change in older adulthood.
          

Optimal nutrition is critical for managing these diseases – and often for reducing the risk of developing them. Family caregivers are often responsible for every aspect of providing nutrition support, from planning meals to grocery shopping, to making sure their relative eats those meals.


But different health conditions require different approaches to dietary changes, and those changes can be even more nuanced when someone has multiple conditions. For example, someone with Type 2 diabetes can benefit from eating fewer foods with refined carbohydrates, such as cookies, candies and sodas, and more foods high in fiber, protein and fats to stabilize their blood sugar. 


If that person also has kidney disease, they might need to restrict their consumption of foods that are high in potassium, such as potatoes and tomatoes, as well as foods that are high in phosphorus, such as nuts, to avoid straining the kidneys.


On top of that, caregivers may also have to navigate their family member’s dietary requirements or preferences, such as being vegan or having food sensitivities. And they may also have to translate dietary guidelines, which are often rooted in Western and American cuisines, to traditional, culturally relevant cuisines that their older relative prefers.


Caregivers often don’t have the knowledge to help them with their nutrition responsibilities, such as making sure the food they provide includes the necessary amounts of macronutrients – proteins, carbohydrates and fats that the body needs. Many are also unsure of how nutrition affects their relative’s health condition and lack training on meal planning, budgeting and cooking for themselves and for a relative with chronic health conditions.


Different types of caregiving relationships can also bring about unique challenges. For example, our research shows adult children caring for a parent may struggle with convincing their parents to change their diet. Caregivers supporting someone with memory loss may worry about whether their relative has eaten enough, or may spend hours preparing a meal that is enjoyed one day but goes untouched the next.


Enlisting a registered dietitian


These concerns reflect the fundamental role food plays in daily life as well as in caregiving and family dynamics.


Working with a professional can help. A registered dietitian nutritionist can talk caregivers through their family’s specific concerns and preferences about managing an older relative’s nutritional needs. Dietitians can also help families make sure that any dietary modifications safely align with their relative’s health conditions, as well as with their medications and other therapies.



            [image: A dietician shows an older woman how to track food intake on a smartphone]
            
              A registered dietitian nutritionist can help figure out a nutrition plan that takes a person’s preferences and chronic health issues into account.
              J_art/Moment via Getty Images
            
          

Dietitians are a valuable resource, but they tend to be underused in healthcare. That may be because people are not aware of the type of support they can offer, or because restrictions on insurance coverage mean that working with them isn’t always covered.


Since 2025, Medicare has allowed registered dietitians to train family caregivers on how to manage special diets for conditions such as diabetes or chronic kidney disease, even if the patient isn’t in the room.


How kitchen strategies can help


Other help is also available. Online resources, such as those offered by the American Diabetes Association, can provide ideas for recipes as well as information about nutrition and management of specific health conditions. For caregivers who need to make dietary modifications to traditional, non-Western cuisines, resources such as Oldways, a nonprofit food and nutrition education organization, can provide global culinary examples that meet specific nutritional needs.


A few targeted kitchen strategies, such as meal planning, can go a long way toward helping caregivers navigate food decisions and the nutrition needs of older relatives. You can start by thinking through what types of foods to include – or to skip – in order to to meet your relative’s health needs. For example, they might need high fiber to slow digestion and prevent blood sugar spikes in diabetes. Or they might need to add dairy to meals for good bone health.


Creating a list of meals for the week based on food groups – such as grains, protein sources, vegetables, fruits and dairy – can help ensure these items are part of each meal. It also enables you to shop with a specific list on hand, which can reduce food waste or spoilage. Meal planning is also something you can do together with your older relative.


One common dietary change for older adults is reducing how much sodium they consume. Packaged and prepared foods are often high in salt because it enhances flavor. To maximize flavor in low-salt foods prepared at home, try experimenting with different spices and herbs. If your relative seems to really enjoy a particular blend, you could even create your own mix to use in a variety of dishes.


Small steps like these can help caregivers continue providing this help and might even bring new foods and flavors into the home.

Minakshi Raj receives funding from the McCormick Science Institute and the University of Illinois Urbana Champaign. 
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Jimothy the raccoon survived against the odds, a testament to sophisticated brains and devoted mothers

theconversation.com · Kelly Lambert, Professor of Behavioral Neuroscience, University of Richmond

There Jimothy goes!  Kiana HallAs a neuroscientist who studies raccoon and rats, I see the viral story of Jimothy the raccoon as a compelling tale of an animal overcoming disability and surviving in the wild.


Jimothy, the unique-looking raccoon living in Seattle, became an internet celebrity over the course of a week in July 2026, thanks to a viral Instagram post that has amassed millions of views and thousands of comments cheering for the proverbial underdog. Jimothy has even been honored with a city proclamation.





Something about him was obviously different. His body and tail were unusually short, and his back was curved. Although Jimothy hasn’t been officially examined by a veterinarian, he’s thought to have a form of a rare cervical vertebral malformation called short spine syndrome. A handful of cases have been seen in dogs. These animals are born with a condition that prevents their vertebrae from fully developing. With less physical space in the body, organs are crowded into a smaller space than usual and can lead to mobility issues.


Adaptations are necessary for these animals to navigate their environments and secure the necessary resources for survival. How did Jimothy overcome the odds and emerge as a survivor?


The sophisticated raccoon brain


Although it’s easy to imagine a pet dog that’s under the close care of human pet parents surviving a challenging condition such as short spine syndrome – the probability of a disabled or injured wild animal successfully living in the uncertain outdoors is a different story.


Even for healthy raccoon, it’s a challenge to survive the harrowing time of being a helpless newborn. Up to half of young kits die without emerging from the natal den. If an individual raccoon is among the fortunate to leave the den as a juvenile or young adult, life’s challenges don’t stop there. Typically there are no safe zones that are reliably protected from predators.


To survive, raccoon have to be vigilant, persistent and physically agile to navigate the physical and mental challenges of life in the wild. In fact, it’s so dangerous out in the wild that many raccoon only live two to five years, even though they have the capacity to live for around 12 years in captivity.


It’s difficult to imagine how Jimothy has navigated life’s challenging terrain to survive in the wild. However, if any mammal can transcend the limitations of a disability, raccoon would be at the top of my list. 



            [image: Two sets of raccoon paws held in a human hand]
            
              The dexterity of raccoon hands enables their humanlike escapades.
              Zocha_K/iStock via Getty Images Plus
            
          

Very few studies have been conducted on the raccoon brain, but my lab’s limited research has revealed the neuroarchitecture of a complex and sophisticated brain. Raccoon have exceptionally high neuron densities, resembling those of small primates. More neurons lead to greater flexibility in behavior, a characteristic that is likely facilitating Jimothy’s survival.


My team also identified the presence of specialized and fast-conducting brain cells called von Economo neurons, which are typically located in the areas of the brain involved in emotional, social and internal processing in people.


And perhaps the neuroevolutionary pièce de résistance of the raccoon: their hands. The forepaws of raccoon are extremely dexterous and sensitive, and occupy a large portion of their brain’s motor cortex, like that of people. This investment in hand movement takes raccoon learning abilities to the next level – explaining why Toronto paid roughly US$24 million to develop raccoon-proof trash bins. 


These brain capabilities likely give Jimothy some neural backup as he navigates narrow fences, climbs trees, searches for food and scopes out places for rest and refuge.


Jimothy’s mom as hero


Equally impressive as Jimothy’s own adaptations is the continuous care provided by his mother. 


As challenging as the raccoon mother’s role is while raising her young, raising a kit with special needs likely requires extra energy and patience. For raccoon families, the mother is very much a single parent. Not only does she not have help from the father, but she often moves the litter to different dens to escape the threat of males potentially harming the kits. She also needs to be an efficient forager to prevent excessive time away from her vulnerable offspring.


Unlike many mammals whose young become independent soon after weaning, raccoon mothers continue taking care of their kits for much longer. Although nursing typically ends around 16 weeks, raccoon youngsters often remain with their moms for up to nine months. From weaning to leaving the natal den, maternal raccoon take their family through something like homeschooling.



            [image: Family of raccoons perched in a tree, looking down]
            
              Raccoon moms teach their children the ropes.
              milehightraveler/E+ via Getty Images
            
          

One of my favorite examples appears in the PBS documentary “Raccoon Nation,” where a raccoon mom takes her kits on a field trip to teach them how to collapse their spines to slide past a wooden garage door. For hours, she models the behavior for her young – then observes their attempts, catching them when they fall and nudging them to try again.


It’s apparent that Jimothy’s mother was no exception to the prototypical raccoon mother – serving as nurturer, protector and teacher. Based on the videos of older Jimothy running across a field, navigating fences and exploring his world, it appears that his mom’s hard work resulted in a remarkable return on her investment.


Evolutionary perseverance


Even though the odds were stacked against Jimothy from the day of his birth, he persevered.


Jimothy is being celebrated for being different. But, in my opinion, the most interesting aspects of his story are two remarkable evolutionary achievements that all mammals share: a brain capable of adapting to an imperfect body and other life challenges, and a patient and caring mother or guardian who translates her offspring’s capabilities into abilities.


Jimothy’s mom celebrated his value long before his video debut and viral following.

Kelly Lambert 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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The ball is round – and contrary to some keepers’ views, in this World Cup it has performed just fine

theconversation.com · John Eric Goff, Professor of Engineering Practice, Purdue University

Not every World Cup goal is a classic. Sometimes a half-hearted shot goes in as a result of little more than goalkeeper error. And on those occasions, goalies may be inclined to find an excuse.


During the 2026 tournament, some members of what is jokingly referred to as the “goalkeepers’ union” have pointed toward the performance of the ball. Joe Hart, a former England goalkeeper and serving BBC pundit, noted after one blunder: “The ball is coming into the keepers a lot faster than it feels when it comes off the foot.”


But are his concerns justified? The Conversation turned to John Eric Goff, who has been studying the physics of World Cup balls for two decades and previously wrote about what to expect from the Trionda ball being used at the 2026 FIFA World Cup.




What did your lab tests predict?


Colleagues of mine at the University of Tsukuba in Japan took the World Cup ball, put a little hole in it, stuck it on a rod, attached force sensors and then set it up in a wind tunnel to obtain all kinds of aerodynamic data. They sent that data to me to look at what the trajectory modeling for the ball suggested about how it would perform in comparison to its predecessors.


Central to the performance is the airflow around the ball and how it changes as the speed of the ball increases. For the Jabulani ball used in the 2010 World Cup, for example, this airflow change happened at a speed that was right in the middle of typical free kicks and corner kicks. That caused problems for goalkeepers, as it moved in the air unpredictably as a result.


Among the recent World Cup balls we tested, Trionda has the lowest critical speed at which that airflow change takes place. That led us to predict free kicks and corner kicks with fairly consistent, stable flight. 



            
            Putting the 2026 World Cup ball through the wind tunnel test.
          

But we also found that Trionda’s drag coefficient was slightly larger than that of its predecessors, which implied a slightly rougher surface. So there was a possible trade-off; it might fall a couple of meters short.


Has the real pitch experience followed those predictions?


It has depended a little on conditions. Take the Mexico vs. England game at Estadio Azteca in Mexico City, which took place at high elevation. 


That meant the ball had less air drag on it, so it could actually go farther than it would when kicked with the same launch speed in lower-altitude conditions. It also meant that because the sideways, or Magnus forces, are proportional to air density, it would curve less.


During the England vs. Mexico game, what I noticed, especially early on, was many of England’s kicks tended to go a little long. They would kick the ball down the pitch in those first 20 minutes and it would be just out of reach of teammates.


The sense I got was they weren’t quite adjusting for the higher elevation and lower air density. 


Some have questioned the flight. Do they have a point?


I have heard the complaints by former England goalkeeper Joe Hart about the ball. But I haven’t heard a whole lot of detail about the substance of those complaints. 


In other words, I’ve heard about the ball not being their favorite, but not why. The scientist in me really wants to interview a goalkeeper and find out: “Do you think it’s moving in erratic ways? Or is it something to do with the color scheme that’s flummoxing you on the pitch?”



            [image: A goalkeeper in blue parries a ball.]
            
              Some goalkeepers, such as Luca Zidane of Algeria, have seemingly been flummoxed by shots with the ball in flight.
              Bob Kupbens/Icon Sportswire via Getty Images
            
          

I think goalkeepers are always going to complain about a new ball. But the Nike Flight, which was used in the 2024-25 English Premier League season, has an aerodynamic profile most similar to that of the current World Cup ball. So players who used that ball might already be somewhat familiar with the motion of Trionda.


As far as I can tell, the ball appears to be flying in ways that not only we predicted but that don’t look completely out of touch with what players would have seen with other balls.


As the World Cup has progressed, I’ve been watching the ball come in toward the goalkeepers, and it could be that the reds, blues and greens twirling in front of the goalkeepers’ eyes are confusing them.


There’s been talk of more long-range goals. Is the ball playing a role?


I have read there are more goals coming from farther out than in previous World Cups. But I don’t know if I could attribute it specifically to the ball. 


It’s possible, of course. But I would really have to see what the actual number is and see what the percentage increase has been, because, for a sport like soccer where you only get two or three goals in a match, the sample size is so small.


It would certainly be a very interesting research question to pursue. But I don’t think the ball alone can be credited for these longer-range goals.


Overall, how has this ball performed?


I think the ball has been fine. It is an attractive ball, with the colors of the original version representing the three host countries – all of whom are now out of the tournament, so it didn’t bring them much luck, unfortunately.

John Eric Goff 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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Teachers are worried about students cheating with AI, but my survey suggests the deeper issue is learning

theconversation.com · Brett DeJager, Assistant professor of psychology and education, University of Wisconsin-Stout Polytechnic

Students cheating while using AI is a common concern among educators, but not the only one.  Phiwath Jittamas/iStock/Getty Images PlusThe risk of students using AI to cheat tends to get a lot of attention – with good reason. 


A student can simply copy and paste a prompt into a chatbot and receive a polished paragraph, a five-paragraph essay, a lab summary or a reading response almost instantly. Teachers may then be left wondering whether the work reflects the student’s thinking and actual work or what the chatbot generated. 


An estimated 84% of high school students surveyed said they had used generative artificial intelligence for schoolwork in 2025, according to College Board, a nonprofit that administers the SAT and AP exams. 


As an assistant professor of school psychology studying artificial intelligence in K–12 education, I think the question is not only whether students are using AI to cheat, but whether there is evidence that learning actually happened. 



            [image: A pencil lies across a paper that says 'Academic integrity and the use of AI tools' with more black text below it.]
            
              Many schools are still deciding whether and how they allow their students to use AI for coursework.
              hapabapa/iStock/Getty Images Plus
            
          

Cheating and plagiarism are common worries


I recently surveyed public school educators and administrators about how generative AI is affecting schools to better understand the answer to this question. 


My study, conducted from spring 2025 to spring 2026, included 303 educators and other school professionals in Wisconsin – teachers, administrators, IT staff and technology directors, as well as school psychologists and counselors. I also surveyed another 132 professionals at schools across the country. 


The results are not nationally representative, but they offer a snapshot of how some K–12 professionals are thinking about AI and student learning.


While a large number of respondents were concerned about AI bias, misinformation and data privacy, the most common worries were about academic dishonesty and plagiarism. 


In Wisconsin, approximately 65% of respondents identified these issues as a concern, compared with 74% who did so on a broader, national level. 


But respondents also pointed to a deeper issue: How do teachers know what students actually understand when AI can generate essays, summaries or math steps in seconds?


In the Wisconsin sample, 47% of respondents who answered this question said that “difficulty in assessing student learning when AI is used” is a concern. 


That figure increased to 53% in the national sample. 


When asked “What impact, if any, have you noticed AI has had on student behavior, mental health, or engagement?” respondents selected from a provided list of options. Among those options, 29% of Wisconsin respondents and 40% of respondents in the national sample selected “increased student reliance on AI,” while 19% and 33%, respectively, selected “reduced critical thinking or problem-solving.”


Finished work is becoming harder to interpret


Teachers have long known that a student’s finished assignment is not perfect evidence of learning. A parent might help too much. A student might copy from a friend. A student might complete the work but not understand it well enough to explain it later.


Generative AI makes that problem more visible and more complicated.


Take a common homework task, such as writing a paragraph explaining the theme of a short story. In the past, teachers looked at students’ writing to understand whether they read the story, thought about the theme and could explain it in writing.


Now, this kind of homework prompt may produce a result that appears organized, accurate and polished. But it is becoming harder for teachers to understand whether students actually understood the story, identified the theme and articulated it independently, or whether students simply entered a prompt into an AI tool.


Some teachers do use AI-detection tools to determine whether students’ work is original. 


In a 2025 national survey of sixth- through 12th-grade public school teachers, 43% reported used these kinds of apps regularly, while another 27% had tested or experimented with them. 


But these tools can make mistakes in both directions. One study of 14 AI-detection tools found false-positive rates as high as 50% and false-negative rates as high as 100%, depending on the tool. The same study found that about 20% of AI-generated texts were misclassified as human-written; that rose to about 52% when AI-written text was manually edited and 71% when it was machine-paraphrased. Other researchers found that detectors falsely flagged nonnative English writing as AI-generated at an average rate of 61.3%.


I don’t think that means schools should abandon writing assignments or homework altogether. But educators may need to be more intentional about what each assignment is supposed to measure. 


Some teachers are already making those kinds of changes, including asking students to show or explain their process, or asking them to include oral components to their written work or write more in class. 


Some teachers are also giving students paper-and-pencil tasks when they need to see students’ independent thinking. 


If the goal is writing fluency, teachers may need to see students write. If the goal is reading comprehension, they may need students to explain, apply or defend their thinking.



            [image: Several people's hands are seen holding pens and leaning over white notebooks.]
            
              Having students write longhand answers is one possible way to deter students from using AI.
              SDI Productions/Stock Photos
            
          

Clearer assignment rules may help


Many schools are still deciding how to approach AI. In my survey, only 33% of Wisconsin respondents and 29% of national respondents said their district had a formal AI policy.


Teachers and students alike could benefit from clarity on how and when they can use AI. 


Researchers who developed the Artificial Intelligence Assessment Scale, a tool that helps educators spell out when and how students can use AI on an assignment, have argued that educators should identify what level of AI use makes sense based on the learning outcomes being measured.


This mindset is useful because not all assignments are the same. One assignment might require no AI use because the teacher needs to see independent writing. 


Another might allow AI for brainstorming but require students to submit original notes and a final reflection. Another might ask students to critique an AI-generated answer and explain what is accurate, incomplete or misleading.


The better question


The educators in my survey were not simply rejecting AI. Many reported using AI themselves for planning, communication, documentation, differentiation, administrative tasks and student-support activities.


Their concerns were more specific.


They were worried about academic dishonesty but also about assessment, student reliance, critical thinking, misinformation and privacy. Those concerns point to a practical challenge schools now face: how to preserve meaningful evidence of learning when AI can produce polished academic work.


The goal is not to catch every possible misuse of AI. That is likely impossible. The goal is to design learning tasks where teachers can still answer the question that matters most: What does this student actually understand?

Brett DeJager 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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Earthquakes in Venezuela expose a severely under-resourced and unprepared healthcare system

theconversation.com · Hermes Florez, Professor of Medicine and Public Health Sciences, Medical University of South Carolina · Zeina Hannoush, Associate Professor of Clinical Medicine, University of Miami

In the days immediately following the earthquakes, neighbors came together to search for survivors. picture alliance/picture alliance via Getty ImagesTwin earthquakes struck Venezuela on June 24, 2026, causing major damage in Caracas and a nearby coastal city, La Guaira. At the time of publication, 3,685 people have been declared dead, and more than 30,000 remain missing.


Dr. Hermes Florez and Dr. Zeina Hannoush are physicians who trained in Venezuela, then immigrated to the United States, where they now teach medicine. In a joint interview they talked about the earthquake and its aftermath, global aid efforts and the need to reform Venezuela’s healthcare system.







Dr. Hannoush, you were in Caracas during the earthquake. Can you describe what it was like?


Zeina Hannoush: I certainly felt it. It was very, very intense and long. I had been visiting my aunt and uncle, who live 15 minutes away from where I was staying. I was just standing at the exit of their building when it hit. Just two seconds before, I would have been in the elevator.


So I was already in the street when I felt the ground shaking. I walked to where I saw there were no trees or buildings and started yelling up to the people in the buildings, “Come down, come down,” because I started hearing the crashing of plates and people yelling.


The specific area of Caracas where I was located did not get profound damages like La Guaira did. And I immediately drove back to my in-laws’ house in another part of Caracas, because that’s where my kids were, and all I wanted to know is that my kids were safe.


Then there were aftershocks throughout the whole week. So we would be sleeping at night, and we would feel the bed shaking, so we’d wake up in the middle of the night and try to exit to the street.


What has each of you been doing in the aftermath of this disaster?


Hermes Florez: I came to the United States to complete my postgraduate medical training. I had planned to return to Venezuela, but as my public health and endocrinology training was ending in 2002, there was an attempted coup. I was later involved in denouncing the data censorship and healthcare deficiencies in Venezuela and was eventually placed on a blacklist. But I have found ways to collaborate with colleagues in Venezuela and others in the diaspora all over the world.


Since the earthquakes, I’ve connected with a great network of colleagues to help with relief efforts and send aid. These are people in Venezuela and in the United States, primarily around the University of Miami. There’s a great team there, as well as the Venezuelan American Medical Association. That’s allowed me to participate and provide some support to the many people affected.


What is the Venezuelan healthcare system like under normal circumstances?


Florez: There was an article published in The Lancet earlier this year, obviously before the earthquake, that was reflecting that fewer than 10% of Venezuelans are able to pay for the private hospitals or clinics, and approximately 70% of the population is impoverished.


So they have no choice but to go to the public hospitals, where a lot of things are paid out of pocket because there are no resources. On top of that, water and power supply is not always available, especially outside Caracas.


It’s a very, very challenging situation, now exacerbated by the earthquake. But a total revamp of the healthcare system is overdue.


Hannoush: The standard of practice – before the earthquake – is you go to a public hospital because you need a hip surgery or you fractured your leg. You get access to the physician who’s practicing there, but the patient leaves that evaluation with a list of the supplies that they’re going to need for their surgery.


So the patient needs to bring their own blankets and pillows and food. They need to bring the gauze, the gloves, everything. Maybe even the mattress where you’re going to need to stay in the hospital to sleep on. If you need a prosthesis, then you need to figure out how to buy it. So it is very common to see individual fundraising.


So this is how public healthcare has been taking place. And God bless the physicians practicing there.



            [image: collapsed buildings in La Guaira]
            
              The coastal city of La Guaira, just 30 minutes from Caracas, saw some of the worst damage from the earthquakes.
              Miguel Medina/AFP via Getty Images
            
          

Was there an emergency plan in place for a natural disaster like this?


Hannoush: It is a region that is known to be prone to earthquakes, but that does not mean that we have a well-structured preparedness for this kind of disaster. That’s certainly not the case. What I’ve seen is a wonderful amount of people pouring their hearts to help, but in a very disorganized way. The help is still reaching many places, but there’s so much to do that it’s quite overwhelming.


Florez: Just to put things into perspective, my dad worked for the national oil company in Venezuela for more than three decades, and there were redundancy systems to keep the power supply that was needed for oil extraction and other services that were so well planned and coordinated. All that was abandoned by the Chavez government in 2002-2003, after confronting the opposition and strikes from the experts in the oil industry. After that, there was no maintenance, no preventive measures, no exercise to anticipate catastrophic situations or things like that.


In healthcare, which is not necessarily the prime focus, it was much worse. Even though there are some guidelines that the World Health Organization and the Pan American Health Organization have in place for training healthcare personnel for emergency preparedness, nothing like that was implemented over the past two decades or so.


It’s also worth noting that there’s nothing in the construction code for the buildings in Venezuela to address earthquakes, and that is a contributing factor to poor preparation.


Is aid coming into Venezuela still, and is it getting to where it needs to go?


Hannoush: We’ve seen wonderful things happen with people coming from all corners of the world in solidarity, and I hope that this continues because Venezuela is going to need everyone’s help.


There are many people from the U.S. and reputable nonprofit organizations eager to donate, but there’s also a huge mistrust between the government and the nonprofit organizations who want to donate. We’ve had repeated instances – during COVID-19, in 1999 – where donations were given centrally to the government for the distribution, and then things did not get where they needed to go. And so that’s where this mistrust comes from.


So I’ve been trying to help on that front – getting the donations through the customs borders and then making sure that they get to the correct hospitals and to our colleagues there at ground zero.


Are you hopeful for the future of Venezuela right now?


Florez: The silver lining is that after COVID-19, because everyone needed to enhance our platforms, our virtual care and so on, we can provide some of the resources not only for care but also to train the workforce. Thousands have emigrated, so can we Venezuelans in other countries do something to train the people back in Venezuela so that they can provide good healthcare?


I remain hopeful. But still, there’s much to be done. And, yes, we’re taking care of the urgent need with earthquake relief, but we must also address the important need of reforming the healthcare system.

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/earthquakes-in-venezuela-expose-a-severely-under-resourced-and-unprepared-healthcare-system-287003
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