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Should you wash your prewashed lettuce? An infectious disease expert explains how to eat your greens safely during the cyclospora outbreak

theconversation.com · Lisa Cuchara, Professor of Biomedical Sciences, Quinnipiac University

Prewashed greens are extremely convenient, but whole heads of lettuce may be less risky during a cyclospora outbreak. CostaPPPR via Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SASalads – along with other fresh produce – are some of the healthiest foods you can eat. Leafy greens are rich in vitamins A, C and K, folate, potassium and magnesium. They also contain lots of fiber, which supports a healthy gut microbiome, promotes fullness, helps regulate blood sugar, and may contribute to healthy aging and better cognitive function. 


But an ongoing 2026 outbreak of cyclosporiasis, caused by the cyclospora parasite, has sickened more than 11,500 people across the United States with explosive diarrhea and other gastrointestinal symptoms and has put a damper on salad consumption. A poll released on July 26 reports that 40% of U.S. adults have cut down on buying and eating fresh produce. News of egg and blueberry recalls, plus an investigation into a new, separate cyclospora outbreak, has not helped. 


As an immunologist and infectious disease specialist studying how germs spread and cause illnesses and outbreaks, I know it’s impossible to entirely eliminate your risk of being infected with microbes that can contaminate foods, such as cyclopsora, E. coli and salmonella.


But rather than avoiding fresh produce, adopting a few sensible food safety practices can help you significantly reduce your risk of getting sick while continuing to enjoy the many health benefits and flavor perks of salads and fresh veggies. 


During an active outbreak, washing your prewashed greens is a good idea. But better still would be choosing a whole head of lettuce that you wash at home. 





The perks of prewashed produce


Bagged lettuce and other veggies, often labeled  “triple washed” or “prewashed” and marketed as ready to eat, have become very popular. The packaging gives consumers confidence that the product has been commercially cleaned and helps save time when preparing fast, healthy meals. 


Convenience is important: Research shows that when vegetables are easier to prepare and eat, people tend to consume more of them. 


Commercial processors follow food safety practices, and millions of bags of produce are consumed safely each year. Normally, using prewashed lettuce right out of the bags is a low-risk move. 



            
            Salad has some hefty health benefits – and there are ways to keep eating it, even during a foodborne illness outbreak.
          

Commercial packaging risks


However, prewashed doesn’t mean sterile. “Triple washed” or “ready to eat” means a product is cleaned to commercial standards, not that it is free of all harmful germs. And the same things that make prewashed vegetables convenient and appealing also introduce risk. That’s because each stage of production – harvest, cut, wash, conveyor belt and packaging – creates another opportunity for contamination. 


What’s more, bagged lettuce often travels a considerable distance to consumers. This gives germs ample time to multiply, making contaminated food harder to locate and recall. During commercial processing, pathogen from a single contaminated leaf can spread to additional leaves through equipment or wash water, increasing the potential for cross contamination. Research also suggests that cut leaves release plant juices that may help bacteria survive and multiply. 


Cyclospora is resistant to the chlorine and sanitizers commonly used to sanitize fresh produce, and routine washing may not completely remove the parasite. It’s also a particularly persistent pathogen in that its eggs adhere tightly to the surface of leafy greens and other bumpy produce. For these reasons, preventing contamination during growing, harvesting and processing is the most effective strategy for reducing risk. 


Benefits of whole, local lettuce


In the face of multiple outbreaks involving fresh produce, choosing whole heads of lettuce and washing them at home is a reasonable way to reduce risk. Strip off and throw away the outer leaves, wash the leaves you plan to eat under running water and dry them in a salad spinner or with paper towels.


Whole lettuce heads undergo less processing than commercially bagged lettuce, which means fewer chances for exposure to microbes that can make people sick. That’s also true of locally grown produce. Local produce usually comes from smaller farms and gets to your plate in fewer steps, so it tends to be safer than mass-produced fruits and vegetables. 


Buying lettuce at local farmers markets or farm stands – or even just choosing locally grown produce at your supermarket – can lower your risk of exposure during the current cyclosporiasis outbreak, which is suspected to come from commercial producers. 


The upshot is that the health benefits of salad far outweigh the relatively small risk of foodborne illness – particularly if you follow these three simple rules: 



	Opt for whole heads of lettuce when possible, and rinse them well at home. Thoroughly scrub other produce with water and a produce brush, too. 


	When possible, buy locally grown produce, since nationwide outbreaks generally come from large commercial producers. 


	If you do go for bagged and prewashed greens and other produce, give them a good rinse even when they say “prewashed.”




Lisa Cuchara 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/should-you-wash-your-prewashed-lettuce-an-infectious-disease-expert-explains-how-to-eat-your-greens-safely-during-the-cyclospora-outbreak-288356
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AI in healthcare is an evolving landscape of new technologies, productivity benefits and legal uncertainties

theconversation.com · Jodyn Platt, Associate Professor of Learning Health Sciences, Medical School Associate; Professor of Health Management and Policy, School of Public Health, University of Michigan · David Kao, Associate Professor, Medicine-Cardiology, University of Colorado Anschutz

Physicians use AI tools to support their decision-making. Luis Alvarez/DigitalVision via Getty ImagesAI tools are already being used in hospitals, clinics and doctors’ offices. Who is making treatment decisions, and who is responsible if an AI gets it wrong? To address these questions, Science and Technology editor Eric Smalley hosted a webinar with panelists Dr. Jodyn Platt, an Associate Professor Health Management and Policy at the University of Michigan, and Dr. David Kao, Medical Director at the Colorado Center for Personalized Medicine.


Platt’s work explores how data and technology can be used responsibly to improve health while earning and sustaining public trust. Kao’s research is focused on using big data analysis to personalize management of heart disease, most notably heart failure.


Eric Smalley: What are the main types of AI that you see being used in healthcare?


David Kao: There’s a temptation to think of AI in healthcare in sort of a binary way: You’re either doing it like the old country doctor or like Skynet from Terminator where it’s automatically making decisions about living or dying for all these people. And the truth is it’s a continuum.


In Colorado, we focus on using AI to augment clinical decision-making. There are machine learning-based algorithms that will monitor the electronic health record continuously, and if someone starts to look worse, they’ll alert the team. They’re not decisions in and of themselves. They’re just better information on which to make a decision.


Jodyn Platt: Before we had large language models and generative AI, we used AI to make predictions about disease prognosis. This gives doctors clinical decision support by helping us make decisions based on patient data.


If you’ve been to see a doctor that uses a scribe that helps them write clinical notes, that’s a very recent example of AI that’s using a large language model. Whenever you engage in a chat bot around healthcare, that would also be another example of a large language model that’s underlying that tool.


The third type of AI that I’ve recently started talking about is the “hype”, the AI that promises great and amazing things or promises that it may destroy the world. It creates a fear of missing out, and it’s very based on feeling and not a lot of fact.


ES: Are folks required to consent when doctors use AI tools?


JP: Every state is different in terms of third-party recording and consent things like that, so consent may differ depending on where you are. So sometimes nobody will tell you, or increasingly consent is incorporated into your general consent to treatment.



            [image: Close up of Black man signing medical form while male doctor guiding paperwork during consultation.]
            
              Consent to use recording and transcribing tools is increasingly incorporated into general consent to treat.
              SeventyFour/iStock via Getty Images Plus
            
          

A clinician can turn it on and off on their own volition also if they feel like they want to turn it off, they can. So asking if AI is being used at every visit is reasonable if you want to know for sure.


DK: It’s a hard proposition. If you think about imaging studies like an MRI, those may be processed offsite by a third-party vendor. But we don’t ask for consent to send the images to be processed externally. The problem is where is that line? You know, at what point do you start to need consent?


I’m not saying that that’s how it should stay, but that is kind of where the vagaries are because the fact of the matter is a lot of people’s data is going to a lot of business partners and has been for decades. That information is far more intimate than anything you would give an AI model right now, like truly.


ES: How can patients be assured of some degree of data privacy?


JP: Health systems are going to engage in relationships with third-party vendors that are compliant in terms of HIPAA and all the data privacy rules that you would expect. The question is whether you feel comfortable with whatever company folks are working with.


I think one of the bigger issues, if data privacy is important to you, is sharing your information outside of the healthcare system. It can take a long time to see a doctor, or there may not be a doctor. If you feed medical information to a ChatGPT or some external LLM system to help you understand it, your data is not protected.


ES: The FDA regulates medical devices along with drugs, but who regulates an AI that’s used in patient care?


DK: States have made their own regulations for AI in patient care which makes it super confusing because they don’t have any other medical regulatory capacity. Ultimately, the hope from an industry perspective is for a national standard or process to prove efficacy and safety just as we do with medications. It’ll probably be regulated by the Center for Devices and Radiological Health, the FDA’s arm of device regulation.


The difficulty is that evaluating AI is different. If a medication was different every time you took it, how do you say whether it’s safe? The established ways we think about that don’t really apply.


JP: I think what clinicians hear is that it’s their responsibility when a decision is made and AI is in the mix. So the clinic note is still signed by a person. Any email that’s assisted by AI is also signed by a real person, and they’re accountable for what’s in those messages.


I would say that’s the only way we can use it really at all right now. The regulatory process doesn’t exist, so there has to be a human-in-the-loop component to it.


ES: What are your concerns or thoughts about people deciding to treat themselves with AI?


DK: I think it’s unwise, but I know people are going to do it.



            [image: Young woman hold medicine searching information online by laptop in living room at home.]
            
              It is important for a human to be involved when making treatment decisions. Some people turn to AI instead.
              MTStock Studio/E+ via Getty Images
            
          

We talk about needing human-in-the-loop for health and AI, right? In this case, it’s the patient who’s the human in the loop, who is probably not a great judge of whether the recommendations are appropriate or not. It’s sort of like treating yourself, which almost never goes well.


ES: How can we ensure that this technology is developed and deployed in the best interest of the public as well as the individual?


JP: I recently learned about a framework that was developed by a researcher at the University of Pittsburgh, Miranda Yaver, who thinks about this as an equity question.


The big actors create part of the system. But she argues that the public needs to know that they’re also part of it. We have to know how to navigate the system and need to have the resources to be able to do that. The barrier to entry is high enough that we don’t usually learn to do it.


So I think finding ways that patients and the public can have that continuous access to be able to exercise choices and have their data and information protected in ways that they want is critical as we’re developing the system.

Jodyn Platt receives research grant funding from NIH and the American Board of Internal Medicine Foundation. 
David Kao works for University of Colorado Anschutz and UCHealth. He has been funded by the Jacqueline Marie Schauble Leaffer Foundatinon at the Ludeman Family Center for Women's Health Research, the National Institutes of Health (NHLBI, NIAID, NLM, Fogarty International Center), the American Heart Association, the US Centers for Disease Control, and the Anschutz Foundation.  


Original: https://theconversation.com/ai-in-healthcare-is-an-evolving-landscape-of-new-technologies-productivity-benefits-and-legal-uncertainties-286611
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Better guacamole? How avocado import rules helped cut Mexico’s water pollution – it holds lessons for future US trade deals

theconversation.com · Jayash Paudel, Associate Professor of Economics, University of Oklahoma

Growing avocados can contribute to water pollution, but there are ways to reduce the harm. Estúdio Bloom/Unsplash, CC BYAt picnics and World Cup watch parties across the United States this summer, people have been reaching for bowls of chips and guacamole. Most of that guacamole is made from avocados grown in Mexico – on orchards that, in what might come as a surprise, contribute less water pollution today than they did a decade ago.


There’s a story behind how these creamy fruits started to clean up their act. It begins with a big avocado deal between the U.S. and Mexico in 2016. And it provides evidence of how well-designed trade partnerships can do much more than promote trade.


Those benefits are worth remembering as officials from the U.S., Mexico and Canada negotiate the future of their free trade agreement.


How a trade deal cut Mexico’s farm pollution


Growing avocados on a commercial scale requires a lot of nitrogen fertilizers and other agrochemicals. Rain often washes those chemicals and fertilizers into nearby rivers and streams. Nitrogen downstream feeds algal blooms that starve rivers of oxygen and kill fish, and it can contaminate the drinking water that local communities rely on. 



            [image: Avocado trees grow on newly planted land next to deciduous forest.]
            
              Expanding avocado plantations can increase water pollution and drive deforestation if there is no incentive to clean up production.
              Brian Overcast/picture alliance via Getty Images
            
          

Economists have long argued that trade can exacerbate these environmental consequences: Wealthy countries with strict rules for their own growers buy the dirtiest goods from poorer countries with weaker regulations, relocating the pollution. Based on this “pollution haven” theory, America’s growing appetite for Mexican avocados should have left Mexico’s water dirtier.


Instead, research my co-author and I conducted shows the water got cleaner. We believe the requirements of a 2016 U.S.-Mexico trade agreement were a big reason why. 



            [image: Bar charts show avocado consumption jumping with the addition of Mexican imports. Other avocado sources also expanded.]
            
              A 2016 trade deal boosted Mexican avocado shipments to the U.S. and the overall avocado market.
              USDA
            
          

In 2016, the U.S. began allowing avocado imports from across Mexico as long as the Mexican farms met the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s strict production standards. Prior to 2016, Michoacán was the only Mexican state that exported avocados to the U.S.


The new standards required orchards to be certified before exporting their fruit to the U.S., multiple inspections at packing houses and ports, and phytosanitary certificates, which confirm that the fruit is free of the pests U.S. regulators target, such as avocado weevils and fruit flies. 


To ensure the absence of pests, growers scout their fields and employ trapping devices, but they try to treat only where surveys turn up a problem. That’s because growers who rely on heavy spraying risk exceeding U.S. limits on pesticide residues, which can get shipments refused at the border. 



            [image: A sticker with a barcode and the words 'avocados from Mexico' in red and green.]
            
              An avocado shipment from Mexico, marked with a barcode for tracking.
              Brian Wangenheim/Unsplash, CC BY
            
          

With a permanent monitoring program tracking avocados at every stage of production, the risk of losing access to the lucrative U.S. export market incentivized farmers to shift away from routine spraying toward a more watchful management approach that, in turn, lowered their use of pesticides and agrochemicals.


Pesticides and fertilizers go together in avocado production, so we believe the pesticide reduction made each extra unit of fertilizer less worthwhile, leading growers to apply less nitrogen and phosphorus.


As farmers applied less nitrogen and phosphorus, less of it washed off their land and into nearby waterways, meaning less water pollution was flowing downstream.


Why the avocado stipulations worked


I’m an environmental economist. Working with agribusiness researcher William Townsend at California Polytechnic State University, we compared water quality in Mexican municipalities that grow avocados with otherwise similar municipalities that don’t, both before and after the 2016 rules took effect.


If something other than the trade agreement changes were driving the change, we’d expect both sets of places to respond similarly. However, they didn’t. In fact, after the 2016 program, nitrogen concentrations in waterways near avocado-growing areas fell by about 10% in the span of a few years compared to declines in similar non-avocado-growing areas in Mexico.


This is a meaningful improvement for rivers where agricultural runoff is one of the dominant sources of water pollution. A 10% reduction in nitrogen pollution in water corresponds to about a 6.6% reduction in use of nitrogen fertilizers. With the high cost of fertilizer today, being able to reduce fertilizer need helps farmers as well as surrounding ecosystems.



            [image: An open avocado, seed pointed out]
            
              Avocados can be a lucrative crop, but they also come with drawbacks, including the risk of expanded plantations driving deforestation and the involvement of drug cartels.
              John Vid/Unsplash, CC BY
            
          

There are some caveats, of course. 


The U.S.-Mexico market for avocados is unique. It has large demand for a high-value crop with a single dominant buyer – about 90% of the 1.2 million metric tons of avocados Mexico produced in 2025 went to the U.S. – and a credible system of phytosanitary certification for Mexican avocados. So, the same trade policy in conjunction with enforceable standards might not be as effective for other crops in other developing countries.


Avocado farming in Mexico also has some other serious drawbacks, including connections to drug cartels in some regions. The expansion of avocado groves has also driven deforestation and increased water use, which can be a problem in regions where water is already scarce. But the 2016 agreement showed that trade policies can help reduce avocado growers’ environmental impact. 


Lessons for the new trade deal talks


As the U.S., Canada and Mexico negotiate the next iteration of a free trade pact or pacts, agriculture is one of the negotiating topics. Our research shows that the conditions stipulated by the U.S. on products it buys can ripple across the border.


So, as you reach for the chips and guacamole, remember that you’re dipping into evidence that what Americans choose to import – and the conditions trade deals impose – can shape the environment far beyond the U.S. border.

Jayash Paudel 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/better-guacamole-how-avocado-import-rules-helped-cut-mexicos-water-pollution-it-holds-lessons-for-future-us-trade-deals-287477
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Got money questions? How to get chatbots to give you accurate answers

theconversation.com · Pawan Jain, Associate Professor of Finance, University of Michigan Flint

Financial advisers are pricey, and chatbots can be a good free substitute if you have basic questions. Badhan Ganesh on Unsplash, CC BYFinding good financial advice can be stressful – and expensive. That’s one reason why chatbots have become an increasingly popular and free alternative.


But using artificial intelligence to answer your pressing money questions also carries hidden dangers. I’m a finance professor who has been closely watching the spread of AI into personal finance, and I recently warned that AI is riskiest when it sounds most confident. I advised readers to bring in a human professional for high-stakes financial decisions. 


One response came back that caught my attention: What if you can’t afford an adviser?


For many households, that’s the reality. A traditional adviser can cost hundreds of dollars an hour, which makes little sense when your savings are modest. For those people, AI isn’t a second opinion but the only financial adviser they’ll ever have. So the useful question isn’t whether they should use it; it’s how to get something actually helpful out of it without being misled.


My answer: For people who can’t afford ongoing advice, AI is genuinely useful for budgeting, paying down debt and low-cost investing.


The skill lies in using AI well. Here are some simple guidelines to get accurate and actionable answers when you engage with a chatbot:


AI is good for everyday money questions


The gap between AI and a human adviser is narrowest for commonsense guidance. Build a small emergency fund. Pay down high interest debt. Contribute enough to your workplace retirement plan to capture the full employer match, which is free money. Invest in low-cost, diversified index funds. Don’t panic-sell when markets fall.


None of this is controversial. It’s consensus advice, and it’s precisely where AI is reliable and its confidence is earned. 


Here are a few examples of specific questions that a chatbot handles well:



	My daughter is 6, and I would like to have around US$60,000 saved by the time she starts college. How much do I need to set aside each month to get there, and what rate of return does that assume?


	I’m carrying credit card debt at 22% interest, a car loan at 7%, a student loan at 5%, and I’ve allotted $300 a month to put toward them. Which takes priority?


	My employer matches 50 cents on the dollar up to 6% of my paycheck for my retirement fund, and I earn $58,000 annually. How much do I need to contribute to capture the full match, and what’s that worth for a year?


	My retirement plan has a fund charging 0.85% a year and an index option charging 0.05%. If I put away $40,000 over 25 years, what does that gap cost me?


	I’m the only earner in my household, my income varies month to month, and my expenses run about $3,200 per month. How large should my emergency fund be, and where should I invest it?


	My retirement plan offers a 2055 target date fund and an S&P 500 index fund. What’s the difference, and what factors should I consider while choosing one of the two?





Notice what these questions have in common. Each is a general question with a well-established answer, and every fact specific to you is one you supply rather than one the tool has to guess. Give it the facts and ask it to do the reasoning, and its responses are genuinely strong.


For these questions that are 90% of your financial life, AI is a useful free guide, and for someone who had no professional guidance at all, that’s a real gain. The danger lives in the other 10%, and the key is telling the two apart. A typical chatbot will answer anything you type – including questions it should not – in fluent prose that can be confidently wrong.


So slow down whenever a decision is large, irreversible, tax-related or being sold to you. Examples include negotiating a windfall or inheritance; making early withdrawals from or conversions between retirement accounts; claiming Social Security; taking on major debt; and weighing any pitch for a product like an annuity or whole life insurance. 


Inherited retirement accounts alone carry withdrawal and tax rules that a chatbot can state with total confidence and still get wrong for your specific case, at a cost of thousands of dollars.


Five habits that make AI safer


Once the list of questions is set, here are some precautions to take once you engage with a chatbot.


Make it ask you questions first. Open with, “Before you advise me, ask me the questions a good financial planner would ask.” Generic answers come from under-specified questions, and you learn which details will actually produce a more useful outcome.


Ask it to argue against itself. After any recommendation, reply: “Give me the strongest case against this, and the situations where it would be wrong for me.” If it can’t engage in response, that’s a sign the bot is entering a more dangerous mode. This one precaution does more than any other to signal for you to be careful.


Make it show its assumptions. If the bot projects that your savings will grow to an impressive number, ask what assumption it made and what would change it. You’ll learn that it assumes steady returns every year, no missed contributions and no fees. That means the projection is just information, not a promise.


Verify the facts. Contribution limits, tax brackets and deadlines all change, and this is exactly where AI can be subtly out of date. Check the IRS or the Social Security Administration directly. If one number drives your decision, don’t take it on a chatbot’s word.


Never share identifying details. Don’t offer account information, Social Security numbers or logins. Describe your situation in general terms. Good advice doesn’t require handing over data that can be used against you.


Robo-advisers are a low-cost middle ground


If your main need is simply to invest, robo-advisers sit between a free chatbot and an expensive human. These automated platforms build and rebalance a diversified portfolio of low-cost funds based on your goals and risk tolerance, typically for an annual fee of 0.25% to 0.50% of assets under management, often with little or no minimum balance.


In a 2022 study of a large robo-advisory platform, my co-authors and I found that typical users skew young and male, and are often small investors – exactly the people that traditional advice has priced out. We also found that new account sign-ups rise during periods of high market volatility. People reach for these tools when markets turn turbulent, which is when automated discipline helps most and a panicked move costs most.


The catch: Robo-advisers run on preset models and the inputs you give them. They won’t handle a divorce, an inheritance or a complicated tax year. If your life changes and you don’t update your inputs, the strategy won’t adjust on its own.


What a human adds that AI does not


Let’s say you can afford a professional. What advantage does human advice offer over a bot?


It’s not just about the material results. In a new study, I found that the value of human advice shows up as lower financial anxiety rather than higher returns. It wasn’t about simply having an adviser. Rather, the comprehensiveness of the planning put clients at ease: detailed attention across estate, investment, retirement, risk management and tax questions, as well as advice about the psychology of money. 



            [image: Two women talk with each other at a table with a laptop and notepad next to them.]
            
              Human advisers have one big advantage over AI in that they provide reassurance and reduce anxiety.
              Amy Hirschi on Unsplash, CC BY
            
          

That benefit, I found, was concentrated almost entirely among households with lower financial literacy, where the effect was roughly six times larger than among the most financially sophisticated, for whom it was negligible.


Two further findings are practical. My research found that clients of Certified Financial Board-certified advisers reported more comprehensive service across all six planning areas, so the credential is a reasonable proxy for what actually helps. And AI use showed no sign of substituting for human advisers, and it did not predict lower financial anxiety. 


Reassurance is the one function current AI does not supply.


A professional doesn’t have to mean expensive


Hiring a human for help doesn’t require splurging on an adviser on retainer. You can save here with fee-only planners, who charge a flat hourly rate to answer one focused question for a few hundred dollars, through professional and certification organizations such as the CFP Board, the Garrett Planning Network, the XY Planning Network, or the National Association of Personal Financial Advisors.


In addition, many workplace retirement plans and credit unions offer free coaching. For handling debt, nonprofit credit counseling is available through the National Foundation of Credit Counseling. And if your annual income is $69,000 or less, the IRS’ free Volunteer Income Tax Assistance program provides tax help at no cost.


So the choice isn’t between AI or a pricey adviser. It’s AI for the everyday questions, a robo-adviser for hands-off investing if you want one, and a single affordable hour of human time at the red-flag moments, ideally with someone who does comprehensive planning rather than a single transaction. That last point isn’t just a preference – it’s what the evidence says actually reduces the worry.

Pawan Jain 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/got-money-questions-how-to-get-chatbots-to-give-you-accurate-answers-288185
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As AI reshapes newsrooms, leading media outlets are charting different paths for its use

theconversation.com · Erik P. Bucy, Regents Professor of Strategic Communication, Texas Tech University · Milad Jalalian Ebrahimi, Researcher, Texas Tech University

The BBC has taken a cautious approach to AI, using the technology for specific, low-risk tasks. Lucy North/PA Images via Getty ImagesA labor dispute erupted at The Guardian’s London headquarters in December 2024, with nearly 500 journalists going on strike to protest the proposed sale of the Guardian-owned Observer.


With the newsroom hobbled, the British publication’s management allegedly deployed generative AI tools such as ChatGPT and Claude to suggest headlines and write descriptions of photos for people using screen readers. The National Union of Journalists cried foul, calling this move a clear attempt to undermine collective bargaining. 


As media and communication scholars, we saw the outrage over management’s use of AI as more than routine wrangling over adherence to labor law. The incident showed how AI is becoming integrated into daily news work through translation, interview transcription, research, writing and audience analytics. At the same time, the incorporation of AI in newsrooms has raised new worries about accuracy and bias.


In our recent research, we examined how three different media outlets – Reuters, the BBC and The Guardian – were deploying AI in their workflows. 


We conducted a comparative case study, analyzing public documents published through 2025, including official AI policy statements, editorial guidelines, trial reports and industry presentations.


We found that there is no single story about AI’s integration into newsrooms. Instead, the way the technology is used appears to reflect the funding, values and mission of each outlet. 


Speed as market strategy


Reuters is a global wire service that syndicates news to other outlets.


Its coverage of financial markets and other fast-moving sectors, such as foreign exchange trading and corporate earnings, means that even a 30-second delay in reporting a central bank decision or a market-moving news event could cost traders significant sums of money. 


For this reason, the company has heavily incorporated AI to speed up its workflow. 


For example, the newsroom uses an AI tool the company developed called Lynx Insight to analyze financial data in real time, and another internal tool, Fact Genie, to process corporate press releases. 


Thanks to these tools, Reuters has expanded its earnings coverage and can publish some breaking financial alerts in just six to eight seconds, turning what was once a race measured in minutes into one measured in seconds.



            [image: A graphic of financial data featuring line charts and various data points.]
            
              Reuters has embraced AI in its workflow, using it to quickly capture and disseminate financial data.
              Berkah/Moment via Getty Images
            
          

Reuters sees automation as a way to produce more content for different markets. Operating at speed, however, makes accuracy all the more challenging.


Reuters acknowledges that AI tools can introduce factual errors and requires its journalists to verify any AI-generated claims before publication. In other words, the high volume of AI-generated news alerts does not preclude editors from checking them for accuracy before they go live.


While speed always comes with risks, Reuters may also be well positioned to manage them because financial markets provide an immediate feedback loop, with traders quickly identifying and reacting to incorrect information. The same approach, however, could create greater challenges in political or investigative journalism, where errors may not become apparent for days, months or even years.


AI with guardrails


The BBC operates under a clear system of accountability. The publicly funded U.K. broadcaster depends on editorial impartiality for its credibility. Unchecked automation could put this core value at risk.


As a result, the BBC has taken a cautious approach to AI integration. Its main AI tools – At a Glance and BBC Style Assist – are used for tasks such as summarizing long articles and reformatting local news stories to match the BBC’s house style.


At a Glance creates bullet-point summaries of existing articles, while BBC Style Assist helps edit regional stories in the broadcaster’s signature style and voice. 


Rewriting a story to match BBC house style can take about 30 minutes, and BBC Style Assist is designed to cut that time down substantially. The outlet also uses AI translation tools to reach audiences in Poland, Hungary and Romania.  


No AI-assisted story is published until a journalist reviews and approves it, a step that reflects the BBC’s emphasis on accountability. The BBC has acknowledged the limits of AI in its current form, publishing a study with the European Broadcasting Union in October 2025 showing that AI assistants misrepresented news content – through faulty sourcing, fabricated details or outdated information – 45% of the time.


Rather than downplaying such findings, the BBC published them in an article on its media center and went on to create AI labels – a hexagon icon paired with the phrase “How we used AI” – that now appear at the top of content.


Principles before profit


When we conducted our research, The Guardian had an AI policy that barred the use of generative AI tools to create text or images intended for direct publication outside of exceptional and specific circumstances. 


But in March 2026, The Guardian updated its guidance. The revised policy now permits limited use of generative AI for tasks such as suggesting alt text for images, analyzing parliamentary documents or transcribing audio into text, provided the tool aligns with The Guardian’s editorial standards, is subject to human oversight and receives explicit permission from a senior editor.


“Our approach to generative AI framework is designed to support our journalists’ expertise, never replace it,” the outlet told The Conversation. “Our journalists are always accountable for the journalism they create, and use of these tools requires absolute rigour and responsibility.” 


In our view, The Guardian’s ownership model helps support a more cautious approach to AI. The outlet has been structured as a trust since 1936 to safeguard the paper’s editorial independence. There are no shareholders or sole owners. The outlet relies heavily on voluntary reader contributions in order to remain free to read.


This reader-funded model helps insulate The Guardian from commercial and political influence, allowing it to prioritize long-term editorial independence over short-term gains. Its principles on AI are clear: Any use of AI must help readers and respect both the public interest and creators’ rights. 


When the paper’s management locked horns with workers during the 2024 strike, many staffers saw the use of AI to cut costs or counter labor actions as a betrayal of these principles. The incident highlighted the conflict that can occur when an organization’s values clash with pressures to keep things running.




Why this matters beyond the newsroom


Reuters, the BBC and The Guardian each take a different approach to journalism, revealing unique ideas about the role of news in a democracy.


In our view, Reuters is more prone to view journalism as a business. The BBC is more likely to treat it as a public good. The Guardian’s approach to journalism is intertwined with its long-term values.


For these reasons, we argue that AI won’t uniformly change the news industry. No matter where it’s deployed, the time reporters and editors spend verifying AI’s accuracy can create what we call a “verification tax,” which can lessen the technology’s value. If newsroom staffers spend more time correcting chatbot errors than writing their own stories, the technology ends up being more trouble than it’s worth. 


That said, the technology will likely accelerate differences already underway. Commercial news organizations will use more automation. Public broadcasters will include more human oversight. And independent outlets will focus more on stories written and reported wholly by people. 


In the future, we think the most influential and successful newsrooms will not necessarily be the fastest or have the best AI tools. Instead, they will be those that use the technology wisely, balancing speed with accuracy, treating workers fairly, and protecting the trust and integrity that make journalism a valuable resource.

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/as-ai-reshapes-newsrooms-leading-media-outlets-are-charting-different-paths-for-its-use-283565
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Nearly 100 years ago, Philadelphia’s Inez Patterson integrated pools and encouraged other Black girls to swim too

theconversation.com · Samantha Adams, Ph.D. in English and Women's & Gender Studies, University of Michigan

Many public pools were segregated until the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Afro American Newspapers/Gado via Getty ImagesI first encountered her when my sister and I visited an exhibit at the Fairmount Water Works in 2022 that was called: “POOL: A Social History of Segregation.”


In the black-and-white photograph, a young Black woman named Inez Robie Patterson appeared to be captured right before she dived off the side of a pool wall. Her triceps were flexed, arms straight back with palms facing the ceiling. Her knees were bent, and her toes touched a thin, black-tiled line on the pool deck. Her hair was neatly covered in a white swim cap. Her eyebrows were beautifully thick, and her mouth formed a slight smile. Her white swimsuit had a lifeguard corps insignia, signaling her expertise in water safety.  


As a Black woman, swim instructor, lifeguard and lifelong swimmer, I found myself drawn to her. My doctoral research in African American literature, history and environmental thought led me to study what I call Patterson’s “aquatic life”: the written and photographic record of her relationship to swimming. 


I wanted to know: Who was this beautiful Black mermaid, and why was swimming so vital to her? How had she lifted her community?


I waded through the digital archive of The Philadelphia Tribune, the city’s oldest historically Black newspaper, to find out.


A role model for Black girl swimmers


Born in Chester, Pennsylvania, in 1911, Patterson’s love of sports began at an early age. 



            [image: Headshot of young Black woman]
            
              Inez Patterson attended Temple University and was later inducted into their Women’s Athletic Hall of Fame in 1987.
              Courtesy of the Special Collections Research Center. Temple University Libraries. Philadelphia, PA.
            
          

As a girl, she excelled in hockey, basketball, and track and field. As a teenager at West Philadelphia High in the mid-1920s, she sharpened her swimming skills and entered a swim meet at the McCoach Recreational Center – now the Marian Anderson rec center – in South Philadelphia in September 1927. According to The Philadelphia Tribune, she took home six first-place finishes: in the underwater swim, the side stroke, the standing front dive, the running front dive, the swan dive and the front somersault. 


Camaraderie was a priority for Patterson. Wherever I encountered her in the archive, whether walking through the Fairmount Water Works exhibit or reading old issues of the Tribune, she seemed to be looking forward to the progress being made by Black girl swimmers and the community they formed and shared in the water. 


A young sports columnist on a mission


At 18 years old in 1929, Patterson started her Girls in Sports news column in the Tribune, where she encouraged other Black girls to join her in the pool. Although she feared that Black girls in West Philadelphia had little interest in swimming, she soon learned her community had “some young aspirants that show bright prospects in the swimming world.” In October 1929, she wrote: “I want to compliment these ‘little girls’ on their success and I hope they will continue in this comparatively new sport for women.” 


In other editions of Girls in Sports, Patterson encouraged the Black West Philadelphia community to attend local swim meets and support the girls as they make “wonderful showings” in the water. 


She also made a convincing case directly to Black girls in West Philly: 


“There are many reasons why you should join … first of all you have the honor of being a member of the first ‘Colored Swimming Club’ in West Philly High, second, you will learn to swim if you are a beginner, and if you are advanced you will learn life-saving; third, you will develop yourself physically and add another popular sport to your list, and fourth, you can gain athletic credit.” 


Reading her column, I imagined what it must have felt like to have been a teenage Black girl speaking directly to other Black girls and carving out space for the first “Colored Swimming Club” at West Philadelphia High.



            [image: Newspaper clipping featuring photo of Black woman in swimsuit standing on diving board]
            
              A Philadelphia Tribune article from 1942 reports on Inez Patterson becoming the first Black woman to become a U.S. swimming official.
              Photo courtesy of the Philadelphia Tribune Media Group
            
          

Integrating Temple University’s swim team


After graduating high school, Patterson went on to integrate Temple University’s women’s swim team. She refused to swim during the hourlong “colored” practice time. Being the only Black woman on the team, she insisted on swimming whenever her white teammates swam and being “too busy” to swim during the segregated hour. 


“Up to this time, no colored girls had taken part in any swim meets (at Temple),” Patterson told the Baltimore Afro-American in 1934 about her experience at the university. “The purpose of (the swim meet) was to foster intercollegiate spirit among the students so, ‘Why shouldn’t I go?’ I asked myself. Out of 500 girls present I was the only colored.”


These words demonstrate the righteous defiance in her personality and aquatic life. The pool was hers, too. Why shouldn’t it be? 


Breaking new barriers


As I continued my journey through The Philadelphia Tribune archive, I learned of another local Black woman swimmer: Anne Marques Garrott. 


Garrott was inducted into the Belmont-Southwest YWCA Athletic Hall of Fame in 1989 at the age of 75. An article about her induction detailed how Garrott, like Patterson, insisted upon being in the pool. She entered swim meets “wherever she traveled” and taught naval cadets how to swim at the University of Southern California, despite the pervasiveness of racism at USC against Black swimmers. 


After crediting her parents for encouraging her to swim, Garrott thanked another mentor: Inez Patterson. She said Patterson “was one of the best-educated Black women I ever met” and also “a powerful swimmer (who) broke a lot of barriers.” 


Inez Patterson passed away in 1944 from complications of a ruptured pelvic abscess. Though her life was cut short, she made a major impact on Black aquatic culture in Philadelphia. At 31 years old in 1942, she made history once more as the first Black woman – or what the Tribune called a “race girl” – to become a swimming official with the National Section of Women’s Athletics. 


Black feminist scholar Brittney Cooper writes in “Beyond Respectability: The Intellectual Thought of Race Women” that to be a “race girl” or “race woman” was to be a Black woman “institution-builder” and “public thinker” who sought the betterment of her people in mind, body and spirit. Patterson’s aquatic life shows us how important the swimming pool was to her and the communities she served, from West Philadelphia High to Temple University, the Southwest Belmont YWCA to the YWCAs in Harlem and Jersey City.
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              The author during her high school swimming days.
              Courtesy of Samantha Adams
            
          

One hundred years after Patterson swam at West Philadelphia High in 1926, I make a routine out of waking up early to swim at my outdoor neighborhood pool in Ypsilanti, Michigan. I pull the swim cap onto my mess of curly hair and fix the goggles to my eyes. I inhale and leap into the cold water. I think of Inez Robie Patterson, and I feel gratitude for her defiant dive.


See page 45 of the POOL: A Social History of Segregation magazine for the image of Inez Patterson preparaing to dive.


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

Samantha Adams 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/nearly-100-years-ago-philadelphias-inez-patterson-integrated-pools-and-encouraged-other-black-girls-to-swim-too-285043
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Cholera still kills thousands each year – in places without clean water, it’s far from history

theconversation.com · Katrine L. Wallace, Assistant Professor of Epidemiology and Biostatistics, University of Illinois Chicago

Many Americans have heard about cholera only from “The Oregon Trail,” the retro computer game in which players try to get their 1830s pioneers to the Oregon Territory. If your wagon train comes down with this highly contagious bacterial infection, the pioneers could die from diarrhea and dehydration before they get out of Nebraska.


In the 21st century, the U.S. records fewer than 20 cholera cases per year, nearly all of them in travelers who were infected abroad.


While cholera has nearly disappeared from wealthy countries, it remains one of the world’s deadliest waterborne diseases in places where clean water and basic healthcare are unreliable.


The latest reminder came in the summer of 2026 in Sudan, where a long conflict has devastated hospitals and water systems, allowing cholera to spread rapidly.


As an epidemiology professor, I teach the story of John Snow, the London physician who traced an 1854 cholera outbreak to the contaminated Broad Street public water pump. His work not only helped establish modern epidemiology, it also illustrates a lesson that remains true today: Cholera spreads wherever safe water fails.


A worsening problem


Cholera has surged over the past five years: Reported cases rose about 175%, from 223,370 in 2021, to 614,828 in 2025. In fact, 2025 was the deadliest year for the disease in more than a decade, with almost 7,600 deaths across 33 countries. Over that period, there was an average of about 481,000 cases a year globally.


But the true burden is likely far higher, because many countries with the largest outbreaks lack the laboratory and surveillance systems needed to detect and report every case. The World Health Organization estimates the real figure is closer to 1.3 million to 4 million cases and 21,000 to 143,000 deaths each year. 


The global cholera case fatality rate – that is, the proportion of people who die among everyone diagnosed with cholera – was roughly 1.2% in 2025. A 1% case fatality rate is how the WHO measures adequate care.


Those cases and deaths are heavily concentrated: Africa accounted for about 70% of reported cholera deaths in 2025.





Easy to cure but hard to stop


What makes cholera so tragic from an epidemiological perspective is that it is one of the simplest diseases to treat. The bacterium Vibrio cholerae kills through dehydration – the watery diarrhea can drain a person to death within hours. 


The remedy is oral rehydration solution, which is a mixture of clean water, sugar and salts. Most patients can recover from cholera with this solution alone. In severe cases, patients need intravenous fluids and antibiotics. In a functioning treatment center, fewer than 1% of the people who get cholera die from this infection, well within the WHO’s global benchmark of adequate care.


The trouble is that the cause and the cure for cholera both come from water. Oral rehydration requires clean water, and cholera thrives where clean water is scarce among the roughly 2 billion people worldwide who still lack safe drinking water.


A problem of inequality


The countries hit hardest tend to share the same vulnerabilities: rapid urban growth that outpaces sanitation, climate-driven floods and droughts that contaminate or dry up safe water sources, and armed conflicts that push people into crowded camps and destroy the water and health systems meant to protect them.


An inexpensive and effective two-dose oral vaccine is also available, and its protection against infection lasts several years. Because demand has outstripped supply for so long, the global stockpile has been rationed in many areas to a single dose per person by the International Coordinating Group on Vaccine Provision – the WHO-led body that manages the global supply. One dose provides enough short-term protection that vaccinating twice as many people during an active outbreak saves more lives than giving two doses to half as many people.


The May 2026 outbreak in Sudan shows how quickly a steady situation can unravel. A vaccination campaign reaching millions of people had only just ended, and the country’s last cholera outbreak was declared over in March 2026. But just two months later another outbreak emerged, causing more than 1,330 confirmed cases and 114 deaths as of July 10.


The WHO reported an initial case fatality rate of 13.7%, reflecting the extent of the country’s collapsed health services and the fact that early surveillance generally captures only patients with the most severe cholera symptoms.


Amid three years of war, the WHO reported in April 2026 that 37% of Sudan’s health facilities were nonfunctional. 


Sudan is one instance of a global pattern: In 2024 nearly a quarter of the world’s cholera deaths occurred not in a health facility but in the community – at home, in a camp, on a road – among people who never reached care. 


South Sudan’s 2024–25 cholera outbreak illustrates the importance of timely treatment. The case fatality rate was 0.9% among patients treated in health facilities but 1.9% among all patients in the outbreak. Nearly half – 47% – of reported deaths occurred outside of a health facility.



            
            In 1854, physician John Snow used mapping to prove that cholera was caused by contaminated water rather than “bad air,” as was previously believed.
          

Infrastructure saves lives


These cases of cholera are not inevitable. The WHO and its partners have set a goal of cutting cholera deaths by 90% by 2030. The tools to do it – clean water, rehydration salts, vaccines – are proven and inexpensive. What is missing is the investment to put them where they are needed.


When I describe John Snow and the Broad Street pump to my students, I want them to see cholera not as a solved problem but as an unfinished one. This disease did not retreat because the bacterium weakened or because humanity outsmarted it. It retreated wherever people built the infrastructure and systems to keep water clean and treat the sick. It returns wherever those elements are absent or destroyed.


For many Americans, cholera survives only as a line on a screen in an old game. But for hundreds of millions of others, it is a disease of contaminated water, overwhelmed clinics and preventable deaths.

Katrine L. Wallace 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/cholera-still-kills-thousands-each-year-in-places-without-clean-water-its-far-from-history-288170
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What I found when I scanned the brains of kids creating tunes on the piano

theconversation.com · Karen Barrett, Assistant Professor, Institute for Health & Aging, University of California, San Francisco

Research finds that jazz musicians use different parts of their brain when improvising, compared with playing something they know. pasha999/iStock via Getty ImagesResearch shows that improvisation and creativity are good for the brain. In an episode of the Greater Good Science Center’s “Science of Happiness” podcast, host Shuka Kalantari talked to Karen Barrett about what happens in the brain when people improvise music. Barrett is an assistant professor in the Institute for Health & Aging at the University of California, San Francisco who researches the effects of music on aging and health.




Shuka Kalantari:  What led you to improv?


Karen Barrett: My dad was a scientist and classical guitarist, and my mom played piano. So I actually started playing piano when I was 5 years old and ended up going to Wellesley College to double-major in music and neuroscience.


I did my master’s in piano performance and then found out about this Ph.D. in music cognition which could blend music and neuroscience. That’s how I got started on this career path.


Then, I started my postdoc at UCSF with Charles Limb, who’s a jazz musician. He was a big improviser and was already studying it. I found it a little bit magical and fascinating because it’s not something I do very easily.


 I think improv has made me less rigid. There’s no right or wrong way; there just is. If you make a mistake, do it over and over again, and it’s no longer a mistake. It can lead you to your next motive.


Kalantari:  What happens in the brain when a person is playing something memorized versus improvised?


Barrett:   Music is what we call multimodal. It activates all sorts of domains in the brain: the listening center, pattern perception, visual, emotional, motor and proprioception areas. It is biologically powerful that way.



            [image: A lateral-view diagram of the human brain, showing the functional areas.]
            
              Music is multimodal, meaning it activates many areas of the brain.
              Encyclopaedia Britannica/Universal Images Group via Getty Images
            
          

Charles Limb’s original study from 2008 took expert jazz pianists and had them either improvise or play something that they had memorized. When they improvised, they deactivated a portion of the brain called the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex, which is like turning off self-judgment. They activated a portion of the brain called the medial prefrontal cortex, which is involved when you want to increase your own artistic voice.


We found that when you’re improvising, you have a different set of activities in your brain compared to when you’re playing. In other words, improvisation is a form of generative creativity. You’re suddenly on the spot, within a certain context, trying to create music. And so that’s why we have unique neural areas that are involved in improvisation.


Kalantari:  Recently you published research on musical improv with children. How did it come about that you went from studying trained professionals to children?


Barrett:  There’s all this work in creativity about expertise. These trained musicians have had years of practice. They have all these schemas and licks in their brain from having studied for so long that they can pull out when they’re playing. But what about the beginners? What about kids?



            [image: A young boy wearing a blue shirt presses on a key of a piano.]
            
              As part of her study, Karen asked children to play a simple scale.
              Tayutau/Moment via Getty Images
            
          

From a neuroplasticity and a brain activity perspective, we know that kids are highly able to learn new things, right? They don’t operate the same way adults do, and I wanted to see if I could capture the kind of raw creativity that kids have.


We prepped them a lot for the fMRI, a special type of MRI machine that allows us to image the brain. I had them play the “statue game” to show them how still they needed to be. And I had this little mini-keyboard hooked up to my laptop, and I kind of acted like their first piano teacher. First, I taught them a scale. Then, I had them play the notes in whatever order they wanted.


Kalantari: Tell us what you found, and how that affects the way that you think about creativity.


Barrett:  First off, like many of the other studies from our lab, we found that improvising was a very different process from playing the scale. That in itself shows that maybe there’s something innate about this creativity.


The main thing about their brains when they’re improvising as opposed to playing that scale is that it’s mostly about deactivation. When we plot this in brain maps, we use red to show activation and blue to show deactivation. Their brains were mostly blue.



            [image: Images of the human brain with blue and green highlighted areas.]
            
              Brain scans taken while the children were playing improvised music showed neural deactivation, represented in blue.
              Karen Barrett/Scientific Reports, CC BY
            
          

The places that they were deactivating are all sensory hubs, meaning they’re not having some sort of artistic voice that’s coming out. Unlike the jazz musicians, where the medial prefrontal cortex just activates to show their own artistic voice, these kids are just kind of doing this activity, and they’re not doing it from this artistic place.


But then on top of that, those structures are actually all areas of the brain that are involved in creativity in adults. The kids haven’t had a chance to develop the way adults have, so maybe these areas are the beginning of the creativity network that we eventually see in adults.


The most surprising finding was that improvisation engages reward structures more than playing that scale. And that wasn’t found as easily in the jazz musicians. What does that tell us about creativity being something possibly built into how the brain works, rather than something that’s learned through training?


I think the fMRI scanning kind of captures the beginner’s mind and shows that we all have a capability to be creative without training at all.


Kalantari: What is your coolest takeaway from the study?


Barrett:  I think what I want people to realize is that doing the arts is inherently valuable, but also very good for the brain and health. We can leverage the fact that creativity and music uses these unique parts of your brain for our own health and benefit.


My biggest takeaway is that we need to get out of our own way, turn off that critic and be creative. Maybe it’s not music; maybe it’s coloring, painting or embroidery. Just doing it is rewarding for the brain, so I’m going to do it, and I don’t need to be good at it.


Knowing we all have the capacity to be creative has really taken off a lot of these shackles that I would normally put on myself. When you realize that improvisation is really fundamental to all our lives, that we’re doing it all the time, it makes it a little easier to do.

Karen Barrett receives funding from the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA), the National Institutes for Health (NIH), the Hearing Research Institute, and UCSF School of Nursing. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/what-i-found-when-i-scanned-the-brains-of-kids-creating-tunes-on-the-piano-287279
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‘Heartstopper’ is helping LGBTQ+ fans find hope and community across time and space

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

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


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


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



            
            It started with a ‘Hi.’
          

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


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


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


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


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







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


Read more from Quarter Life:



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


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


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








Reimagining queer youth


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


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


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


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


Reconsidering personal history


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


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


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



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

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


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


Queer community on screen


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


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


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


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


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


Queer joy


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



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

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


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


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

The authors do not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and have disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


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

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

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


Quantum mechanics paints a far stranger picture.


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


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


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


Superposition


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


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


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


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


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



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

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


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


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


Spooky friendships at a distance


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


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


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


From weirdness to a new kind of computer


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


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


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


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


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


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


The locks of the internet and their keys


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


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


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



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

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


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


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


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


Where we actually are


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



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

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


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

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


Original: https://theconversation.com/what-does-it-mean-to-be-quantum-a-physicist-explains-the-basics-behind-einsteins-spooky-actions-at-a-distance-281844
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inez Patterson First
Race Girl To Qualify
As Swimming Official

NEW YORK:--Inez “Pat” Patter-
son, poysical eduoation director of the
Harlem Y. W. C. A., is first again.

The local swim officials board of
the Natfona] Secction on Women's
Athletics of the American Assocla-
lien for Health, Physical Education
ond Recreation invited Miss Patter-
| son to take the Swim Officlals Exom-
[ ination which conststed ¢f & written
examination ai Columbia and 3 prac-
teal at Hunter College,

Miss Patterson passed the exami-
nntions thereby becoming the frst
Negro woman to so qualify.

This Is just one more “first” in
Miss Patterson’s Jong and most inter-
esting athletlc carcer,

Miss Patterson end the Hariem Y.
W. Dance Group have been invited
and will take part in the first New
York Folk Festlval to be held at Mad-
ison &quare Garden on May 11.

She has been » Red Cross Water
Safety instructor ever since her col-
leglate days gt Temple University and
is directly résponsible for the Nation-
al Swim School for Negroes which is
sponsored annuelly at North Carolina
College by the American Red Cross.

She is also Naticnal Representative
of ithe American Tennjs Assoclation
on Mr. Holcombe Ward's Natlonal
Wartime 'Tennis Committee made up
of representatives of Natlonal Tennts
organizatlons.

Keuny Washington,
Grid Star, Made Cop

LOS ANGELES (ANP)—Foliowing
in the footsieps of Iis uncle, Lieut,
Roscoe Washington, Kenny Wash-
ington, famous former UCLA. foot-
bail star and p member-of the pro-
Hollywood Bears, was appointed a po-
licenman Tuesdsy. He was am ng 147
j new police officers selected by Chief
of Police Horrall by the new civil
service eligible list. Kenny's appoint-
ment was approved by the police com-
{ mission,

ANGTHER FIRST

“PAT" PAYTERSON
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