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What a western Pennsylvania ’90s-style Pizza Hut reveals about nostalgia

theconversation.com · Jeff Galak, Associate Professor of Marketing, Carnegie Mellon University

A "classic" '90s-style Pizza Hut represents a powerful window into how human beings interact with the past. Tracy A. Woodward/The Washington Post via Getty ImagesA Pizza Hut in southwest Pennsylvania was recently highlighted for preserving its retro 1990s appearance, even as hundreds of other locations have closed across the United States. 


For locals and nostalgic onlookers, this specific restaurant in Irwin, Pennsylvania – whose faded outdoor murals feature the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles and New Kids on the Block – offers more than just a place to grab a stuffed-crust pizza. It represents a powerful window into how human beings interact with the past.


Despite dwindling sales, this particular Pizza Hut has the love and admiration of the locals.





But why do people still connect with a restaurant they no longer regularly visit? 


As an associate professor of marketing at Carnegie Mellon University, I study consumer behavior and the psychology of decision-making, including how consumers form emotional attachments to possessions and experiences. Much of my research has examined [why some products continue to matter] long after their usefulness has faded. 


Nostalgia is only part of the story


Companies have long embraced nostalgia, because reminders of the past often create positive emotional responses. Researchers have even argued that “marketing the past” has become a defining feature of contemporary branding.


In 2018, Pepsi recreated its iconic 1992 Cindy Crawford commercial. Over the past decade, the soft drink company has also periodically rereleased Crystal Pepsi, which it had discontinued in 1994, on a limited-time basis. Meanwhile, Burger King resurrected its ’90s-era logo in 2021.


At first glance, the Irwin Pizza Hut’s preservation of its 1990s aesthetic seems like a simple case of promoting a nostalgic longing for the past. After all, Pizza Hut is a reminder of childhood for many Americans. But I don’t think nostalgia fully explains what’s happening. 



            [image: The interior of a Pizza Hut restaurant with sunlight coming in through the windows.]
            
              Research on nostalgia consistently shows it spikes during periods of uncertainty.
              Parker Michels-Boyce/The Washington Post via Getty Images
            
          

Nostalgia reflects a desire to revisit an earlier period of life, even if only psychologically. Yet most people thinking of the Irwin Pizza Hut likely aren’t wishing it were 1995 again, or longing to repeat the awkwardness of middle school. They are remembering birthday parties, family dinners and time spent with people they cared about. 


My own research suggests that people often value products, brands and places because those things have become connected to important people or meaningful life events.


A concert ticket could remind someone of a first date. A sweatshirt perhaps reminds someone else of graduating from college. A neighborhood restaurant could invoke memories of weekly dinners with family. The emotional value doesn’t come from wanting to return to those times or from the objects or places themselves, but rather from the associations that they carry.



            
            Shopping malls served as community hubs rather than just places to buy things in the 1980s and ’90s.
          

Studies I’ve done with colleagues found that sentimental value changes how people experience products over time. Most products become less exciting as people adapt to them, a phenomenon psychologists call hedonic adaptation. But when an object has sentimental value, the memories and relationships attached to it often remain meaningful even after its practical features become ordinary. 


Nostalgia is especially powerful today


These emotional reactions may also reflect broader changes in society. 


Researchers have documented increasing concerns about loneliness and declining social connection in the U.S. and many other countries. Loneliness doesn’t simply make people want more social interaction. It also changes the kinds of products they find appealing.


Recent research has found that lonely consumers become more interested in previously owned products because those products create a symbolic connection with the previous owner – even if the buyer doesn’t know who that person is.


Earlier work has similarly shown that loneliness increases consumers’ interest in nostalgic products and comfort foods associated with close relationships.


That’s why loneliness may make nostalgia brands especially appealing. They don’t just evoke another time. They symbolically reconnect us with relationships that once made us feel connected. 


Read more of our stories about Pittsburgh and Pennsylvania.

Jeff Galak 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-a-western-pennsylvania-90s-style-pizza-hut-reveals-about-nostalgia-287047



02

Leaving vehicle engines idling is unhealthy, expensive – and often illegal

theconversation.com · Richard Marcantonio, Assistant Professor of Environment, Peace, and Global Affairs at the Kroc Institute for International Peace Studies in the Keough School of Global Affairs at the University of Notre Dame, University of Notre Dame

When a vehicle is stopped but the engine is running, it's still burning gas and emitting pollutants. AP Photo/Rick BowmerA bus company that left its buses’ engines running while parked in Boston neighborhoods has settled a lawsuit by agreeing to pay US$5.6 million in damages for the resulting air pollution.


The settlement came in a citizen-enforcement lawsuit under the Clean Air Act, which allows any person to sue alleged polluters for the harm done to human health and the environment. The case was based on a Massachusetts law that limits vehicle idling to no more than five minutes.


Like nearly all cities around the world, Boston has trouble keeping its air clean and safe, in part due to vehicle emissions. Those emissions contributed to nearly 42,000 deaths in the U.S. in 2024, or more than four people every hour.


But the law, and the legal case against the bus company, didn’t target all vehicles. Rather, they were aimed at the easier target of idling vehicles – those whose engines are running for no real reason except that someone didn’t bother to turn them off. 


Reducing air pollution


Many states, including Massachusetts, have laws regulating vehicle emissions, in part because vehicles are responsible for significant amounts of different types of air pollution. 


Managing environmental pollutants is an increasingly complex practice, with new sources and pollutant types emerging all the time. It is a critical profession I have long worked to train people for. 


Air pollution in particular is a pernicious problem in the U.S. and globally because of its diffuse and transitory nature. And, as some research colleagues and I recently demonstrated, while air pollution is mostly regulated at the state level, almost half of all air pollution-related deaths are from pollution produced in neighboring states – including vehicle-generated pollution.


When vehicles idle, the pollution they emit builds up nearby. There really is no safe level of vehicle-generated air pollution that people can be exposed to.


Even infrequent exposure to high levels of air pollution increases people’s risk of cardiovascular damage. Vehicle emissions can cause lung damage and worsen respiratory conditions like asthma and bronchitis, and have been linked to heart disease, cancer and premature death.


Idling of vehicles with engines that burn fossil fuels also emits climate-warming greenhouse gases like carbon dioxide, though climate concerns are not the primary target of anti-idling laws. 



            [image: A sign reads 'No idling. Asthma free school zone.']
            
              A sign near a New York City playground reminds drivers to turn off their engines when parked to reduce air pollution.
              Deb Cohn-Orbach/UCG/Universal Images Group via Getty Images
            
          

Why idle?


Idling a vehicle does not help an engine last longer than turning it off and on frequently. And research has found that after about 10 seconds, any savings from idling – rather than turning off a vehicle – are surpassed by the cost of the fuel burned.


Some vehicles, like those that run onboard refrigeration systems to keep cargo cool, may need their engines to run even when they are parked. But most often, drivers let their vehicles idle for convenience, like keeping the air conditioning on while waiting for passengers to board.


While idling is intermittent and usually of short duration, estimates of the cumulative effect are staggering. Idling in the United States uses more than 6 billion gallons of fuel at an estimated cost of more than US$20 billion to consumers and businesses each year. About half of that is attributable to personal vehicles. 



            [image: A truck has a sticker on it reading 'certified clean idle.']
            
              Some vehicles have systems that reduce their air pollution when idling.
              Rick Loomis/Los Angeles Times via Getty Images
            
          

Effects of laws against idling


In short, anti-idling laws target potentially severe pollution health risks from what is generally a wasteful practice of convenience. 


The effects of idling reduction laws are hard to estimate, in part because the pollution from idling is diffuse and intermittent. Complicating estimates, but improving the overall picture, is new technology such as onboard automatic start-stop systems in modern vehicles. The U.S. Department of Energy estimated that the combination of technology and idling policies provided savings of the equivalent of 60 million gallons of gasoline in the U.S. in 2024, though that only translates into less than a 1% reduction in all transport-related air pollution emissions.


While there are limited studies and corresponding data to draw upon, what does exist suggests enforcement rates are generally low, and they rely on volunteer compliance and public relations programs, which deliver mixed results in actually reducing idling.


For example, in Chicago, which has had a citywide anti-idling ordinance since 2009, only about 800 citations have been issued in the past 15 years. 


That said, a combined effort of a law, alongside public-awareness campaigns highlighting the economic and health benefits of simply turning off your engine, does seem to produce better results than a law alone.


New York City has tried to get citizens involved in enforcement by giving people who report an illegally idling vehicle one-quarter of the fine assessed. Citizen reports were responsible for more than 90% of the city’s enforcement actions by 2023, raising rates from 455 violation reports in 2017 to more than 80,000 by 2023.


However, a group of bus companies filed a federal lawsuit in May 2026 alleging that the law and the citizen-enforcement program violate the U.S. Constitution by impeding interstate commerce and conflicting with federal safety regulations that require buses to maintain safe interior temperatures and keep accessibility equipment running.


The bottom line is that keeping your vehicle running when it’s not moving wastes gas and pollutes the air. Even if it’s not illegal where you are, it’s worth being aware of – and stopping if you can.

Richard Marcantonio 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/leaving-vehicle-engines-idling-is-unhealthy-expensive-and-often-illegal-288657
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Foldable synthetic molecules could infiltrate and bust apart the toxic protein clumps causing Parkinson’s

theconversation.com · Sunil Kumar, Associate Professor of Natural Sciences and Mathematics, University of Denver

Toxic clumps of abnormal proteins damage neurons and cause dementia. Juan Gaertner/Science Photo Library via Getty ImagesCurrent therapies for Parkinson’s disease and related conditions primarily treat symptoms but don’t stop the underlying process causing the disease. 


Increasing evidence suggests that toxic clumps of proteins called alpha-synuclein are among the primary drivers of damage to neurons. My team and I developed a synthetic molecule that can block these proteins from clumping and spreading in the brains of mice, ultimately reducing symptoms of disease.


This molecule, called SK-129, acts like a molecular brace: It binds to several parts of alpha-synuclein and holds the protein in a shape that makes it less likely to stick to other ones. It binds especially strongly to early forms of these toxic clumps, preventing them from growing and forming new ones.


Why it matters


Beyond SK-129, our research highlights the broader potential of the class of molecules to which it belongs: foldamers. 


Foldamers are laboratory-designed molecules that fold into predictable shapes, much like natural proteins. Because they’re so stable, scientists can tailor them to recognize and bind to specific biological targets. 



            [image: Four microscopy images of dark brown spots against speckled pink]
            
              Alpha-synuclein make up the Lewy bodies (darker spots) that form in neurons in Parkinson’s.
              Suraj Rajan/Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA
            
          

This versatility is particularly important, because many proteins involved in neurodegenerative diseases have long been considered “undruggable.” Unlike other disease proteins with pockets that conventional drugs can bind to, proteins involved in neurodegenerative diseases, such as alpha-synuclein, are highly flexible and lack well-defined binding sites. Synthetic foldamers offer larger surfaces that can engage these difficult targets and disrupt the abnormal protein interactions that lead to toxic aggregation.


Foldamers could open new treatment avenues not only for Parkinson’s disease, but also for other neurodegenerative disorders driven by toxic protein aggregation, including Alzheimer’s disease and ALS.


What still isn’t known


Although SK-129 showed strong promise in its ability to target Parkinson’s in cell and animal models, we have yet to test its effectiveness in people. 


Important questions remain regarding its long-term safety, optimal dosing and how it travels through and interacts with the human body. Additional studies are needed to understand how the molecule works and how to further optimize it to stop or slow Parkinson’s disease from worsening in people.


More broadly, researchers are still working to fully understand how different forms of alpha-synuclein drive neurodegeneration and disease spread. My team is also investigating how selectively targeting these toxic protein clumps influences their spread, inflammation in the nervous system and brain cell survival across different brain regions.



            
            Researchers are looking for ways to stop toxic clumps of protein from forming in the brain.
          

What other research is being done


Researchers are actively developing other therapies that target the toxic alpha-synuclein clumps that cause Parkinson’s and related diseases. 


These approaches include molecules designed to clear these protein clumps or reduce their production, as well as molecules that can stop them from aggregating. Several of these strategies have advanced into clinical trials.


Each major approach to treatment has important limitations. Some struggle to selectively bind to the toxic proteins, while others are unable to penetrate the brain.


Through the collaboration of neuroscientists, biophysicists, clinicians and translational researchers, researchers like me hope to develop new ways to treat diseases that conventional drugs haven’t been able to before.


The Research Brief is a short take about interesting academic work.

Sunil Kumar 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/foldable-synthetic-molecules-could-infiltrate-and-bust-apart-the-toxic-protein-clumps-causing-parkinsons-281842
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Getting outside despite your 9-to-5 job can improve your mental health – here’s how to spend time in nature during and around working hours

theconversation.com · Todd Lookingbill, Professor of Geography, Environment, and Sustainability, University of Richmond

Urban parks are great places to soak in the outdoors without planning an elaborate trip.  Todd LookingbillThe modern workday unfolds largely indoors. Long hours spent commuting, sitting in meetings and staring at screens can make time outdoors feel like a luxury. Finding time for nature in an already packed workday can feel impossible, especially if you think nature only “counts” when it involves hiking boots and camping gear.


But a growing body of research suggests that nature’s benefits don’t require an exotic vacation getaway or weekend adventure. Even brief, routine interactions with green space can reduce stress, improve mood and promote overall well-being. 


I spent the spring of 2026 teaching and studying urban landscapes in Denmark, a country consistently ranked among the happiest in the world. I expected to find thoughtfully designed parks, courtyards and bicycle paths. I did see those things. But what surprised me was how seamlessly people moved through those spaces as part of their ordinary lives. 


These green spaces weren’t aspirational destinations, reserved for special occasions. They were places to eat lunch, meet friends, walk through on the way home from work, or just pause for a few quiet moments. Getting outside seemed a part of the natural rhythm of the day.


Denmark‘s outdoor culture stemmed not only from the creation of a meticulously planned network of parks, but also from the way green spaces were fundamentally woven into the routines of everyday life. 



            [image: A wooden bench in an outdoor park]
            
              A wooden bench in one of Copenhagen’s forest therapy parks invites people to sit and soak in their surroundings.
              Todd Lookingbill
            
          

Everyday parks, everyday benefits


Evidence linking time spent in nature with health benefits has increasingly shaped public policy. In the U.S., for example, the National Park Service’s Healthy Parks Healthy People and ParkRx initiatives reflect a growing recognition that access to parks contributes to well-being. 



            [image: A sign for 'Richmond National Battlefield Park' with trees in the background]
            
              Battlefield and historic parks, often found in and around urban areas, offer a good way to explore the outdoors without taking a big trip.
              Todd Lookingbill
            
          

For many Americans, however, the word “park” brings to mind iconic national parks such as Yellowstone, Yosemite or the Grand Canyon. Yet visiting parks of all kinds can improve your overall health. The greatest public health value may come not from the parks people visit once in a lifetime but from those close enough to visit again and again.


My own research on Civil War battlefield parks illustrates this point. These are parks that were established to commemorate historic conflicts that were frequently fought on the fringes of major metropolitan areas. Consequently, many of these landscapes preserve forests, grasslands and trails within easy reach of millions of Americans. 


Because they’re accessible without extensive travel or planning, they can become places people return to repeatedly – such as during a lunch break or after work. Reframing the notion of “park” opens up millions of acres of land for everyday uses. 


Designing for everyday nature


At the University of Richmond, where I work, a stream restoration projects became an opportunity to rethink how nature fits into  campus life. Landscape architects designed an Eco-Corridor, as the project became known. It has walking paths, gathering spaces and seating areas for quiet reflection alongside flowing streams and native vegetation. 


The result was a landscape that supports biodiversity and improves water quality while also creating places for students, faculty and staff to walk between meetings, eat lunch alfresco or spend a few quiet moments outside during the workday. Its ongoing care depends on an army of volunteers who spread mulch, remove invasive plants and tend the community garden. For these volunteers, stewardship between classes and meetings meant another opportunity to interact with nature. 



            [image: A group of young people walking along a concrete path lined with trees and shrubbery.]
            
              Students walk through the ‘Eco-Corridor’ at the University of Richmond.
              Haley Herrmann
            
          

What we learned was that nature doesn’t have to compete with work, studying or everyday responsibilities. Thoughtful landscape design can make spending time outdoors, even if only for a few short minutes, feel like a normal part of the day. 







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:



	Beekeeping as a hobby – why it’s a great choice for young men struggling with mental health or loneliness


	From falling to flow: Why you should take up bouldering as a hobby for reasons beyond exercise


	Flocking together – how a birding hobby may boost your mental health and build community








An everyday mindset


The design of natural spaces matters, but it is only part of the story. You might be familiar with the Danish concept of “hygge,” which means coziness. Less well known is the Scandinavian concept of “friluftsliv,” which refers to living life in the outdoors. It describes a love of nature and emphasizes that the more time spent in fresh air, the better. 


The data supports the benefits of this way of living. A COVID-era study of international students in their 20s and 30s living in Berlin found that frequent visits to nearby parks supported participants’ social connections and significantly improved their emotional and social well-being.


In Copenhagen, educators and therapists use specially designed forests and therapy gardens as places for reflection and stress recovery. Visitors to these landscapes are encouraged to slow down, engage their senses and temporarily step away from the constant demands of work and technology. This kind of attentive engagement can amplify nature’s restorative benefits. It can transform familiar green spaces into places that provide psychological relief from stress-related illness.


Of course, daily contact with nature may look different in American cities designed around car use than in Berlin or Copenhagen, where compact neighborhoods and extensive walking and cycling infrastructure result in near-perfect walkability scores. Even in less walkable communities, however, a short walk before work or a visit to a local park at the end of the day can provide many of the same benefits. A 2026 study in Raleigh, North Carolina, found that sitting on a bench for just 10 minutes listening to birdsong left college students feeling less stressed and emotionally refreshed. 


5 simple ways to make nature routine


The encouraging news is that bringing more nature into daily life doesn’t require a dramatic lifestyle change or even a visit to a therapy garden. Small, repeatable habits can make a meaningful difference.



	Eat lunch outside. Find a park bench or shady tree and enjoy a meal outdoors for a mental reset.

	Choose a greener commute. Walk through a park, along a river trail or down a tree-lined street whenever possible.

	Take a 10-minute nature break. Put away your phone, slow your pace and pay attention to the sights, sounds and textures around you.

	Walk and talk. Hold walking meetings or catch up with friends outside rather than sitting in another conference room.

	Find a reason to keep coming back. Join a bird walk, nature program, volunteer day or other event to make spending time outdoors a regular habit. 





            [image: An outdoor park and pond, with lots of people hanging out on the grass]
            
              Even just eating lunch in a nearby park can break up the monotony of a corporate job.
              Todd Lookingbill
            
          

Beyond the weekend warrior


My time in Copenhagen changed how I think about nature. The parks were beautiful, but what stayed with me was the people and their mindset about getting outdoors. I left convinced that spending time in nature isn’t always about planning the next weekend getaway. Sometimes it’s about taking advantage of the opportunities in your own backyard. 


Eleftherios Saftis, a health psychologist and DIS Copenhagen faculty member whose teaching and research explore ecopsychology and the role of nature in psychological well-being, contributed to writing this article.

Todd Lookingbill 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/getting-outside-despite-your-9-to-5-job-can-improve-your-mental-health-heres-how-to-spend-time-in-nature-during-and-around-working-hours-286619
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Students are anxious – and it’s no surprise, since we are teaching them to be that way

theconversation.com · Erin Clabough, Professor of Psychology, University of Virginia

Academic pressure to achieve at age 15 can predict depressive symptoms that persist into adulthood.  Juan Algar/Moment via Getty ImagesTemporary anxiety can often surface before the first day of school. Sometimes, that can help kids get in the right mindset for a big day. But when anxiety becomes a constant feature of children’s and teenagers’ days, that stress doesn’t switch off when they leave the classroom or finish an exam. It can become the body’s normal, staying with learners long after graduation.


I teach biology and neuroscience to undergraduates, and I believe that the way we educate our children – prioritizing performance and grades over curiosity and well-being – is producing a society full of anxiety-ridden adults. 


A recent survey of over 84,000 college students found that one-third of them self-reported moderate or severe anxiety, and roughly the same share self-reported depression. 


I’ve seen this unfold in ways I am only just starting to understand. A few years ago, one of my neuroscience students, whom I will call Hannah to protect her privacy, described how she experienced high school only as a way to get a scholarship to attend college. She became, in her words, a “complete robot.” 


“I developed extreme anxiety; it like completely took over my life,” she said. “There was no excitement to learn.”



            [image: A young person's hand is seen touching a cut-out paper on a wall that says 'Don't panic.' There are other squares with emotions also on the wall, along with a sign that says 'I feel.']
            
              A student points to a feelings chart at Williams Elementary School in Topeka, Kan., in 2021.
              Charlie Riedel/Associated Press
            
          

Learning can be fun, but isn’t always


Learning, as experienced by young children, is normally very rewarding. When organic, it is delightful, immersive, timeless and fun. 


Curiosity itself triggers a dopamine response in children’s brains. Researchers describe it as a “curiosity loop,” in which the brain predicts something, runs into something new or unexpected, releases dopamine, and the child is hooked, chasing the answer because it feels good to find it.


As kids grow, they take on more homework and more exams, and have more evaluation tied to specific benchmarks, like grades, which can inadvertently cut off the curiosity loop.


Some educators argue that grades help keep students accountable, push them to work harder even on material they wouldn’t otherwise prioritize, and give teachers a shared standard, however imperfect, for tracking whether learning is happening.


Others argue, meanwhile, that grades are not actually an accurate representation of what students are learning. They can also cause students to experience academic pressure. 


Research shows that a high degree of academic pressure stems from fear of failure, chronic stress about workload and exams, worry about parental expectations and competition with peers for grades.


Though many things impact well-being, academic pressure is related to kids’ mental health in a well-documented way. A 2026 study, for example, found that academic pressure to achieve at age 15 can predict depressive symptoms that persist into adulthood. 


Grades aren’t the only source of pressure that students experience. Social comparison plays a role, too, along with the pressure to only answer questions when they’re already sure, to never seem confused and to stay constantly productive. 


Based on my experience and research, kids pick up on the message that they should keep their curiosity at a 5 out of 10 scale, instead of a 10 out of 10, especially if it strays outside the curriculum. 


Learning to avoid fear and pain


A theory dating back more than 100 years suggested that there is an optimal amount of stress for good performance, based on a study that had nothing to do with humans. 


Researchers ran mice through a maze, using electric shocks to punish wrong choices. On harder tasks, moderate shocks produced the fastest learning, while stronger shocks made it worse. Over the years, this got reinterpreted into claims about punishment, reward, motivation and stress in humans. 


But the original study was about how animals learn to avoid fear and pain, not about optimal learning at all. Once a mouse learns to avoid a shock, escape itself triggers dopamine release; in other words, the escape – not the discovery – is the reward. 


How stress shapes the brain


In 1855, engineers coined the word “stress,” from the word “distress,” to describe a beam pulled, pushed or twisted from multiple directions until the strain shows as a deformation.


Apply distress to a young brain, and the deformation isn’t just in the education process, but in the neurodevelopment of people’s minds. 


Over time, chronic stress reshapes the hippocampus, a part of the brain where memories get encoded, making learning itself harder. Chronic stress blunts people’s dopamine response, so nothing feels quite as rewarding, which can look like depression. 


Chronic stress also reshapes the prefrontal cortex, impairing our ability to manage stress overall. Each stressor lowers the bar for the next one, until anxiety becomes less a reaction than a preset that follows a student long after they’ve left the classroom. 


Chronic stress has implications for general health too, and can cause inflammatory and autoimmune symptoms. I see conditions like chronic pain and panic disorders in my students every semester. 


Unlearning old habits


In college, Hannah shared that she is still healing from some of that anxiety and has worked to “unlearn the study habits” she developed in high school. 


“I was that person always in the library, like you’re going to study, study, study. Wake up at 5:30, do this. Check every box perfectly and not halfway,” Hannah said.


Through journaling and reading, Hannah began noticing the subconscious patterns she’d been repeating since childhood. That process, along with years of talk therapy, let her separate real learning from what she calls “programming,” so she no longer needs that rigidity to feel like she was learning. 


I interviewed Hannah this past spring as part of a book I am writing about how people actually experience learning, and what a living systems approach to education could offer them instead. Living systems theory says the goal of a system is what it actually produces, not what it intends – an idea I’m applying directly to education. 


This plays out in our current educational environment in the United States. In my view, even if educators, parents and policymakers say their intent is to build lifelong learners, they are reliably producing anxious, burnt-out students. Anxiety, then, is functionally what our education system’s goal is. 


It’s not what the system says it does, it’s what it does.



            [image: A teenage girl holds a pencil and leans one hand on her head while she sits at a desk. Other children are seen around her.]
            
              Engineers coined the word ‘stress’ in 1855 from the word ‘distress,’ to describe a beam being pulled or twisted until it shifts shape and develops a deformation.
              Klaus Vedfelt/DigitalVision/Getty Images
            
          

A different approach


Since I’ve learned that at least a third of students in my college classrooms are struggling with mental health, I’ve changed the way I teach. I have altered my courses to seek out pockets of wonder, simultaneously supporting learning and well-being. 


In my 300-person course with pre-med students, I no longer only teach through lecturing. Instead, I emphasize our humanity and curiosity, while also teaching very difficult content. I provide a solid structure, emphasize that everyone belongs and ask them to teach each other. I use real-world situations and games, give students choice within their assignments and offer opportunities for reflection. 


And yes, I use a traditional grading system.


Learning can require persistence and struggle, and no one benefits from a classroom without challenge. But struggle and dread aren’t the same thing. 


Does stress belong in learning? Maybe, maybe not.


The first step is recognizing that the U.S. built an education system that runs on stress – not because we meant to, but because most people did not notice.

Erin Clabough is affiliated with Neuro PTY Ltd, a company that promotes human wellbeing at the intersection of neuroscience and technology.


Original: https://theconversation.com/students-are-anxious-and-its-no-surprise-since-we-are-teaching-them-to-be-that-way-285575
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Why you let down your guard on ads when scrolling on social media

theconversation.com · Matthew Pittman, Associate Professor of Advertising and Public Relations, University of Tennessee

Even a few seconds of scrolling will tire your brain and make you more open to bold advertising claims. Money Knack on Unsplash, CC BYMy wife stared at me in shock as I ripped opened the package. The FedEx driver hadn’t even made it back to his truck as I held the item up overhead like a trophy. Fumbling for words, she asked: “Why on earth did you buy a Speedo … with dinosaur tear-away trunks?”  


Honestly, I couldn’t remember. Maybe it was for a social media skit? Maybe I was planning on making her laugh? Or maybe I was just a “victim” of an online ad that showed me the wrong message at the right time.


Scroll on social media for even 30 seconds, and your brain is already a little more tired than it was before. And in that mentally foggy state, you become more open to ads that just tell you what to buy – “The facts make it clear, we’re the best!” – than to ads that invite you to draw your own conclusion.


I’m a professor of advertising who has spent years studying how social media affects consumer behavior. And my recent research underscores how the mental tax of processing information, or “cognitive load,” changes the way people respond to product claims from brands.




Explicit versus implicit pitches


Joined by fellow researchers Stan Li and Bixuan Sun, I ran three experiments testing how people processed online ads for eco-friendly products. 


In each study, half the participants first spent time on Instagram, scrolling for 30 seconds, while the other half did not. Everyone then viewed an Instagram post from a sustainable brand.


Participants in the first study saw an ad for laundry detergent sheets; the second, an eco-friendly phone case; and the third, a reusable water bottle. Each ad laid out several environmental facts about the product.


The only thing we changed was the last line of the caption. Half the participants saw an implicit conclusion: “Who makes the best, most sustainable detergent? Here are the facts, now decide for yourself.” The other half saw an explicit conclusion: “Who makes the best, most sustainable detergent? The facts make it clear – it’s TruEarth!!”




What emerged was a consistent pattern: Under normal conditions, without cognitive load, participants preferred the implicit conclusion. In other words, they wanted to think for themselves. 


But when cognitive load was introduced just through scrolling on Instagram – something half of all U.S. adults do every day – participants preferred the ad that explicitly told them to buy the featured product because it was “the best.”


We found that credibility explained this phenomena. When consumers were under cognitive load and preferred the ads with explicit conclusions, it wasn’t because they consciously noticed that the ad was telling them what to do. Nobody would ever admit to being that impressionable. Rather, they preferred clear and bold conclusions because those claims made the brands seem more credible.


I think this tracks with the way we look at people, too. Under normal conditions, someone who’s bossy or pushy can come across as arrogant and annoying. But when we’re stressed or in a crisis situation, that same assertiveness can be reassuring.


The puzzle is that sustainability claims are challenging for advertisers. You can’t taste “50% lower emissions” or see “ethically sourced” the way you can judge a coffee’s flavor or a shirt’s fit. Sometimes, you have to take the brand’s word for it. That makes credibility especially important. No brand wants to be accused of greenwashing.


The cost of cognitive load


Normally, when people have the mental bandwidth to think something through, they prefer to reach their own conclusions and are less swayed by superficial information. It feels more like their own opinion and less like an order or strong suggestion. 


Imagine one friend recommending a restaurant by listing dishes they loved and letting you decide whether it sounds good, while another flatly declares: “You have to go to this restaurant, it’s the best.” We all like to think of ourselves as rational consumers who make up our own minds about what to do, say, and purchase – even if this isn’t true. 


And when we have the time, patience and mental energy to really think through a purchase decision, we may prefer ads that let us draw our own conclusion, based on the facts.


But if cognitive load is in play, the calculation flips. Picture trying to evaluate that same restaurant recommendation from your friend while responding to your boss’s texts, half-listening to a podcast and keeping an eye on a pot of pasta on the stove, all at the end of a long week. You just don’t have the spare mental effort to assess the evidence yourself. 


In that state, a friend who just tells you to trust them is easier to believe. The confidence sends a signal that they know what they’re talking about, and the extra clarity is a relief rather than an imposition.


That’s essentially what’s happening when people scroll on social media. Their attention is split across a feed of friends, acquaintances, advertisements, family, celebrities, influencers, brands and strangers – all competing for the same limited mental resources. When a sustainability-themed ad follows that scroll, spelling out “it’s us” rather than “you decide,” it doesn’t come across as pushy. It comes across as confident and trustworthy, precisely because users don’t have the spare capacity to work it out on their own.


If you’ve seen the 1991 movie “Father of the Bride,” you’ll know that Steve Martin’s character is a loving father and that Martin Short is not shy. But weddings are stressful. And when Martin’s cognitive load increases to his breaking point, he makes a bad decision:



            
            Steve Martin goes to jail over hot dogs.
          

And this won’t surprise you: Every consumer thinks they are more rational, and less emotional, than everybody else.


Of course, this could be true. Sometimes. But even the most rational person has “foggy brain” now and then. Whether you’re an early bird or a night owl, our research emphasizes the importance of being in the right mental state when buying online, especially for big purchases. 


The times when your cognitive load or brain fog is higher – late afternoon, later in the week, or right before a big event – are not when you should be making important financial decisions. And definitely don’t buy anything on a Friday afternoon at 4 p.m. 


Instead, you should wait until the following morning, when you can think clearly. 


When credibility backfires


While an explicit product claim works because it signals credibility, it can quickly tip into what looks like false advertising when it’s not backed by evidence. Worse, it could trigger a boomerang effect where you end up hating the ad or brand.


In our case, we only tested claims paired with real and specific facts, such as whether the goods used recycled materials and had verified certifications or quantified emissions cuts. But a brand that states its conclusion boldly without backing it up may find that the same trick backfires. And skepticism, once triggered, is hard to undo.


Our finding does have limitations for now. While we studied sustainability messaging in part because it’s uniquely hard to verify on the spot, it’s unclear whether the same effect about explicit messaging shows up for other claims that can be dense and hard to check, such as ads promoting health benefits or offering financial products. We all know how easy it is for false or misleading messages to go viral and do plenty of damage before their claims can be fact-checked.


But for now, if you’re scrolling, half-distracted, and a brand confidently declares itself the best, remember that confidence might be working on you exactly because your guard is down.  


So unless you want to experience buyer’s remorse, consider holding off on that late-night purchase for now. Wait until the next morning.

Matthew Pittman 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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Autistic children drown at alarming rates - swim lessons and water safety strategies can save their lives

theconversation.com · Tana Carson, Assistant Professor of Occupational Therapy, Florida International University · Tania Santiago Perez, Associate Teaching Professor of Rehabilitation and Recreational Therapy, Florida International University

Autistic children's risk of drowning is up to 160 times greater than that of their neurotypical peers.  Wavebreakmedia/iStock via Getty Images PlusDuring roasting-hot summer days, more and more people make their way to swimming pools, lakes, rivers and other spots where they can access water to stay cool.  


But while water activities provide a refreshing escape from the heat, they can also be a source of danger. In the U.S., drowning is a leading cause of accidental death for children. More than 900 children die from accidental drownings each year.


For autistic children, the danger is more acute: Their risk of drowning is up to 160 times higher than that of their peers without autism. 


That may be because autistic children are often strongly drawn to water – whether for play or to seek out the sound, feel, sight of water shimmering in the sunlight or the sense of calm experienced in the water. And they can sometimes have greater difficulty finding swimming lessons than their peers. 


We are an occupational and recreational therapist team that studies effective approaches for teaching swimming and water safety to autistic children. We also train future therapists on these methods. 


Our goal is to equip families, caregivers and therapists with some practical steps to keep autistic children safe around water. 


Drowning dangers for autistic children


Many autistic children tend to wander, which can lead them away from safe, supervised areas into unprotected,
unsupervised settings – and potentially toward hazards like open water. This puts these children at increased risk for drowning, particularly if they do not know how to swim. 


Swimming lessons can help reduce drowning risk, but changes to traditional classes may be required in order to meet the unique needs of autistic learners. 


Autistic children communicate in a wide variety of ways, ranging from nonspeaking to highly talkative. The environment of a busy pool may trigger sensory overload and distress, causing children to cry or want to leave. Overload can also lead to difficulty following instructors’ directions. They may need extra time and assistance for emotional regulation, or need encouragement and motivation to stay engaged. Some may not want to be touched and prefer visual examples for learning new skills in the water. 



            
            Specialized swim instruction can help autistic children learn to swim and stay safe in and around water.
          

For the average swim instructor, who may be teaching up to 10 children at a time and may not have training in supporting autistic children, figuring out how to meet individual needs can be a challenge. 


Adaptive swim lessons, which are provided by instructors experienced at meeting autistic children’s unique learning and behavior needs, may better set them up for success. These lessons tend to have fewer participants, or even offer one-on-one instruction, allowing for plenty of individual attention. The instructor may use tools and strategies such as play-based approaches, visual schedules, sensory strategies or a consistent routine to help the child feel comfortable and successful. 


Swim lessons that meets a child’s needs


Perhaps the most important step you can take is to enroll your child in aquatic instruction that meets their specific learning and sensory needs. This can be anything from traditional group lessons at a community pool to individual lessons with a therapist – and many variations in between. 


Research shows that swim lessons that are designed to meet the individual needs of autistic children and offer one-on-one support in a group setting successfully improve their swimming skills.


Many community-based aquatic programs – for example, the YMCA, the local parks and recreation department, private swim schools or therapy centers – offer adaptive swim instruction with options for one-on-one support. 


If you don’t see options that work for your child, or if your child’s swim instructor needs further assistance, consider asking your child’s occupational, behavioral, physical, speech or recreational therapist to join the lesson to help support their needs so they can learn successfully. For example, if communication presents a challenge during swimming lessons, a speech therapist can share effective alternative communication strategies with the swim instructor.


To prepare for swimming lessons, make a list of your child’s strengths and areas of concern to share with the instructors. Consider how your child’s specific interests might help them overcome aspects of water safety that they might find challenging. For example, if the child loves learning about dinosaurs, think about how dinosaur toys can be included in swimming lessons. 



            [image: Two young children holding paddleboards work one-on-one with instructors in the pool.]
            
              Many community-based aquatic programs offer adaptive swim lessons tailored for the needs of autistic children’s unique learning and behavior needs.
              Mariakray/iStock via Getty Images Plus
            
          

Water safety basics


Families and caregivers can take several additional steps to keep autistic kids safe around water.  


A good starting point is learning about the 5 Layers of Protection, described by the National Drowning Prevention Alliance. These action items can help everyone improve safety in or near the water. 


The five layers are:



	Setting up barriers, such as fences and alarms

	Actively supervising children while they are in the water

	Encouraging children to use personal flotation devices, such as life jackets

	Helping kids gain basic swimming skills

	Being prepared for emergencies – for example, being ready to call 911 and perform first aid or cardiopulmonary resuscitation.




No single precaution provides enough of a safeguard on its own, so it’s best to combine multiple strategies within each of the five layers – for example, using door alarms, plus pool alarms and fencing around pools, to prevent a child from entering a pool unattended. 


It’s also important to think through your child’s specific strengths and areas of concern when it comes to water safety. For example, they might be comfortable in the water or be physically strong – but they might not know how to swim, or might struggle with following instructions or have trouble identifying dangerous situations like rip currents or water too deep for them to stand in.


Other behaviors that put autistic children at risk of drowning include drinking water while swimming, which puts them at risk for accidentally inhaling water; and holding their breath for prolonged periods, which can lead to fainting underwater. 


Wider learning opportunities


About 1 in 31 children in the U.S. is diagnosed with autism. Given the prevalence of the condition, there are undoubtedly autistic children in your community and among your friends and family members. 


Friends, family members and community members who want to learn more about how to keep autistic children in their community safe around the water can find a range of free courses and resources available online. 


The American Red Cross offers an online course on water safety for parents and caregivers. 


Resources specific to autism include the Safety on the Spectrum Water & Wandering Program, developed by the Autism Society, and Swim and Water Safety, part of the Autism Safety Guide developed by Autism Speaks.

Tana Carson owns shares in Adaptive Associates, a clinical and research consulting company. She receives funding from the "Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense for Health Affairs through the Autism Research Program under Award No. HT9425-25-1-0126 (or AR240070) and No. HT94252510205 (or AR240048). Opinions, interpretations, conclusions, and recommendations are those of the author and are not necessarily endorsed by the Department of Defense”. She is affiliated with Kids 4 Kids USA and Friends of Jacobs Aquatic Center and consults for Underwater Hypoxic Blackout Prevention. 
Tania Santiago Perez owns Swim Flow LLC, which provides swim lessons to people of all abilities. She receives funding from the "Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense for Health Affairs through the Autism Research Program under Award No. HT9425-25-1-0126 (or AR240070) and No. HT94252510205 (or AR240048). Opinions, interpretations, conclusions, and recommendations are those of the author and are not necessarily endorsed by the Department of Defense”. She is affiliated with Barrier Free Divers, ThumbsUp International, and the Southeast Recreational Therapy Symposium. 
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Screen time guidelines for kids and adolescents have shifted as research paints a more nuanced picture

theconversation.com · Gabriel E. Hales, Research Fellow in Media and Information, Michigan State University

What kids are doing on tablets seems to matter more than how long they use them. PeopleImages/iStock via Getty ImagesConcerns surrounding young people’s screen time are widespread.


Australia became the first country to ban social media for users under 16 in December 2025, and Denmark, France and the U.K. have since announced similar restrictions to begin this year. 


In the U.S., as of mid-2026, more than 30 states have passed laws banning or restricting cellphones in K–12 classrooms; in 2023, the U.S. surgeon general issued a formal advisory on social media and children’s and adolescents’ mental health; and bestselling books tell parents that smartphones are “rewiring” their children’s brains.


These concerns and policies are part of a quickly changing national and international conversation around how young people spend time on screens and its relationship to their overall health and development. My reading of the mounting research on this issue across disciplines is that the popular narrative blaming screens and smartphones for an adolescent mental health crisis runs well ahead of the current evidence.


I study adolescent digital media use and its influence on social, emotional and academic outcomes. A growing body of research suggests that one-size-fits-all solutions are not the answer and that managing appropriate use of digital media needs to take into account a child’s developmental milestones, how parents and adults around them use media, and the ways kids use it to connect and learn with friends and family. 


Screen time: From monolith to multifaceted


Wide adoption of digital media and the internet broadened the range of experiences young people could have online. At the same time, the digital age introduced newfound uncertainties. As with the advent of radio, comic books and arcades, adults worried about how children might interact with or be affected by internet use.


In response, the American Academy of Pediatrics first recommended in 1999 that parents and caregivers keep children under 2 away from screens. In the decades since, professional guidance largely treated children’s media use as a behavior to be mitigated. 


Policies introduced by the academy in 2013 and 2016 continued to advise that school-age kids and adolescents – those ages 5 to 18 – be restricted to no more than two hours of “entertainment” screen time a day. The goal was to curb risks associated with heavy media use, among them disrupted sleep, online safety, cyberbullying and physical inactivity.


Originally created for young people’s engagement with stationary media that tend to be confined to one room or context – for example, watching television – these hourly limits became outdated with the integration of smartphones and other digital devices into everyday life. Compared with watching television, online media was far more difficult to track and define, and more nuanced in its use.


Developmentally beneficial activities such as education, socializing and leisure have come to rely on the internet to extend and maintain face-to-face connections. Remote schooling and social distancing during the COVID-19 pandemic only accelerated this digitization of daily life. 


In my view, adopting strict time limits and restrictions could pose risks to children’s well-being, autonomy and development, for example, by harming adolescent self-esteem. 


The latest guidelines


In January 2026, the American Academy of Pediatrics retired its decade-old framework that had largely organized its advice around hourly screen limits. The new policy statement on children, adolescents and digital media diverges from this blanket approach. Instead, it suggests parents consider the larger picture in which this media use exists rather than lumping all screen use together. 



            
            Pediatricians with the American Academy of Pediatrics discuss the organization’s new guidelines on young people and ‘digital ecosystems.’
          

Similar to the World Health Organization’s 2019 guidance for children under 5, the American Academy of Pediatrics still advises that parents avoid screen media for children younger than 18 months. This recommendation is largely because extended use by children by themselves can be problematic for many young children, crowding out important developmental milestones.


Both the World Health Organization and the American Academy of Pediatrics also recommend that when children under 24 months use screens, they should be limited to content and devices that encourage children and caregivers to interact. For ages 2 to 5, screen time – including TV and interactive apps on devices – may be extended to more solo use, provided it’s high-quality digital media designed around learning goals in mathematics and reading. But recreational use should be limited to roughly an hour per day.


For school-age children and teens, the newest guidance has begun to step away from fixed screen time limits and asks families to weigh online activity in the context of everyday life. 


Doing so recognizes that a child’s digital experiences are shaped by diverse factors rather than the hours spent online. Current guidelines call on caregivers to distinguish among types of media, from television and social media to video games and interacting with artificial intelligence chatbots. They also call for taking into account a child’s individual characteristics, such as their interests and personality, family members’ own use of screens, and the type of content children are spending time on.


Rethinking screen time


Moving beyond strict screen time limits includes questioning the kind of digital activities kids and adolescents participate in. Do the activities encourage time spent interacting with others online, which can help young people develop important skills and competencies?


Scrolling an algorithm-based, auto-playing video feed likely does not equate to the same opportunities as video-chatting with friends, creating digital art or working with teammates in a multiplayer game. Research suggests these different uses relate to development in different ways and can help kids develop varying skill sets pertaining to everyday life and schooling.


Indeed, a large review of current research found that young people who take part in a range of digital activities, such as browsing the web, online gaming or interacting on social media, show positive associations with social connection, identity exploration, civic participation and learning. 



            [image: A woman and two small children look at tablet screen]
            
              Parental involvement in young children’s screen time has developmental benefits.
              Cultura Creative/Tetra images via Getty Images
            
          

Using these guidelines at home


The current evidence suggests parents and caregivers are best positioned to be digital instructors. Cutting children off altogether can carry its own risks for social and emotional development. Caregiver mediation of children’s screen time can produce widely different outcomes and effects, depending on whether the guidance is supportive or controlling.


Considering your own digital media use is the first step: Are family members engaging in problematic or heavy media use that children in the household might emulate? What applications and uses are most common in the family, and what positive or negative effects might they have, depending on the child’s age? How could these digital activities be safely integrated with other everyday experiences to increase their benefit for children? Conversely, what online time might be better spent on face-to-face experiences?


The American Academy of Pediatrics’ Family Media Plan tool turns these ideas into concrete questions. For example, it recommends working out what each child needs from digital technology, what activities screens might be crowding out, and where their family or household can build in screen-free time. The recommendation is to talk with each child about why they are drawn to particular apps or online activities, what they encounter while browsing, and what might be lost when kids bring phones to gatherings such as mealtimes.


The debate over young people’s screen time is not going away. But the most up-to-date guidelines, and the growing body of research behind them, make a strong case for a more holistic approach. The guidelines treat digital media as a complex, diverse and evolving environment that children need to learn to navigate in the digital age. The risks and rewards depend, as with any developmental setting, on the child, the content and what online time might be crowding out.

Gabriel E. Hales does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.
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Why Trump’s move to gut the Endangered Species Act likely won’t hold up in court

theconversation.com · Patrick Parenteau, Professor of Law Emeritus, Vermont Law & Graduate School

Piping plovers lay their eggs on the ground. They became an endangered species as development encroached on their habitat and made it harder for their chicks to survive. Under the Same Moon/Flickr, CC BYThe Trump administration has decided that destroying the habitat of endangered species is not harmful.


Think about that.


Habitat loss is the No. 1 reason species become endangered. Red-cockaded woodpeckers need mature long-leaf pine forests to reproduce. Endangered western monarch butterflies depend on pesticide-free milkweed for food. Pacific salmon must have clean, cool rivers for spawning. If coastal water becomes too polluted, manatees will starve.


Yet, on July 14, 2026, the U.S. Department of Interior formally rescinded the so-called harm rule under the Endangered Species Act, removing language that has protected species from losing millions of acres of habitat.



            [image: Young salmon in a stream.]
            
              Endangered fish have fueled many disputes over rights to the water that the fish need as habitat for survival.
              Peter E. Steenstra/USFWS, CC BY
            
          

As a law professor who has followed these issues for over five decades and litigated early cases under the Endangered Species Act, I believe this effort to gut the nation’s premier wildlife conservation law is unjustified and unlawful. 


I see several reasons the rule change is not likely to survive the legal challenges that have already begun.


Origins of the Endangered Species Act


Enacted in 1973 at the behest of President Richard Nixon and passed overwhelmingly by both houses of Congress, the Endangered Species Act’s stated purpose is to “provide a means whereby the ecosystems upon which endangered species and threatened species depend may be conserved.” 


The U.S. Supreme Court in 1978 described the act’s role more plainly: to “halt and reverse the trend of species extinctions whatever the cost.”


The act requires federal agencies to designate habitat for species as critical if it is deemed “essential to the conservation and recovery” of that species. Once habitat is designated, federal agencies are required to “insure” that their actions are not likely to result in the “destruction or adverse modification” of such habitat. All of this is spelled out in the text of the law itself.





The ‘take’ prohibition


The Endangered Species Act prohibits the unauthorized “take” of protected species. It broadly defines “take” to include deliberate actions such as hunting and trapping, but also those that “harm or harass” individual members of the protected species. 


The prohibition applies to everyone: individuals, corporations, states and municipalities, tribes and others. The act is by far the most important federal law protecting habitat on nonfederal land.


“Take” is a term of art in wildlife law with deep roots in Anglo-American jurisprudence. It has always included requirements to conserve habitat. The earliest wildlife laws in England also required landowners to retain adequate forage and cover for wildlife, in addition to regulating hunting and fishing.



            [image: Two large white birds in a wetland area with a large nest.]
            
              A female whooping crane repositions the eggs in her nest near Baraboo, Wis. The tall, migrating birds are coming back from near extinction in the U.S., but with only a few habitats they return to each year, they remain vulnerable.
              Rondiel/Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA
            
          

In 1975, shortly after Congress passed the Endangered Species Act, the U.S. Department of Interior created the rule defining harm to include “acts or omissions that actually injures or kills wildlife,” including habitat degradation that “significantly disrupts essential behavioral patterns, which include, but are not limited to, breeding, feeding or sheltering.”


The rule was revised somewhat in 1981 to clarify that harm “may include significant habitat modification or degradation where it actually kills or injures wildlife by significantly impairing essential behavioral patterns, including breeding, feeding or sheltering.” 


The 1982 Endangered Species Act amendments


In 1981, the 9th Circuit Court of Appeals held that habitat destruction qualifies as an unlawful take under the Endangered Species Act, ruling in a case brought on behalf of an endangered bird called the palila.


Congress reacted to that ruling by amending the act to create the incidental take program. I testified in favor of this provision during the hearings.


The incidental take program provides a way to reduce conflicts between protected species and commercial development by authorizing only those takes that meet strict rules to minimize and mitigate the impact on the species in question. Over the years, hundreds of incidental take permits have been issued covering over 47 million acres of habitat.


If Congress didn’t believe habitat destruction and degradation constitute “harm” under the statute, why would it require permits and plans to offset habitat loss?


This will factor into the litigation to come challenging the move to rescind the harm rule.


The Sweet Home decision


The controversy over the harm rule reached the Supreme Court in 1995 in a case brought by the timber industry in Oregon. In Sweet Home Communities for a Greater Oregon v. Babbitt, the court upheld the harm rule by a vote of 6-3.


Justice John Paul Stevens wrote the court’s majority opinion. He cited multiple reasons for upholding the rule as a “reasonable interpretation” of congressional intent under the then-prevailing Chevron Doctrine:



	First, Stevens wrote that the ordinary meaning of “harm” naturally encompasses habitat modification that results in actual injury or death to members of an endangered or threatened species.


	Second, under relevant Supreme Court precedent, every word in a statute must be given effect. Thus the word “harm” must encompass indirect as well as direct injuries or it would have no meaning that does not duplicate the other words in the definition of “take.”


	Third, the fact that Congress amended the act to authorize incidental take permits with habitat conservation plans strongly suggests that Congress intended for the law to prohibit both direct and indirect causes of death or injury.





Justice Antonin Scalia dissented in that case, arguing that the word “harm” applies only to an action “directed immediately and intentionally against a particular animal.” Or as he put it, “A strikes B.” 


Justice Sandra Day O’Connor disagreed, arguing in a sharp exchange with Scalia: “… to make it impossible for an animal to reproduce is to impair its most essential physical functions and to render that animal, and its genetic material, biologically obsolete. This, in my view, is actual injury.”


The Loper Bright ruling’s impact


Fast-forward to 2024, when the Supreme Court, in deciding Loper Bright Enterprises v. Raimondo, formally abandoned the Chevron Doctrine. In doing so, it ruled that the courts must decide what the “best reading” of statutory text is without deferring to agency interpretations.


The Trump administration argues that the Loper Bright ruling means that the court’s decision in Sweet Home is no longer good law because Stevens’ majority opinion relied on the Chevron doctrine. 


Instead, the Trump administration argues that Scalia’s dissent is actually the best reading of “harm” and is now the law of the land.



            [image: A turtle swims underwater]
            
              Threats to the endangered hawksbill sea turtle include loss of nesting habitat and coral reefs, rising sea levels and rising temperatures, as well as threats from fishing gear.
              U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
            
          

However, in the majority opinion in Loper Bright, Chief Justice John Roberts cautioned: “We do not call into question prior cases that relied on the Chevron framework.” In short, it is not enough to say a precedent relied on Chevron and suggest it is no longer valid.


The Trump administration will have to overcome the presumption that the Sweet Home ruling remains the law unless the current Supreme Court overturns it.


Where we go from here


Environmental groups and tribes have already filed multiple lawsuits challenging the repeal of the harm rule.


In addition to defending the validity of the Sweet Home decision as the best reading of the law, the cases allege a number of procedural flaws in how the Department of Interior changed the rule.


Those include alleged violations of the National Environmental Policy Act by failing to prepare an environmental impact statement; violations of the Endangered Species Act by failing to engage in consultation regarding the impacts of the rescinding of the harm rule; and failure to comply with the Administrative Procedure Act to justify and explain the basis for wholesale repeal of the harm rule without proposing an alternative.


While the administration is likely counting on getting the case to the Supreme Court before its time in office runs out, I expect the strategy of the challengers will be to delay the litigation by filing lawsuits in multiple courts and asking the courts for preliminary injunctions to block the rule change pending the cases’ outcome. That would allow a future administration to reinstate the rule. 


The stakes are huge for the nation’s most imperiled species. Over two-thirds of listed species depend on nonfederal land for their survival and recovery. The harm rule is the single most important reason they are still alive and have a chance of recovery.

Patrick Parenteau 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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Yes, breathing wildfire smoke can harm your health – here’s what you can do to protect yourself

theconversation.com · Colleen E. Reid, Associate Professor of Geography, University of Colorado Boulder

Heavy wildfire smoke from Canada's forests turn skies orange in Toronto and across parts of the U.S. in July 2026. Steve Russell/Toronto Star via Getty ImagesWildfire smoke from fires burning in Canada and northern Minnesota has been pouring across the Great Lakes and northeastern U.S. states, turning skies an eerie shade of orange. In the West, smoke has also been spreading into communities in Colorado and neighboring states as more wildfires burn in hot, dry conditions in July 2026.


University of Colorado environmental health researcher Colleen Reid explains what’s in that smoke and why breathing it is a health concern everyone should be aware of.


What is in wildfire smoke?


Wildfire smoke is a complex mixture that includes nitrogen oxides, volatile organic compounds, polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons, carbon monoxide, carbon dioxide and particulate matter. When homes or buildings also burn, they can release an even more toxic stew of chemicals from burning electronics, furniture, plastics, paints and much more.


What you see when you see a smoke plume or when the air is hazy with wildfire smoke are the tiny particles that are too small to fall to the ground right away with gravity.


These particles, which scientists call particulate matter, are very small – we measure them in microns. When you breathe them in, they can harm your health. The smaller the particles, the deeper they can get into your lungs and body.



            [image: Map shows heavy smoke and low air quality across the Great Lakes Region and into the Northeast]
            
              EPA air quality monitors show high risks from smoke in many parts of the Great Lakes and northeastern U.S. on July 15, 2026. Reds are considered very unhealthy levels. Purples are either extremely unhealthy for light purple or hazardous for areas in maroon.
              AirNow Fire and Smoke Map
            
          

You may have heard the term PM2.5. It means particles that are 2.5 microns or smaller in diameter, many times smaller than the width of a human hair. High concentrations of these particles in the air during wildfire smoke episodes are what trigger air quality alerts.


Has wildfire smoke been increasing recently, and why?


Yes, wildfires have become more frequent and more intense just in the past couple of decades, and when wildfires become more frequent and intense, so does the smoke.


Scientists have found that wildfires are becoming more frequent due to a variety of factors that include increases in fire weather – hot, dry, windy conditions that fuel the spread of fires due to climate change – as well as other natural and human factors. The reasons for the increases in wildfires vary in different parts of the world.


Other studies have found that wildfire smoke makes up an increasing portion of the PM2.5 in the air in the U.S., and in many areas it is offsetting the decreases in air pollution that the U.S. has gained through regulations of industrial and vehicle emissions under the Clean Air Act.


How could wildfire smoke affect my health?


Some effects of breathing wildfire smoke include shortness of breath, coughing, itchy or watery eyes, headaches, rashes and itchiness. But smoke can cause more serious harm. Numerous epidemiological studies have shown that hospitalizations and emergency department visits for asthma and other respiratory diseases increase during wildfire smoke events.


After you breathe in the particles, they cause inflammation and oxidative stress, and they can move into the blood and spread throughout the body, affecting other organ systems.



            [image: People stand in a field as a smoke plume turns the sky orange and then dark.]
            
              The height of a smoke plume, like this one from Colorado’s Aspen Acres fire near Pueblo on July 1, 2026, affects the amount of particles and chemicals people on the ground are exposed to. But generally, if you can smell smoke, you’re breathing it in.
              Michael Ciaglo/Getty Images
            
          

Breathing wildfire smoke has been associated with higher risk of preterm births and other issues during pregnancy, and potentially cardiovascular problems such as heart attacks and strokes, although the evidence for these effects are more mixed.


The longer-term health effects of wildfire smoke are less clear, but it is a growing area of research.


Where can I learn more about wildfire smoke risks where I live?


The first thing to do to protect yourself from wildfire smoke is to know how bad the smoke is and how long it is going to last.


One great place to get information for where you live on current wildfire smoke is fire.airnow.gov. You can zoom in on the map to where you live and find color-coded circles reflecting data from both U.S. EPA air-quality monitors and PurpleAir sensors that people have put in their homes. 


The colors show the level of PM2.5 at that location and suggest the associated health risk. 


To find out how wildfire smoke is expected to change over time in North America, you can look at maps from FireSmoke Canada and the U.S. Interagency Wildland Fire Air Quality Response Program.


What can I do to protect myself and my family from wildfire smoke?


First of all, depending on the level of the air quality index where you are, there are different recommendations. When wildfire smoke reaches unhealthy levels, stay indoors as much as possible, with doors and windows shut to keep the wildfire smoke out.


If you have an air cleaner, use it, but check the filter, as filters can fill up quickly. Similarly, check the filter on your home HVAC system and replace it if needed. 





If you have to go outside, consider wearing a well-fitting N95, KN95 or KF94 mask. These masks can protect you from inhaling particles in the air around you. Looser masks, such as surgical masks, mostly protect others from what you breathe out instead. They do not have a tight seal around your mouth, and when you breathe in, the air with all of the particles can find its way around the sides of the mask.


Having a tight fit of the mask to your face is important so that when you breathe, the air is going through the mask and capturing the smoke particles rather than letting them into your body where they cause harm.


If your home is leaky and you can see haze inside, consider going to a public space, such as a library or mall, with a good HVAC system. Some municipalities have designated clean air spaces where anyone can go.

Colleen E. Reid has received funding for her research previously from the U.S. EPA, NIH, NSF, the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, the JPB Foundation, the Joint Fire Science Program, and the CDC. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/yes-breathing-wildfire-smoke-can-harm-your-health-heres-what-you-can-do-to-protect-yourself-287668
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