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The financial dilemma that wound up helping US churches thrive

theconversation.com · Thomas Adam, Professor of Political Science, University of Arkansas

Andover Theological Seminary was founded in the early 1800s to train Congregational ministers. J. Kidder/Yale University Art Gallery/Wikimedia CommonsBy many measures, Americans are growing less religious: Since 2007, for example, the percentage of people who pray daily has dropped, while the “unaffiliated” have grown to 29%. But those numbers can distract from just how much faith still matters in American public life – much more so than in Western Europe, despite its similar religious roots.


About two-thirds of Americans consider religion “somewhat” or “very” important, compared with 56% in Italy, 40% in Spain and 36% in Germany. While about two-thirds of American Christians pray every day, only 18% of European Christians do so.


Why such a stark divide? One reason, some scholars have argued, is the United States’ tradition of separating church and state, also called “disestablishment.” In other words, Americans’ freedom of religion helped faith to thrive in ways that the state-sponsored churches did not.


As my research into the history of philanthropy shows, disestablishment was not just a cornerstone of American democracy. It was also an engine for the extraordinary growth of philanthropy, which played an important role in fueling American churches’ growth and innovation.


Money from members


Prior to the American Revolution, most colonies sponsored particular churches and collected taxes to support them. New England governments tended to support Congregationalist churches, which grew out of Puritan traditions, while many Southern colonies supported the Church of England.


The First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution prohibits the government from establishing religion. The Supreme Court did not decide that that amendment applies to state governments until the 20th century. Within a few decades of independence, though, states’ support for established churches had disappeared. The last to disestablish was Massachusetts, which ended support for Congregational churches in 1833.



            [image: The interior of a plain church sanctuary whose wooden pews have tall sides.]
            
              Old Ship Church in Hingham, Mass., is the only surviving Puritan meeting house from the 1600s in the United States.
              Michael Carter/Flickr via Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA
            
          

After Christian churches were stripped of state funding, churches had to find new revenue sources. Ministers’ and teachers’ salaries had to be paid, church buildings constructed and maintained, and colleges and other religious institutions supported. The funding for all that had to come from voluntary contributions from members – meaning that ministers were turned into fundraisers, and believers into donors. 


Donors weren’t just giving money to be charitable. They were getting services and community in return, which helped keep them emotionally and socially invested – and helped religion thrive. Members essentially became stakeholders of their denominations. In the 21st century, those networks of donors and services have included everything from schools and radio stations to children’s activities.


New generations


Religious colleges are a major example of this dynamic. On the eve of the Civil War, the country had 207 religious colleges, accounting for nearly 60% of all colleges and universities. Most had been founded after independence. Forty-nine were Presbyterian, 34 Methodist, 25 Baptist, 21 Congregational, 14 Catholic and 11 Episcopalian. The remaining 53 were founded by smaller religious groups, such as the Lutheran and Universalist churches.


Colleges took on a central role in many churches’ religious life. They trained ministers and teachers for the denominations that funded them.


Some American denominations built K-12 schools as well, which reached far more students than colleges could. The Presbyterian Church, for example, did not just build universities, such as Austin College in Texas and Lafayette College in Pennsylvania, but also established 59 academies in 20 states and numerous primary schools. These schools admitted and trained Presbyterians who, as adults, became the rank and file of their congregations – and, as alumni, donated to their alma maters. 



            [image: A black and white photo of three rows of men in striped uniforms sitting on bleachers outside.]
            
              The 1921 football team at Centre College in Kentucky, which is affiliated with the Presbyterian Church.
              Centre College Photos via Wikimedia Commons
            
          

Scholarship programs


Building and maintaining colleges is expensive. 


And in the 19th century these American colleges could not necessarily rely on students paying the full cost of attendance: Many students were too poor to do so. In 1806, only six out of the 39 graduating students at Dartmouth College had paid their fees in full.


Lack of funding pushed many colleges into bankruptcy and closing. In fact, 68 of the 109 Presbyterian colleges established between 1794 and 1904 had shut down by 1940.


Colleges developed a new fundraising strategy: offering donors “scholarship certificates,” which were essentially tuition waivers that could be used by family and friends. They came with price tags, from a few hundred to a few thousand dollars.


Selling “scholarship certificates” mobilized believers who wanted to support their denomination. The fundraising campaign to create Southern Methodist University in Dallas in the early 1900s, for example, involved more than 29,000 donors from across Texas. SMU’s first bursar acknowledged that the university had largely been built by “poor people” who had submitted small donations. The university committed itself to admitting 50 students each year, free of charge, who would be nominated by the church’s 50 presiding elders in Texas.


Colleges thereby became instrumental in maintaining and growing the memberships of the denominations they served. More broadly, they played an important role upholding the religious diversity of American society.

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


Original: https://theconversation.com/the-financial-dilemma-that-wound-up-helping-us-churches-thrive-288332
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What the panic over Gen Z’s reading habits gets wrong

theconversation.com · Kathi Inman Berens, Professor of Book Publishing and Digital Humanities, Portland State University · Rachel Noorda, Associate Professor of Publishing, Portland State University

Members of Gen Z are more likely to identify as readers if books are folded into their social lives. FilippoBacci/E+ via Getty ImagesA trove of recent articles bemoan the collapse in recreational reading among younger Americans, with COVID-related reading declines, artificial intelligence and social media often described as causes.


But as the authors of “How Gen Z Discover and Consume Books,” we think many claims about Gen Z’s reading behaviors miss the mark. 


Some long-standing, influential studies aren’t designed to capture how Gen Z often reads: multimodally – bouncing between print, e-book and audiobook for the same book – and on web platforms such as Wattpad, Webtoon, Kindle Unlimited, DC Universe Infinite and Marvel Comics online. 


In fact, according to our 2025 data, a growing proportion of Gen Z – 66% – is identifying as readers, up 14 percentage points from 2022. In the previous 12 months, 65% of Gen Z read at least one print book, up from 59% in 2022. These findings roughly correspond with those of the Pew Research Center for the general population across all ages.


In other words, Gen Z shows us that reading isn’t dying. It’s changing.


A postdigital generation of readers


Gen Z is the first generation to grow up with internet access from an early age. Kids born from 1997 to 2012 came of age during what researchers describe as the postdigital condition, where the option to be online is constantly and pervasively available. Nowadays, no matter your age, engaging with printed books and other physical media – vinyl records, film cameras, DVDs – represents a deliberate choice rather than the only way to access media. 


To Gen Z, physical books carry a different meaning than they do for older generations.


A longing for “digital detox” is a part of why print books are Gen Z’s top preferred reading format, according to our data. Perhaps that’s because printed books don’t ping or track you. They look great when posted on Instagram or in BookTok, TikTok’s influential online reading community. You can loan books or give them as gifts. And used books bear the traces of other humans. You could argue that these physical qualities actually make books more alluring than they were in the days before the internet and social media. 


Across three nationally representative surveys – conducted in 2020, 2022 and 2025 – we collected data about a wide swath of Gen Z’s reading behavior. It ranged from reading text messages, game chats and emails to reading printed books, manga and fan fiction. We asked respondents about book “engagement,” which gave them permission to include reading that isn’t intended to be finished, such as cookbooks and travel guides. We also asked them questions about their uses of social media, AI and libraries. 


In 2025, Gen Zers visited bookstores and public libraries more than they did in 2022. About 36% of Gen Zers said they found a book through a librarian, up from 15% in 2022. We also asked about their experiences of loneliness, with 85% saying they wanted to find another place to relax outside their home. Gen Zers who didn’t visit libraries had higher loneliness scores than those who did.


Nearly one-third bought a book in a physical bookstore, which was their preferred place to find new books, ahead of Amazon.


The market appears to be responding: The American Booksellers Association notes a 70% increase in independent bookstores in the past five years. In 2026 alone, Barnes & Noble plans to open 60 new stores across the U.S.



            [image: A teenage girl smiles while holding a stack of books and interacting with an older, female librarian who's crouching on one knee next to some bookshelves.]
            
              Young people are still using librarians as a resource for book recommendations.
              David Brewster/Star Tribune via Getty Images
            
          

Postdigital doesn’t mean postliterate


Current methods to measure recreational reading aren’t capturing data that reveals the full scope of how Gen Z reads. 


In a 2025 journal article that describes a decline in recreational reading over two decades, one of the co-authors, Jill Sonke, calls an annual 3% drop in the time that Americans spend reading as “not just a small dip – it’s a sustained, steady decline.” This “loss,” she adds, is “significant and deeply concerning.” 


The study’s authors, however, used an imperfect tool to analyze this decline: the American Time Use Survey. 


That survey records respondents’ activities over one 24-hour “diary day.” The survey’s definition of reading includes time spent reading printed books or magazines, reading on a Kindle or other e-reader, and listening to audiobooks. But it doesn’t capture platform-based reading or the book-related activities that happen online: reading and writing fan fiction; BookTok and Bookstagram; and reading or writing online reviews for Goodreads. These activities are known as postdigital reading practices, and they’re almost never addressed in reading surveys.


In her August 2026 cover story, “The End of Reading is Here,” Atlantic staff writer Rose Horowitch goes further, arguing that the U.S. has become “postliterate.” 


Horowitch focuses on one very specific form of literacy: sustained close reading of complex literary texts. Throughout the essay, she treats this ability as encompassing all forms of literacy. 


When she points to a study of students who struggled to interpret the opening pages of Charles Dickens’ “Bleak House,” she concludes that many “didn’t even know how to go about figuring out what they didn’t understand, or they didn’t bother.”


But literacy researchers have long argued that literacy involves far more than reading novels or parsing Victorian prose. It includes the ability to interpret, evaluate and create meaning across a range of texts, media and social contexts.


Make it a party


Identifying as a reader used to mean sitting alone with a book. That is less true for Gen Z than any previous generation. Gen Zers are more likely to experience reading as a social activity. 


The growing popularity of silent reading parties, where groups of people come together to read quietly and independently, suggests that Gen Zers enjoy finding community around books, even as they immerse themselves in a largely solitary act. We also note how some young people are bridging the distance between story worlds and real life by participating in literary cosplaying, in which readers dress up as characters from their favorite books and gather at conventions or themed events. Then there’s “book excerpt aesthetics” – a social media trend in which readers post memorable passages and quotations from books.


That’s all on top of annual book festivals across the U.S. that bring together readers of all ages. The 2025 Portland Book Festival, headlined by romantasy author Rebecca Yarros, sold out for the first time ever.


Reading is certainly changing, but it’s far from dead. And with Gen Zers still eager to see themselves as readers who discover, discuss and share books with one another, we think the future for bookworms is bright.

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/what-the-panic-over-gen-zs-reading-habits-gets-wrong-288338
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Producing spider silk is a biological feat – scientists are using it to develop materials for drug delivery and wound care

theconversation.com · Aliasger K. Salem, Professor of Pharmaceutical Sciences, University of Iowa

Spiders produce silk from a specialized gland and use it to build incredible web structures.  James Rowland/500px via Getty Images“Spider-Man: Brand New Day” turns organic web production into a superpower. In the 2026 film, Tom Holland’s character, Peter Parker, begins producing webbing inside his body and shooting it from his wrists, rather than firing synthetic web fluid from the wrist-mounted mechanical web-shooters he used in earlier films. The switch transforms a familiar superhero technology into a biological ability and highlights the spectacular properties of real spider silk. 


Humans cannot shoot spider silk from their bodies, but scientists have studied this amazing material for decades, working to adapt it for a range of technological applications.



            
            ‘Spider-Man: Brand New Day’ hit theaters on July 31, 2026.
          

A web may look like one kind of thread, but in reality, it is a carefully engineered structure assembled from several materials. As a scientist with biomaterials expertise, I’m fascinated by how biology controls silk, from its protein building blocks to the architecture of a finished web, and by how scientists may adapt it for medical applications.


A web is a structure, not a substance


Spider silk refers to the material that spiders produce to make webs. The web is the architecture built from it, much as steel is a material and a bridge is a structure. 


All spiders make silk, although many spiders do not build webs to catch food. They also use silk for safety lines, shelters, egg cases and wrapping prey. A safety line is a strand of silk that trails behind a spider and can catch it if the spider slips or falls, much like a climber’s safety rope. Orb weavers are especially useful examples because their familiar wheel-shaped webs combine several types of silk, each with a distinct function. Female orb-weaver spiders can possess multiple types of silk-producing or silk-associated glands, each linked to a different task.  


To build a web, orb-weaver spiders use strong silk that forms the frame and radial “spokes” of the web. The capture spiral is the looping thread that circles the web and holds insects after they strike it. A highly stretchable silk forms the capture spiral. 


The frame of an orb web is not sticky, as the glue lies mainly on the capture spiral. Its droplets contain proteins, water, salts and small molecules that help the adhesive remain soft and tacky.  Other silks protect eggs or fasten threads to a surface. Another type of silk provides temporary scaffolding. 


How a spider builds a web


A typical orb-weaver spider starts by bridging a gap, sometimes releasing a fine strand that drifts on the breeze until it catches another surface. The spider reinforces that line, creates a frame and adds radial threads that meet at a central hub. 


Next, it lays down a temporary spiral that acts like construction scaffolding. It places the sticky capture spiral down on that scaffolding, often removing the temporary thread as it works. Researchers found that spiders follow distinct patterns of movement produced at each construction stage.



            [image: A spider web hanging in a forest]
            
              Spider webs are often made with multiple types of silk: a stronger form that creates a structure, and a more delicate, sticky form that traps prey.
              baza178/iStock via Getty Images Plus
            
          

The completed web also carries information. When an insect hits the web, vibrations from the force travel along the threads and help the spider locate the prey. 


Turning liquid protein into fiber


Spider silk consists mainly of very large proteins called spidroins. Their long chains contain stiff sections that pack together, and flexible sections that stretch. When you zoom in, they resemble tiny hard blocks connected by molecular springs.


This type of protein gives some silks both strength and toughness – two related but distinct mechanical properties. Strong fibers can be pulled with a large amount of force before breaking, while tough fibers absorb lots of energy as they stretch. 


Spider silk can have extraordinary toughness, and the silk woven by a type of spider called Darwin’s bark spider is one example. It builds large webs across rivers, supported by bridge lines that can span 80 feet (25 meters). In one study, its dragline silk – the strong, nonsticky silk used for structural parts of a web – absorbed more than 10 times as much energy before breaking as Kevlar, when compared by volume. 


That does not mean an entire web is difficult for a person to break. Strength and toughness describe a material’s performance after accounting for a strand’s tiny cross-sectional area or volume. Each thread is extremely thin, and a web contains very little silk overall, so the absolute force needed to rupture several strands remains small.


A spider does not store finished thread inside its body. It stores concentrated silk proteins in a water-based liquid inside glands in its abdomen. As the liquid moves through a narrowing duct, water is removed, the pH falls and the balance of ions changes. Flow through the duct also exerts mechanical forces that align the proteins, which then assemble into a solid fiber. 


The spider performs this conversion at ordinary room temperatures in a water-based system, without the high heat or harsh solvents often used to manufacture synthetic fibers. For a biomaterials scientist, that manufacturing process may be as impressive as the fiber.



            
            Building a spiderweb is an extensive, intricate process.
          

From webs to medicines and tissue repair


As a researcher in drug delivery and tissue engineering, I see a central lesson in spider silk: A material’s performance depends not only on its ingredients, but also on how scientists process and organize them.


Rather than harvesting silk from spiders, researchers study silk by placing silk genes into bacteria or other cells. These cells manufacture engineered silk proteins that scientists can shape into particles, films, gels, fibers and porous scaffolds. 


For drug delivery, silk can act as a reservoir that holds a medicine and releases it gradually inside your body. In one laboratory study, engineered spider-silk particles released small molecules at a nearly constant rate for about two weeks. Researchers have also explored silk particles and gels for drugs made from proteins, like insulin and antibody treatments. These systems remain experimental, but they show how a biodegradable material might protect a medicine and control its release.


Silk can also form a scaffold: a temporary three-dimensional framework that gives cells space to attach, grow and organize during tissue repair. Scientists add cell-binding signals or other biological cues to engineered silk. These signals tell cells to attach to the silk scaffold. 


Depending on the injury, a scaffold can cover a wound on the skin or be implanted inside the body to bridge or fill an area of damaged tissue. 


Animal studies have tested recombinant spider silk as a covering for burn wounds, while laboratory studies have explored silk-based structures designed to support cell growth and guide nerve repair. 


My research team and I have applied the same principle in 3D-printed synthetic scaffolds for bone regeneration. The scaffold provides the same type of physical support as silk scaffolds while delivering DNA instructions intended to encourage nearby cells to produce signals that support blood vessel growth and tissue repair.


The real wonder behind the webs


Scientists still cannot fully reproduce spiders’ ultimate control over silk formation or the complex architecture of their webs. But spider silk has already inspired experimental approaches to drug delivery, wound care and tissue engineering. Spider-Man supplies the spectacle, and real-life spiders supply the sensational materials science.

Aliasger K. Salem receives funding from NIH, NSF and DOW


Original: https://theconversation.com/producing-spider-silk-is-a-biological-feat-scientists-are-using-it-to-develop-materials-for-drug-delivery-and-wound-care-288868
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How to do your own online health research like a scientist – a biostatistician’s step-by-step guide

theconversation.com · Lucy McGowan, Associate Professor of Statistical Sciences, Wake Forest University

The instinct to “do your own research” when it comes to your health is a good one. The challenge often is not lack of information, but the opposite. 


People are surrounded by studies, headlines, forums, family and friends, often all speaking at once in different directions and with different levels of reliability. How do you move through this abundance of information without getting lost in it?


I am a biostatistician by training. In my work, I study how medical evidence is generated and interpreted. I have been on the other side of that process, trying to make sense of medical information that could affect my health or the health of my loved ones.


Over time, I’ve found myself returning to the same road map when doing my own research to answer personal health questions. By sharing how I approach this process as a scientist, I’m hoping this method can help others sift through medical information carefully.


Framing the question


Before trying to answer a medical question, you first need to frame it in a way that can be answered with evidence. 


In practice, this means identifying four things. First is the exposure or intervention, such as the medication, treatment, lifestyle change or other intervention you care about. Second is the outcome, such as whether you get sick or your symptoms improve. Third is the population, that is, whether you’re answering this question for yourself or someone else. And fourth is the time frame.


Suppose I’m interested in helping my pregnant sister understand whether taking fish oil, which contain omega-3 fatty acids – specifically DHA – during pregnancy will help lower her chances of having a preterm birth. 


We can put these variables in what I call an evidence table.




	
	The Question




	Exposure
	DHA



	Outcome
	Preterm birth



	Population
	Pregnant women



	Time Frame
	Duration of pregnancy





Laying out the variables this way helps you be precise about exactly what question you’re asking. It will also help make sure the studies you draw on actually match these variables.


Systematic reviews


Now, I turn to the medical literature. 


In medical research, different groups of researchers often study similar problems in different ways, across different populations and settings. This means that no single study usually gives the full picture for every person interested in a particular health question.


The first thing I usually look for are systematic reviews. These are studies that bring available work related to a particular scientific question together to try to understand all of the existing evidence.


I typically search for systematic reviews in a medical database such as PubMed. PubMed is a free, publicly available database of biomedical literature maintained by the National Library of Medicine. One important caveat, however, is that just because a study appears in PubMed does not mean it is necessarily of high quality or trustworthy. PubMed indexes articles from thousands of journals, so the presence of a study there is not necessarily a stamp of approval. However, PubMed is still a good place to find good research as long as you know how to filter out the weaker studies.



            
            Systematic reviews and meta-analyses bring together existing research on a topic.
          

In the case of the question on how taking fish oil – specifically DHA – affects pregnancy, I might start by searching for something like “DHA preterm birth systematic review” in PubMed. When I did this in July 2026, I got 23 results.


The top result was a systematic review published in 2020 titled “Risk factors for postpartum depression: An evidence-based systematic review of systematic reviews and meta-analyses.” This might be a good place to start if I were interested in assessing the effects of DHA on postpartum depression, but the outcome I am interested in is preterm birth.  


To double-check my assessment, I can add these components to my evidence table. There is a mismatch between my question and the evidence provided in this study. This is one of the most important factors to consider when deciding whether a study will be helpful: Does the evidence match your question of interest?




	
	The Question
	The Evidence




	Exposure
	DHA
	fish and PUFA intake



	Outcome
	Preterm birth
	Postpartum depression



	Population
	Pregnant women
	Pregnant women



	Time Frame
	Duration of pregnancy
	Duration of pregnancy





The second result in my PubMed search was titled “Omega-3 fatty acid addition during pregnancy.” It was published in the Cochrane Library, which is a top publisher of systematic reviews. Reading through this article, I see that the exposure (a combination of DHA and another omega-3 fatty acid called EPA), study population (pregnant women) and outcome (preterm birth) match what I am interested in. 




	
	The Question
	The Evidence




	Exposure
	DHA
	DHA and EPA



	Outcome
	Preterm birth
	Preterm birth



	Population
	Pregnant women
	Pregnant women



	Time Frame
	Duration of pregnancy
	Duration of pregnancy





The results suggest that the incidence of preterm birth was lower among women who took DHA and EPA compared to those who didn’t. 


Excellent. I tell my sister that taking DHA could be a good idea.


Systematic reviews with mixed results


Sometimes constructing evidence tables can be an interactive process where I begin with a vague question and hone in on what I am interested in as I accumulate evidence.


Suppose I am interested in understanding whether zinc helps with respiratory infections – a useful question, as a mom of three little ones who hates having a cold! 


Let’s start a new evidence table. 




	
	The Question




	Exposure
	Zinc



	Outcome
	Respiratory infection



	Population
	Adult (me!)



	Time Frame
	?





Several issues stand out. My initial question didn’t really define a time frame, which may make it difficult to assess the evidence. Additionally, my outcome is pretty vague – do I want to know whether zinc will prevent respiratory infections or make them less severe?


To start, I will again go to PubMed, searching for “zinc respiratory infection systematic review.” When I did this in July 2026, I got 81 results.


The top result was a systematic review published in 2024 titled “A systematic review and meta-analysis on nutritional and dietary interventions for the treatment of acute respiratory infection in pediatric patients: An EAACI taskforce.” This might be a good place to start if I were interested in assessing whether I should give my children a zinc supplement. But I’m trying to decide whether I – an adult – should take zinc. 


This is another important factor when trying to decide whether some medical evidence will be useful for me: Was the study based on people similar to me? 




	
	The Question
	The Evidence




	Exposure
	Zinc
	Zinc



	Outcome
	Shorter duration of respiratory infection
	Shorter duration of respiratory infection



	Population
	Adult (me!)
	Children



	Time Frame
	During an acute illness
	During an acute illness





This study did help me hone my question of interest: I want to know whether adults with a cold could take zinc to feel better faster.


The third result was titled “Zinc for prevention and treatment of the common cold,” also published in the Cochrane Library. This study looked at both children and adults (excellent, it covers my case) and was published in 2024 (also excellent – it is recent). 


The results suggest that zinc does not seem to reduce the chance of getting a cold (bummer) or number of colds (double bummer), but it may reduce the duration of the cold by around two days on average (I’ll take it).


Systematic reviews that are done well will also report a grade of certainty in the evidence. This is generally based on the quality of the studies that make up the estimate and typically ranges from very low (1) to high (4). This review was classified as low (2). How should you interpret that number?


You can think of certainty grades as a signal of how much confidence you can place in the findings rather than a simple pass or fail. A high rating suggests future research is unlikely to change the conclusion much, so you can be fairly confident acting on it. 


A low rating, like for this study on zinc, means that the true effect could turn out to be different from what the systematic review found. It may be reasonable to tentatively believe the result, but hold it more loosely and be open to revising your view as more evidence comes in. 




	
	The Question
	The Evidence




	Exposure
	Zinc
	Zinc



	Outcome
	Shorter duration of respiratory infection
	Shorter duration of respiratory infection



	Population
	Adult (me!)
	Children and Adults



	Time Frame
	During an acute illness
	During an acute illness





Sometimes there is a clear pattern in the evidence, sometimes the results are mixed, and sometimes there simply has not yet been research to synthesize in a review.


If the answer to your question is in the systematic review, then you can use that evidence, weighted by its certainty grade, to help guide your decision. If not, the next place to look is individual randomized controlled trials.


Randomized studies


More often, your question of interest might not have been answered definitively yet in the medical literature. When there are no good systematic reviews available, I look for a randomized controlled trial to help answer my question. Randomized trials assign people to different treatments by chance and follow them over time.


Continuing with the zinc example, suppose the systematic review left me uncertain because of its low certainty grade. I might go back to PubMed and search something like “zinc randomized trial common cold.” Alternatively, I can look in the citations of the systematic review for the individual randomized trials the researchers used. 


At this point, the goal is not to read everything but to find a well-designed study that is relevant to my question. 


For example, I would look for a trial where participants are similar to me (adults, not just children) and start zinc early in the course of a cold, and where the researchers are measuring outcomes (such as duration of symptoms) that I care about.


Observational or laboratory studies


Sometimes there simply are no randomized trials to answer a particular question. This can happen for a few reasons, generally related to the ethical implications or feasibility of randomizing people to certain exposures. 


Here, you can turn to two types of evidence: observational studies in humans or laboratory studies in animals or cells.


Observational studies just watch what happens to people who happen to have a certain exposure. This might involve, for example, tracking patients through electronic health records where information is collected during routine medical visits, following patients in a public health registry or analyzing population survey data collected over time. 


Because observational studies don’t randomly assign people to a specific treatment, they cannot rule out the possibility that people who happened to have the exposure differed from those who did not in other ways. Factors including age, diet or overall health can influence outcomes and make it unclear whether it’s the exposure itself driving the results or these factors. 


Randomization solves this problem because exposures are assigned by chance, ensuring that the groups being compared are similar in every way on average except for the exposure itself. Thus, you can more confidently attribute differences in the outcomes to the exposure.



            [image: Person wearing protective glasses and nitrile gloves holding up a mice to examine]
            
              Mice and other animal models are great for preliminary research, but findings may not directly apply to people.
              Westend61/Getty Images
            
          

Laboratory studies in animals or cells can help identify a potential biological mechanism behind an exposure’s effect. However, while animal and cell models can suggest something is biological plausible in people, results do not always translate directly to humans. Further research in people is needed to confirm whether the effect holds.


Now I return to PubMed with a different set of expectations. Instead of looking for randomized trials, I shift my search to wherever evidence exists on the topic. 


Say I’m looking for what’s known about how microplastics affect human health. When I looked up “microplastics health outcomes” in July 2026, the second result was a study titled “Effects of Microplastic Exposure on Human Digestive, Reproductive, and Respiratory Health: A Rapid Systematic Review.” This systematic review used both human observational studies and animal experiments to assess whether microplastic exposure is linked to health effects. Ideally, systematic reviews would include randomized controlled trials on people, but we still may be able to learn something from these other studies.


The evidence they report is based on three human studies (so not much here) and 28 animal studies. The review reports that microplastics are “suspected” to have a harmful effect on human reproductive, digestive and respiratory health, while also emphasizing that the evidence is still developing and further research is needed to clarify risks and mechanisms. 


What this research shows is that there is a plausible signal worth taking seriously, but not yet enough direct human evidence to draw a firm conclusion. 


This is a case where it is reasonable to stay cautious and watch for updated evidence over time, rather than treat findings as settled. 


Personal anecdotes


Sometimes there is very little information in the medical literature at all about your question of interest. That might be because the condition you are interested in is rare and has not been studied. Other times, it could be that the exposure or question is relatively new, and the research simply has not caught up yet. 


At this point it can be tempting to turn to anecdotes instead. Examples include patient forums, social media groups and personal stories shared by friends or family. These can be valuable sources of community and lived experience, and they often capture questions that the formal medical literature has not fully addressed. 


Like any other source of information, however, it is important to consider what population is actually being represented. 
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              Personal anecdotes from online or the people you know may not apply to your situation.
              10'000 Hours/DigitalVision via Getty Images
            
          

Online patient communities, for example, can disproportionately include people who felt they were not served well by the medical system or for whom standard treatments have not worked, which may be part of why they are participating in these spaces.


While the stories of these patients are important, they are not neutral samples. They reflect a subset of experiences that may not match your own situation.


As a result, I tend to treat anecdotal evidence as useful for identifying questions worth investigating or for better understanding the range of lived experiences. But it is not a substitute for evidence gathered through systematic study. 


Vetting your research


As you read individual studies, here are a few other important things to consider.


Keep an eye out for potential sources of bias. A few checks I like to do include who funded the study and whether the authors disclose any conflicts of interest. A study funded by a company with a stake in the outcome is not automatically wrong, but it is worth noting.


Acknowledge that medical research is often complicated, and even people who do this for a living can disagree on how to interpret a given body of evidence. Trusted sources, such as your doctor, specialist or public health organizations with relevant expertise, can help you interpret what evidence means for your specific situation. Cross-checking multiple sources is often more useful than relying on any single one. 


Doing your own research is a noble goal. Sometimes it leads to clarity and certainty, and other times it leads to well-informed uncertainty. Knowing the difference is one of the most important parts of the work.

Lucy McGowan receives funding from the Patient-Centered Outcomes Research Institute. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/how-to-do-your-own-online-health-research-like-a-scientist-a-biostatisticians-step-by-step-guide-282559
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Oil shortages escalate from wars in Iran and Ukraine, with few signs of relief

theconversation.com · Amy Myers Jaffe, Director, Energy, Climate Justice, and Sustainability Lab, and Research Professor, New York University; Tufts University

Customers stand with empty cooking-gas cylinders in Srinagar, India, waiting to be able to refill them.  Firdous Nazir/NurPhoto via Getty ImagesThe global energy crisis triggered by two wars is set to worsen, as Ukraine pummels Russia’s refining industry and Iranian attacks continue on Middle Eastern oil production and refining. Further, the nature of the destruction and the growing number of fronts and warring parties involved may herald a new era of extended vulnerability for countries that depend on imports for their energy.


Throughout most of modern history, wars have targeted energy infrastructure, including oil wells, refineries, pipelines, export terminals and power plants. But the latest weapons technology – autonomous drones and automated seafaring vessels – are defeating existing defense systems. 


The resulting damage is increasing the threat that crucial oil shipping lanes around the world may be slowed or stopped for long periods of time, and not just in the Strait of Hormuz and the Bab el-Mandeb Strait, at the southern entrance to the Red Sea.


The world has been able to muddle through the first few months of the Iran war, but the earliest efforts to keep oil markets balanced are running out of time. First, there were shipments of Middle Eastern oil that had already moved through the Strait of Hormuz before it was closed, which arrived in ports across the world in March and April 2026. Then a group of governments released strategic stocks of oil to the market, while some countries adopted oil conservation policies such as shifting to remote work.


At the same time, refining capacity – the facilities that convert crude oil into products, such as diesel fuel and gasoline – has been extremely compromised. Goldman Sachs is estimating that globally, the refining deficit – including bombed Russian refineries and products that cannot exit the Strait of Hormuz or the Black Sea – totals 6.5 million barrels a day. Now, as more energy infrastructure gets destroyed, preventing a deeper crisis will be harder to achieve. And winter isn’t all that far away.



            [image: A satellite image shows massive plumes of black smoke rising from an industrial area along a coastline.]
            
              Smoke plumes rise from Saudi Aramco’s oil refinery in Jazan, Saudi Arabia, on July 26, 2026, after Houthi missile and drone strikes were launched from Yemen.
              Gallo Images/Orbital Horizon/Copernicus Sentinel Data 2026
            
          

The growing war in the Middle East


Attacks by Iran and its proxies, often using aerial drones, have created widespread, lasting damage to Middle East energy infrastructure. For instance, more than 1.2 million barrels per day of oil refining capacity across the region is out of operation due to physical damage, according to J.P. Morgan.


The conflict continues to escalate. For instance, on July 27, drones reportedly launched from southern Iraq by Iranian-aligned militants hit crude processing towers at the critical Saudi oil production hub of Abqaiq. Similar attacks by Iran in 2019 sharply reduced Saudi Arabia’s ability to produce oil.


Saudi crude oil and refined petroleum product exports are also hindered by attacks on shipping through the Hormuz and Bab el-Mandeb straits. A U.S.-Saudi military response against the Iraqi militias raised tensions that the war might spread.


And on July 30, drone attacks on an Egyptian port on the Mediterranean Sea signaled that another area might be vulnerable to the widening war. Since early in the war, Saudi Arabia has depended on the Mediterranean for its oil exports, sending 5 million barrels a day through the Suez Canal and Egypt’s SUMED pipeline.





Ukrainian attacks inside Russia


In its war against Russia, Ukraine’s mastery of long-range drones has resulted in successful bombing of over 11 major Russian refining complexes, knocking out a significant share of Russia’s fuel-making capability. Estimates vary from somewhere between 30% and 50% to as high as 60% of the nation’s refining capacity.


Ukrainian drone attacks on Russia’s refining system are primarily intended to harm Moscow’s war effort by limiting military fuel supplies and war funding from exports of refined products. Yet online images show Russian drivers sitting in cars for hours waiting to get a few gallons of fuel.


The attacks have also led Russia to ban diesel fuel exports – which, before 2022, supplied half of Europe’s diesel.
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              An empty oil tanker waits to be filled in Maracaibo, Venezuela, in July 2026.
              Jose Isaac Bula/Anadolu via Getty Images
            
          

Ripple effects, including hunger


In addition to blocking crude oil shipments, the closure of the Strait of Hormuz has cut off the flow of about 20% of the world’s supply of liquefied petroleum gas. That is a hard-to-replace cooking fuel widely used in India and China, among other countries. 


As far back as April 2026, people in India were having trouble finding and affording gas with which to cook, forcing them to skip meals. India is looking to increase the volume of liquefied petroleum gas it buys from the U.S. to ease shortages.


Other pressures are also closing in on the world’s petroleum supplies from other directions. 


Seaborne drones launched by Ukraine in the Black Sea have at least temporarily blocked most crude oil exports from Kazakhstan, which needs that waterway to ship its oil to the Mediterranean Sea and beyond.


Houthi separatists in Yemen used aerial drones to close off the southern end of the Red Sea in the early 2020s, blocking a key alternate route for oil shipments around the Strait of Hormuz. They are reportedly set to do so again. 


Those technologies and tactics are spreading to other oil-rich regions of the globe. For instance, separatists in Colombia used drones to attack oil production equipment in late July.



            [image: A large tanker ship sails across a body of water with multiple smaller boats alongside and nearby.]
            
              Tugboats assist a tanker loaded with imported crude oil heading to the port city of Qingdao, China, on July 24, 2026.
              Costfoto/NurPhoto via Getty Images
            
          

Possibilities for hope?


Since the Iran war started, China’s imports of crude oil and petroleum-related products have dropped by about 3.6 million barrels per day, roughly one-third of its prewar imports. In fact, Chinese refiners actually started reselling crude oil in global markets to earn money to make up for reduced activity in Chinese refineries.


One explanation is China is tapping its strategic oil reserves, but it is also possible that an economic slowdown, combined with the country’s massive build-out of alternative fuels and renewables, is curbing the need for imported oil-based fuel. Chinese petrochemical firms are also buying ethane from the U.S. to replace cut-off supplies from the Middle East.


On the supply side, in Brazil, production by government-owned oil company Petrobras is up 14% over 2025 levels and is operating refineries at full capacity. As a result, its import needs have dropped substantially, offering some relief to markets in the Americas.


Venezuelan oil production has risen from 937,000 barrels a day in 2025 to 1.2 million barrels a day in mid-2026. Most of that increase is from oil companies that were operating in Venezuela before the U.S. removed former President Nicolás Maduro. A few new deals to buy Venezuelan oil have been signed, but the flood of investment the Trump administration hoped for has yet to materialize. Venezuela’s laws and political instability are making companies wary, and some are still seeking repayments from when their assets were seized by then-President Hugo Chávez in 2009. 



            [image: An aerial view of a city shows many buildings with solar panels on their roofs.]
            
              Pakistan has rapidly expanded installations of solar panels, seeking to insulate itself from oil price shocks.
              Aamir Qureshi/AFP via Getty Images
            
          

Risks of inflation and long-term vulnerability


For now, rising oil and gas production and refinery output in the United States has shielded Americans from significant petroleum shortages. 


But there are many ways in which that situation could change. Worsening global supply disruptions could eventually translate into higher market prices on a wide range of goods and commodities, which would push U.S. inflation rates higher.


Ultimately, the new methods of drone-based warfare against energy facilities and shipping are a major national security concern for the U.S. and all major economies that rely on energy shipments and imports of other goods to underpin their economies.


Countries will now need to work toward energy security in a world with insecure global sea lanes, more extreme weather and expanded geopolitical conflict. 


Having researched and tracked the geopolitics of global energy markets for decades, I expect that those efforts will focus on determining what energy sources each country has within its own borders. And given the geographical and geological limits of fossil fuels, I anticipate more countries will seek to accelerate the already speedy development of renewable energy like wind and solar power to minimize the risks of wars interrupting their energy supply.

Amy Myers Jaffe 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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Better call mom: Schools still see mothers as the default parent to contact

theconversation.com · Laura K. Gee, Associate Professor of Economics, Tufts University · Kristy Buzard, Associate Professor of Economics and Melvin A. Eggers Faculty Scholar, Syracuse University · Olga Stoddard, Associate Professor of Economics, Brigham Young University

A new school year brings added responsibilities for many parents, especially mothers.  Joan Slatkin/UCG/Universal Images Group via Getty ImagesThe start of the school year brings a familiar list of responsibilities for parents: buying school supplies, keeping track of forms, coordinating transportation and responding to a steady stream of emails from teachers and administrators.


Although many families strive to share these responsibilities, research has consistently found that mothers tend to shoulder a larger share of the work tied to their kids’ schooling. That includes not only attending school events or packing lunches, but also the less visible work of scheduling doctor appointments, signing up for after-school activities and responding to emails or calls from teachers and administrators.


We are economists who study gender and families. We wanted to understand whether schools themselves might unintentionally contribute to this imbalance by defaulting to contacting mothers more than fathers. Our recent research suggests they do. 



            [image: Three children walk on a sidewalk toward a brown building that has two flags raised outside of it.]
            
              When given a choice between two parents, approximately 60% of school principals contact mothers, not fathers, to discuss matters related to their children.
              Paul Bersebach/MediaNews Group/Orange County Register via Getty Images
            
          

Who do schools contact first?


Economists and other social scientists have long recognized that mothers spend more time than fathers on childcare, even when both parents work full time. And even though men have assumed more caretaking responsibilities over the past several decades, women still spend more time caring for their children and homes.


This gap matters, because the way childcare is divvied up shapes much more than parents’ work schedules. It can contribute to chronic stress and burnout and influence how couples perceive fairness within their relationships. 


It can also influence parents’ careers by affecting work hours, opportunities for advancement and how much they earn. 


In the summer of 2022, we conducted a nationwide field experiment involving more than 80,000 K-12 school principals across the United States. Schools received an email from a fictitious two-parent household with both a mother and father interested in enrolling a child. The email listed both parents, each with a phone number and asked the principal to call one of them.


Because we randomly varied the names and wording of the emails, we could isolate whether a parent’s gender influenced who received the callback.


It did.


When neither parent appeared more available than the other, mothers were about 1.4 times more likely than fathers to receive the first phone call. Among principals who called someone back, roughly 60% contacted the mother first and 40% contacted the father.


We also tested whether providing more information changed these patterns. When the email explicitly stated that the father had more availability to talk, principals became substantially more likely to call him. But even when fathers were presented as the more available parent, many schools still called mothers first.


Another subtle cue also mattered. If the father sent the email and copied the mother, schools were more likely to contact him. Yet even then, mothers continued to receive a substantial share of the calls.


These findings suggest that many schools still view mothers as the default parent to contact about their children, even when they are given information indicating that fathers are equally – or even more – available than mothers.


Importantly, this does not necessarily mean that school staff members are intentionally contacting mothers. School administrators often have limited information and make quick decisions based on experience. If they have historically found mothers to be more responsive, calling them first may seem like the most efficient choice.


But when similar decisions are repeated thousands of times across schools and other organizations, they can reinforce the unequal division of caregiving responsibilities that already exists within many families.



            [image: A young boy hugs a woman as a man leans over both of them in a colorful room with other people in it.]
            
              The start of a new school year comes with transitions for both children and their parents.
              Paul Bersebach/MediaNews Group/Orange County Register via Getty Images
            
          

A broader pattern


Schools are only one source of child-related demands.


Previous research has shown that mothers are more likely than fathers to schedule doctor appointments, coordinate extracurricular activities and manage many of the behind-the-scenes tasks that keep family life running smoothly. These responsibilities are often described as the “mental load” of parenting, because they involve planning, monitoring and coordinating. 


Our research suggests that schools and other organizations may unintentionally amplify that mental load by directing more requests toward mothers.


In surveys we conducted alongside our experiment, educators and other adults who regularly interact with families – including childcare providers, coaches and medical professionals – also reported contacting mothers more often than fathers. 


One phone call may seem inconsequential. But over the course of a school year – and across doctor offices, sports teams, camps and other activities – those interruptions can add up. They become one more demand on parents’ time, and that demand disproportionately falls on mothers.


This perspective also helps explain why gender gaps in caregiving can persist even among couples who are trying to divide responsibilities more equally. The unequal distribution of parenting tasks is shaped not only by decisions within households, but also by expectations and routines outside the home.


Many schools allow families to specify whom to contact first or designate different contacts for different situations. As those routines are established at the start of the school year, making those preferences explicit may help school communication better reflect how each family chooses to share responsibilities.

Laura Gee receives funding from the Russell Sage Foundation. 
Kristy Buzard receives funding from the Russell Sage Foundation, the Syracuse University Maxwell School Appleby Mosher Fund. 
Olga Stoddard receives funding from the Russell Sage Foundation 
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The rise of Yemeni coffeehouses in Dearborn and beyond

theconversation.com · Sally Howell, Professor of History, University of Michigan-Dearborn

A barista prepares drinks at Qahwah House in Dearborn, Mich.  Valaurian Waller for The ConversationThe mayor of Dearborn, Michigan, Abdullah Hammoud, declared the city the “Coffee Capital of America” in November 2025.


Hammoud’s declaration was inspired by the recent cultural phenomenon of Yemeni coffeehouses. Yemen is where coffee was first brewed as a beverage, and these local coffeehouses reflect that rich cultural heritage.


Three businesses headquartered in Dearborn — Qahwah House, Qamaria Coffee and Haraz Coffee House — now operate between them 121 stores in 14 states, including Ohio, Illinois, Texas, Maryland, Virginia and Tennessee.  


New York Mayor Zohran Mamdani and his wife, Rama Duwaji, had their first date at a Qahwah House in Brooklyn in 2021, one of 27 offshoots of the original.


As an author and public historian, I have documented the rise of the halal food industry in Michigan and paid close attention to how Yemeni coffeehouses, founded by Middle Eastern immigrants, have become cultural institutions grown in Michigan but affecting the entire nation.




From cultural refuge to business empire


Arab American coffeehouses have a long history rooted in the diaspora. 


In the early decades of the 20th century, small coffeehouses in Detroit gave immigrant men from today’s Lebanon and Syria the opportunity to catch up with fellow migrants, speak Arabic and hear news of home.  


In these coffeehouses, they could learn about work and housing opportunities and enjoy dining on familiar foods, like kibbee, a spiced lamb with cracked wheat; bamiyah, an okra stew, or spinach pies prepared by other Middle Eastern immigrants. In some cases, Muslims and Christians would gather inside coffeehouses to worship or celebrate religious holidays together.


These early coffeehouses helped establish Arab community enclaves in places like Detroit and Dearborn. They were frequently male-only, smoke-filled spaces.  Churches, mosques, restaurants, night clubs and civic organizations frequently grew out of the social ties forged over a cup of strong coffee.  


Immigrants from Iraq, Lebanon and Yemen continued to create coffeehouses like these throughout metro Detroit in the 20th century, and they still attract recent refugees and other immigrants from Yemen, Iraq and Syria in the 21st.


Contemporary Yemeni cafes appeal to a much larger public audience. Both men and women are welcome, while smoking and hookah are not.


No alcohol is served, making these cafes halal, or permissible for Muslims, as well. The cafes provide an important third space – a kind of neutral meeting space where people can gather outside the home, work or school. 


In Arab enclaves like Dearborn, these spaces allow men and women to socialize separately or together, and they take the pressure off individual households by shifting the demands of frequent hosting into public spaces. 


Interestingly, in Dearborn, several coffeehouses have begun making space available in back rooms for prayer. 


“We would rather our customers pray here than leave the premises for a mosque,” one proprietor explained to me. “Here, they are likely to buy a second cup of coffee once they are finished, and one for the friends who pray alongside them.” 


A harvest of flavors and fellowship


Modern Yemeni coffeehouses offer distinctive brews of coffee and tea. The drinks are seasoned with traditional infusions of cardamom, ginger, cloves, nutmeg, cinnamon or qishr, which are coffee husks. They are served in delicate finjans, or small glass cups without handles, and artful half-size demitasses as well as the more common takeout cups. 


They also serve a variety of pastries, some familiar like baklava and tiramisu, and others that are unique to Yemen like sabaya, a buttery, flaky pastry smothered in honey, and khaliat al-nahl, a cheese-filled Yemeni honeycomb bread. 



            [image: Coffee kettle and mug]
            
              A carafe of jubani, a Yemeni decaffeinated coffee drink made with cardamom, cinnamon and coffee husks.
              Valaurian Waller/The Conversation
            
          

Some Americans are encountering Yemeni coffee for the first time in one of these new cafés, which are appreciated for their quiet atmosphere, attentive service, the quality of the beverages provided and their distinctive decor. 


Qahwah House, for example, decorates its cafes with photographs of the Yemeni countryside, focusing on the regions where coffee is grown, and on the processing of coffee. They include maps of Yemen, artifacts like coffee pots that are symbols of traditional hospitality, and artifacts related to the shipping and production of coffee. 


Haraz, whose first location opened in Dearborn in 2021, exhibits a more upscale decor. The coffee shop’s honeycomb motif refers to the wealth of honey varieties indigenous to Yemen and to the honeycomb shape of the khaliat al-nahl dessert. Arabic calligraphy references the values of hospitality and sociability alongside arabesque patterns in a bright gold finish that contrasts with the crisp white and earthy wood tones of the walls and furnishings.   


Some of the coffeehouses in Michigan also include Yemeni diwan-style sectional couches in bright brocades and with lots of rectangular pillows that serve as armrests. More recent coffeehouses are leaning into an aesthetic that people in Michigan refer to as the “Dubai” or “luxury” style. They are more elegant in appearance but still reference Yemen in the kinds of coffee and sweets served and in the form of hospitality on display by their staff.


Visionaries behind the modern coffeehouse


Mokhtar Alkhanshali, a California-based Yemeni American whose family in Yemen has grown coffee for generations, is the entrepreneur who first reintroduced Yemeni coffee to American consumers. 


As described in Dave Eggers book, “Monk of Mokha,” Alkahnshali traveled to the Yemeni countryside in 2013 to seek out the fruitiest coffee beans and to identify the most efficient ways to harvest and get them to market. He established farming cooperatives that were able to supply a steady stream of high-quality coffee for export.





In 2016, Alkahnshali launched the Port of Mokha company and made his coffee available at the high-end Blue Bottle Coffee cafes in San Francisco. In 2021, one of his single-origin coffees received a 96 on a 100-point scale from Coffee Review, an influential coffee buying guide. 


Alkhanshali was not the only Yemeni American with deep family ties to coffee agriculture in the homeland. Ibrahim Alhasbani is the eighth generation of his family to farm or market coffee. He founded Qahwah House in Dearborn in 2017. 


Alhasbani’s cafes focus on high-quality beans and the unique ways Yemenis prepare and consume tea and coffee, often enjoying small cups served from a communal pot with a large group of friends or family. 


By sharing the story of coffee in Yemen, Alhasbani set out to share the story of Yemen.


“It’s not just a drink,” Alhasbani said recently. “It’s history. It’s culture. It’s who we are.”


Yemeni communities establish roots in the United States


Both Alkhanshali’s and Alhasbani’s businesses were started in the midst of a devastating civil war and humanitarian crisis in Yemen that started in 2014 and is ongoing. Alhasbani came to the U.S. because of the war.


Yemenis continue to face a challenging political climate. The United States has banned Yemeni immigrants and nonimmigrants from entering the country, and the temporary protected status of those already in the U.S. is under threat of suspension. 



            [image: Map of the globe with coffee trade routes]
            
              A map displays Yemeni coffee trade routes across the world.
              Valaurian Waller/The Conversation
            
          

Despite these challenges, the Yemeni community in Michigan has grown significantly in recent years. Today it is the largest single Middle Eastern demographic group in Detroit and Hamtramck and a significant population in Dearborn as well.


As Yemeni coffeehouses go viral, they provide Americans with a space to savor Yemen’s history and culture. They also reflect the changing demographics of the Arab communities of Michigan along with their growing affluence and influence. 


Read more of our stories about Detroit and Michigan.

Sally Howell 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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Many cancer survivors have impairments that make using mobile devices and websites difficult

theconversation.com · Rachel F. Adler, Associate Professor of Information Sciences, University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign · Devorah Kletenik, Associate Professor of Computer and Information Science, Brooklyn College

Better software interfaces can improve quality of life for cancer survivors. FatCamera/iStock via Getty ImagesMegan (not her real name) had always taken pride in her ability to meet someone once and remember their name. Then came a breast cancer diagnosis in her 40s, chemotherapy, and the brain fog that followed. She struggled to focus. She couldn’t remember names, or where she placed her keys or phone. Long, wordy instructions were a nightmare. 


More than two decades after her diagnosis, Megan still labors with memory issues. She says the inability to remember names seems “abnormal,” and she feels as if she is “somehow lesser.”


Megan is one of more than 18 million cancer survivors in the United States. Her experience has a name: chemo brain, a cognitive impairment related to chemotherapy that affects memory, focus and finding words. Approximately 70% of U.S. cancer survivors report long-term functional limitations related to cancers or their treatments, nearly twice the percentage of the general population reporting limitations.


Cancer survivors’ limitations include cognitive challenges not associated with chemo brain. The list of impairments is long, and some can persist for years. One study found that more than 60% of breast cancer survivors who had chemo, radiation, hormone treatment and/or surgery continued to experience dysfunctions six years after diagnosis.


We are computer scientists who study accessibility and human-computer interaction. While complications can affect many dimensions of a cancer survivor’s life, we have found that one of them – using websites, apps and software on mobile phones and computers – has gone understudied. For people who rely on their phones, tablets and laptops to seek health information, schedule medical appointments, review diagnoses, connect with support groups and simply try to live a productive life, these struggles are more than inconveniences. 


Accessibility challenges


To understand how cancer survivors experience software and interfaces, we conducted a study along with our colleagues using surveys, interviews and diary notes. Megan was one of our study participants. 


Among the 46 participants, ages 20 to 78, 48% developed fatigue after cancer diagnosis and treatment, 52% had anxiety or depression, 33% experienced cognitive difficulties, including chemo brain, 30% had physical or dexterity impairments, and 15% developed visual problems. Six of our 46 participants indicated their impairments lasted less than six months, but for more than 40 percent of the people, effects continued for years. One survivor wrote that fatigue was an ongoing issue 29 years after a leukemia diagnosis. 


More than half the respondents reported being frequently distracted or unable to focus while using websites and apps. Nearly as many said they were frustrated while using software that they had easily used before their diagnosis or treatment. Difficulties abounded: 46% reported trouble in reading text, 39% in following instructions and 37% with navigating websites. And 35% had difficulty seeing images or icons, 30% with typing, 22% with scrolling or clicking, and 20% in hearing audio. 


A forgotten population


We study software accessibility for all kinds of people. Although cancer survivors can share similarities with older adults or individuals with cognitive, physical or visual disabilities, they are a distinct and underexamined group. Cancer survivors can experience chemo brain, fatigue, numbness or pain in hands and feet, visual changes and other issues that affect how they interact with digital technologies. These impairments can emerge suddenly, fluctuate over time or persist long after treatment ends. 


Cancer survivors with chemo brain describe being overwhelmed by dense paragraphs, inconsistent navigation menus, and apps that require memorizing multiple steps. Survivors with vision changes struggle with small fonts and low color contrast. 



            
            The basics of website accessibility.
          

One man in our study recalled losing money on a financial transaction because he clicked the wrong prompt trying to read text that for him was too small. Another participant who had reached out to friends and family for help was frequently told that his questions were so simple as to be embarrassing. 


Doctors are sometimes dismissive as well. One survivor in a different study recounted that her oncologist was focused entirely on her clean scans after treatment. He had no idea how her chemo brain might affect her daily life or what could be done about it. As she wryly put it: “Well, it’s only my brain. It’s not like I need to use it for anything.”


Solutions for survivors


Many of the fixes that can make software accessible and easily usable for people with impairments can be simple: Use bullet points instead of big blocks of text, and incorporate more visuals and icons. Use larger fonts, voice input and output, and high contrast between text and backgrounds. Include an ability to zoom in. Provide instructions that are simple and clear, avoid too many options, and design multiple-choice responses.


Designers can also include cancer survivors when seeking feedback on new interfaces, or involve them in a codesign approach when possible. We’re working on a chemo brain game that will help teach design students about accessibility for cancer survivors.


It’s time for technology to catch up with survivorship. Larger studies could show whether different cancer types and treatments – brain tumors vs. breast cancer, or chemo alone vs. chemo plus radiation – lead to distinct software struggles and different degrees of severity. They could also show whether factors such as income, age, race, location or general comfort with technology make accessibility barriers more or less difficult, on top of the impairment itself.


As cancer treatments improve and survival rates rise, more people will be living for decades with related impairments. They are rightly considered medical success stories. But survival is not the finish line: Quality of life matters, too.

Rachel Adler received funding from the National Institutes of Health.
Devorah Kletenik received funding from the American Cancer Society, which supported the work this article is based on. 
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South Carolina is allowing teachers to give zeros again, but the problem with grading goes deeper

theconversation.com · Laura Link, Associate Professor of Teaching and Leadership, University of North Dakota

Because course grades get averaged, a student who receives just one zero can be dragged down more than a perfect score can lift them.  Mariia Vdovychenko/iStock/Getty Images Plus The grades that students receive in high school and college can decide their futures. High school grades shape students’ overall GPA, class rank and the transcripts that colleges read. They can determine who makes the college sports team and who earns the scholarship. 


Yet some parents may not realize that in a rising number of U.S. schools, students will never receive a score of zero – even if they never turn in a paper or answer every question wrong on an exam. 


Thousands of U.S. schools have adopted some form of “no-zero,” or minimum-grade policy, in recent years. No-zero grading policies prevent teachers from giving zeros on any assignment or test. They also set a grade floor, meaning that teachers cannot assign a score below a certain number, usually 50 or 60 points. 


No-zero grading policies have more than doubled over the past decade. While some estimates vary, about half of K-12 teachers in one 2025 study said that their schools had adopted some version of this policy. 


In Washington state alone, about 30 of the nearly 70 districts use no-zero grading policies. Across South Carolina, at least 
18 districts out of 72 overall districts have adopted a version of this policy. 


Those standards are now being upended, as South Carolina recently became the first state to officially restrict no-zero grading policies. The new law, which went into effect on July 1, 2026, bars districts from requiring a minimum grade and allows teachers to assign grades that reflect a student’s actual performance, including a zero when no work is submitted. Districts that require teachers to raise grades will lose 10% of a category of state funding for classrooms, according to this law.


For more than a decade, my research on grading purpose, accuracy and reform has examined what a grade is meant to measure and why report cards so often miss the mark. Districts adopt grade floors for an understandable reason: A single zero can do outsized damage to a student’s overall grade. 



            [image: A yellow school bus is seen under large, leafy trees.]
            
              South Carolina is the first state to pass a law that prohibits no-zero grading, allowing teachers to give below a minimum grade of 50 or 60.
              Lisa-Blue/iStock/Getty Images Plus
            
          

Why one zero can sink a semester


On a 0-to-100 scale, a passing grade usually starts at 60. Every letter grade, from D to A, fits inside 40 points at the top, while failure stretches across the 60 points below. And because course grades get averaged, one zero drags a student down more than a perfect score can lift them. 


A student who completed four assignments that all received 90 points or above, but also received one zero, will average a 72 grade, or a C. Research into this mathematical imbalance shows a zero on a single assignment can leave a student unable to recover and ultimately fail a course. 


The push to ban zeros took off in the early 2000s, when educators and school administrators began rethinking grading practices to better reflect learning and how to help struggling students recover. 


Stopping teachers from giving grades below a certain number also promised consistency. Teachers grade so differently that one missing assignment might barely dent one student’s grade and cause another to fail a class. The goal was to keep one rough week from defining a semester. 


Critics see grade floors differently. A student who skips an assignment still collects 50 points, so the policy hands out credit for work that doesn’t exist. It also hides missing work. On a report card, a 50 may look like a struggling attempt, when nothing was ever turned in. 


Teachers remain divided over assigning grade minimums, and districts continue to wrestle with the trade-offs between helping students recover and grade inflation.


Does banning zeros work?


The evidence is mixed on whether letting teachers give zeros actually helps students.


Some studies find that minimum grades keep struggling students from giving up and are linked to higher graduation rates.


Others find they prop up grades that no longer reflect learning.


In my view, grade floors and the new South Carolina ban both treat the symptom, which is students struggling academically, without addressing the cause of the problem. 


A 2024 analysis calls grade floors a “band-aid on a wound that never heals.” 


So while South Carolina has banned the band-aid, the actual wound – meaning the underlying grading system and the way traditional percentage grading is structured – remains.


Three simpler fixes


My research points to three changes that could help address this bigger challenge of unfair grading systems. 


The first is reaching agreement on what a grade means. In many schools, a B in one classroom reflects only what a student learned, while a B in another class also counts homework habits. When teachers, parents and administrators disagree about a grade’s purpose, identical work earns different marks. Schools can settle it in writing, stating that grades report learning, not compliance.


Second, schools can grade students’ work habits, like effort, participation and punctuality, separately from academics. My research finds that blending the two can move a final course grade by a full letter.


Third, schools can swap the 100-point scale for a simpler four- or five-level scale, where a zero is just the lowest level rather than a 60-point hole.


On this smaller scale, no grade floor or ban is needed. 


The beginning of a trend


South Carolina is the first state to allow teachers to give a zero to a student, but it likely won’t be the last. 


In North Carolina, there are already calls to follow South Carolina’s lead. A majority of voters in the state show support for this switch.  


And in Texas, a state law since 2009 has protected teachers who record the grade a student earned – even if it is zero. 


Grading policies keep landing in court, and the policies that hold up share one trait: The grade matches what the student did. 


At the higher education level, Harvard’s faculty recently voted to cap the share of A’s it awards, bringing the question of what a grade is for into national view. 
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              Teachers are asked to measure both what students learned and how students worked with a single grade – separate factors that might not be possible to assess with one single score.
              Maskot/iStock Photos/Getty Images Plus
            
          

Not a quick fix


Real grading reform is slower to roll out than a ban. Replacing the 100-point system could mean issuing new kinds of report cards, teacher retraining and ongoing communication with parents. 


The deeper problem, deeper than any single zero, is that one number is supposed to say two things at once: what a student learned and how hard that student worked. There could be two separate lines on a report card, one grade for learning and one for work habits. Each would tell parents, colleges and employers something true and useful.

Laura Link consults with school districts through GradingRx. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/south-carolina-is-allowing-teachers-to-give-zeros-again-but-the-problem-with-grading-goes-deeper-286426
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How hot does it get in the desert? A climate scientist explains its blazing heat

theconversation.com · Shuang-Ye Wu, Professor of Geology and Environmental Geosciences, University of Dayton

Travelers to Death Valley are warned of the extreme heat conditions they may encounter. tobiasjo/iStock via Getty Images Plus

Curious Kids is a series for children of all ages. If you have a question you’d like an expert to answer, send it to CuriousKidsUS@theconversation.com.






How hot does it get in the desert? – Henry, age 5, South Bend, Indiana







When you think of a desert, you probably imagine giant waves of sand dunes beneath a blazing Sun. You’d be picturing a hot desert, like the Sahara in Africa.


Some of the most scorching temperatures recorded on Earth have been in deserts. The hottest air temperature on the Earth’s surface was 134 degrees Fahrenheit (56.7 degrees Celsius) in Death Valley, California. The highest ground temperature was 177.4 F (80.8 C) in the Lute Desert in Iran.


For comparison, a very hot bath is around 110 F (43 C). So these temperatures are way beyond anything safe for your skin.


What makes some deserts so broiling hot, and why do they exist in the first place? It has to do with how Earth’s atmosphere moves around our planet and interacts with what’s on the ground.


What is a desert?


Climate scientists like me define a desert not by temperature but by how much precipitation it gets – any form of water falling from the sky, whether rain, snow or hail. If an area receives less than 10 inches (250 millimeters) of precipitation a year, it is officially a desert.


There’s nothing in this definition about being hot. In fact, there are cold deserts, too. The biggest desert on Earth is Antarctica, where the average winter temperature can be as low as -75 F (-60 C) in the interior highlands.



            [image: A penguin walks across frozen ground with its flippers extended under a blue, cloudless sky]
            
              Antarctica is a dry desert – it took tens of millions of years for the snow underfoot to pile up.
              Martin Ruegner/Stone via Getty Images Plus
            
          

Antarctica counts as a desert because it rarely snows there. It’s covered by a large ice sheet that’s the result of tiny amounts of snow accumulating over tens of millions of years. 


Where are they, and why?


The equator is an imaginary line wrapped around the middle of the Earth, separating it into two halves: the Northern and Southern hemispheres. Lines of latitude are imaginary rings parallel to the equator that further divide up the hemispheres. Latitude is measured in degrees, starting at 0 degrees at the equator up to 90 degrees at each pole.


If you look at a globe, you’ll notice an interesting pattern. Most of the world’s hot deserts – including the Sahara, the Arabian Desert and Australia’s Great Victoria Desert – are lined up within two horizontal belts around the Earth that lie at roughly 30 degrees north and 30 degrees south of the Equator.


These locations are not a coincidence. They’re related to how the atmosphere moves around Earth. 


Globally, the equator gets the most direct sunlight, so the air near ground level there becomes warm and rises. At the poles, the air is very cold and sinks. This continuous rising and sinking motion creates a giant loop of moving air for each hemisphere, almost like a slow‑moving conveyor belt in the atmosphere.



            [image: diagram of cells of atmospheric circulation on the Earth with red arrows showing where hot air rises and blue where colder air descends]
            
              Deserts are more likely to form in certain global regions due to atmospheric circulation patterns that bring drier air to ground level.
              ttsz/iStock via Getty Images Plus
            
          

Because the Earth spins, the giant moving air loop gets twisted and broken into three smaller loops for each hemisphere. As a result of this atmospheric motion, air generally rises at the equator and latitudes around 60 degrees and sinks at the poles and latitudes around 30 degrees.


When air rises, it expands and cools. As its temperature goes down, water vapor condenses to form precipitation. When air sinks, it compresses and warms up, causing water to evaporate and creating dry conditions. 


That’s why deserts are found around 30 degrees and near the poles. Those are the places where atmospheric motion causes the air to sink – resulting in dry desert conditions.


Why does it get so hot?


The deserts near the 30 degrees latitude line can get incredibly hot for three reasons.


The first reason can be found in the clouds. In most parts of the world, moisture in the air forms clouds. On a cloudy day, you might notice that clouds block the Sun’s light, helping create cooler temperatures. Because desert air is extremely dry, it lacks this protective shield. With no clouds to provide shade, all of the Sun’s incoming solar energy reaches the Earth’s surface, heating the ground at full intensity.



            [image: Hills made of sand sit beneath a cloudless, sunny sky]
            
              Sand and rocks heat up quickly under the Sun – and cool down quickly again at night.
              Westend61 via Getty Images Plus
            
          

Another reason behind these deserts’ high temperatures is what you find below your feet. At the beach, you might notice that the sand feels much warmer than the ocean on a hot day. That’s because of the difference in their specific heat, a term scientists use to describe how much energy something needs to change its temperature.


Water has a very high specific heat and therefore takes a lot of energy – and hence a long time – to warm up. Conversely, rocks and sand have low specific heats; they absorb the energy from the Sun and warm up very fast. For the same reason, they can’t hold onto that warmth when the Sun goes down. Once night falls, all that heat escapes right back into space. This is why a desert can go from roasting at noon to freezing at midnight.


A final reason those hot deserts stay hot has to do with the way water removes heat when it evaporates. In nondesert places, plants release water into the air, cooling the surrounding area. Scientists call this phenomenon evaporative cooling. It’s the reason you can feel cold when you get out of a pool even on a warm day.


In deserts, the ground is dry and there are very few plants, so almost no evaporative cooling happens. Without this natural cooling system, the Sun’s heat stays trapped at ground level, making the daytime desert feel scorching.


How global warming is changing the desert


Because our planet is warming up due to human activities such as burning fossil fuels – coal, oil and natural gas – and cutting down forests, deserts are experiencing some major shifts.


In many parts of the world, global warming makes deserts hotter, drier and dustier. It also makes them spread outward into places that used to have more plants. When regular land turns into a dry desert, it’s called desertification.



            [image: satellite image of the northern part of the African continent, starting gold and brown and looking green further south]
            
              Desert boundaries are expanding and shrinking at different locations due to climate change.
              Universal Images Group/Universal History Archive via Getty Images
            
          

Climate change doesn’t affect every place the same way, though. In some desert regions, shifting wind patterns are actually bringing more rain than usual, leading to a partial greening of the desert. This has been observed in the Thar Desert in India and Pakistan, the southern fringe of the Sahara Desert and some deserts in northern and northwestern China. Such major shifts in desert conditions change the ecosystem, making it harder for native animals and plants, which are adapted to the desert environment, to survive.


Deserts are some of the most extreme, beautiful and finely balanced places on Earth. Understanding how the atmosphere and the land work together reveals how even the hottest places on our planet are connected to the rest of the world.





Hello, curious kids! Do you have a question you’d like an expert to answer? Ask an adult to send your question to CuriousKidsUS@theconversation.com. Please tell us your name, age and the city where you live.


And since curiosity has no age limit – adults, let us know what you’re wondering, too. We won’t be able to answer every question, but we will do our best.

Shuang-Ye Wu 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/how-hot-does-it-get-in-the-desert-a-climate-scientist-explains-its-blazing-heat-284498



About this edition

Every chapter in this issue is an article from The Conversation US — written by academic researchers, edited by professional journalists. Chapters are selected from the technology, health, environment, arts, and education desks; each one credits its authors under the title and links to the original at its foot.

The Conversation publishes under a Creative Commons Attribution-NoDerivatives 4.0 (CC BY-ND) license. Article text is reproduced in full and unedited, reformatted for e-readers.




Colophon

Sent by sendle.app

Long reads, delivered to your reader.



OEBPS/images/img-28.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-4.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-24.jpg
HEAT
DANGER






OEBPS/images/img-5.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-25.jpg
Lo N Yor -





OEBPS/images/img-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-26.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-3.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-27.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-8.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-20.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-9.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-21.jpg
T DO® G
D ®O© @ O
OO O





OEBPS/images/img-6.jpg
]
Uiy

pee





OEBPS/images/img-22.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-7.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-23.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-0.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-1.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml

Table of Contents


		In this issue

		The financial dilemma that wound up helping US churches thrive		Money from members

		New generations

		Scholarship programs





		What the panic over Gen Z’s reading habits gets wrong		A postdigital generation of readers

		Postdigital doesn’t mean postliterate

		Make it a party





		Producing spider silk is a biological feat – scientists are using it to develop materials for drug delivery and wound care		A web is a structure, not a substance

		How a spider builds a web

		Turning liquid protein into fiber

		From webs to medicines and tissue repair

		The real wonder behind the webs





		How to do your own online health research like a scientist – a biostatistician’s step-by-step guide		Framing the question

		Systematic reviews

		Systematic reviews with mixed results

		Randomized studies

		Observational or laboratory studies

		Personal anecdotes

		Vetting your research





		Oil shortages escalate from wars in Iran and Ukraine, with few signs of relief		The growing war in the Middle East

		Ukrainian attacks inside Russia

		Ripple effects, including hunger

		Possibilities for hope?

		Risks of inflation and long-term vulnerability





		Better call mom: Schools still see mothers as the default parent to contact		Who do schools contact first?

		A broader pattern





		The rise of Yemeni coffeehouses in Dearborn and beyond		From cultural refuge to business empire

		A harvest of flavors and fellowship

		Visionaries behind the modern coffeehouse

		Yemeni communities establish roots in the United States





		Many cancer survivors have impairments that make using mobile devices and websites difficult		Accessibility challenges

		A forgotten population

		Solutions for survivors





		South Carolina is allowing teachers to give zeros again, but the problem with grading goes deeper		Why one zero can sink a semester

		Does banning zeros work?

		Three simpler fixes

		The beginning of a trend

		Not a quick fix





		How hot does it get in the desert? A climate scientist explains its blazing heat		What is a desert?

		Where are they, and why?

		Why does it get so hot?

		How global warming is changing the desert





		About this edition

		Colophon







OEBPS/images/img-17.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-18.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-19.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-13.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-14.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-15.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-16.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-10.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-11.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-12.jpg





