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Nearly 1 in 4 students are chronically absent from school – kids who feel happy and safe are less likely to miss class

theconversation.com · Jerome A. Graham, Assistant Professor of K-12 Educational Administration, Michigan State University · Su Yon Choi, Assistant Professor of School Leaders, Florida Atlantic University · Yi-Chih Chiang, Assistant Professor of P-12 Educational Administration, Idaho State University

Close to 1 in 4 students in the U.S. do not attend school for at least 10% of the academic year.  Antonio Hugo Photo/Moment via Getty Images Chronic absenteeism – referring to students who miss 10% or more days of the school year – has become one of the most urgent problems across American schools since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. Before the pandemic, about 15% of students across the country missed that much school.


That figure roughly doubled between 2022 and 2023 to more than 28%, according to recent national estimates. 


Now, several years later, this figure sits at around 23% nationally. That means close to 1 in 4 students are still missing enough school to put their learning at serious risk.


Researchers point to various challenges to help explain why so many students frequently miss school, including poverty, unreliable transportation and housing instability.


But addressing those problems requires long-term policy changes that are often slow to make and not necessarily possible.


This challenge layered on top of the very real barriers that chronically absent students face can make educators feel defeated and think that absenteeism is simply too big and entrenched of a problem for schools to meaningfully address. This feeling can cause educators and other observers to lose sight of how the school itself can be part of the solution.


We are education scholars who recently published research showing that positive school climates play a significant role in reducing chronic absenteeism, including for students most at risk for chronic absence. This research demonstrates that when schools attend to the conditions that make all students feel welcomed and valued, they are much more likely to show up. 



            [image: A hand-drawn red sign that says 'Attendance matters' is hung on a tile wall with chairs nearby.]
            
              Some school principals’ strategies for addressing attendance focus on communicating with parents or offering incentives for students.
              Scott Heins/Getty Images
            
          

Understanding the evidence on absenteeism


How students feel at school plays a more consequential role in reducing rates of chronic absenteeism than some might think. 


Our January 2026 analysis draws on nearly a decade of data from the Georgia Student Health Survey, an annual survey the state conducts with middle and high school students. 


We found that school climate – or how students experience their schools on a day-to-day basis – matters a lot for whether they attend school regularly. 


A school’s climate is shaped by whether students feel safe, whether they feel they belong, whether there are adults who know them and support them, and whether the building runs in a way that helps them learn. In other words, it’s how school feels to the students inside it – and as these experiences become more positive, students are much less likely to miss a lot of school.


This finding is not unique to Georgia. 


In 2021, a study of New York City students reached similar conclusions, as did another 2026 study of Chicago students. 


These researchers found that school climate and how connected students felt to their school mattered even more for attendance after the pandemic than before it.


Across very different contexts – even after accounting for poverty, homelessness and other factors that contribute to chronic absence – these studies suggest that when students feel safe, connected and supported at school, they show up.


But our results from Georgia reveal something equally important about what happens when schools lose that positive climate. When students perceive their school becoming less welcoming and supportive, their absences don’t just increase gradually – they spike dramatically. And these spikes are steepest among Black and Latino students.


What schools can do


When we look at what schools are actually doing to improve attendance, a revealing gap emerges. 


Some school leaders are clearly taking the problem seriously. 


Nearly half of surveyed school principals in Georgia and Michigan named attendance as a top concern in a 2025 survey. These principals said they were trying a range of responses to address the problem. 


However, most of their strategies were either communication-based, such as calling or writing to parents, or incentives-based, such as offering rewards to students for good attendance. While potentially helpful, these approaches are aimed at changing student or parent behavior but do little to address some other underlying reasons students are missing school, such as school climate. 


This same survey finds that in both states, strategies focused on improving what students actually experience inside the building make up only about 15% of what schools report doing. 


Redirecting educators’ focus


When we look more closely at which specific dimensions of climate appear to matter most for reducing absenteeism, three stood out as the most consequential. They were connectedness, safety, and structure for learning.


Connectedness reflects whether students feel a sense of belonging and feel tied to others at school. Of the eight school climate dimensions included in our analysis, connectedness was the strongest predictor, corresponding to nearly a 3 percentage point reduction in chronic absenteeism.


Safety, meaning an environment where students are not worried about being hurt or caught up in frequent conflict, was similarly linked to notable declines in chronic absence. Structure for learning, or whether a school has clear systems and supports in place, including consistent behavioral standards and high academic expectations, also predicted meaningful declines in the share of chronically absent students. 


Importantly, these patterns held across both middle and high schools and across racial groups, which suggests that investing in these areas is a broadly applicable strategy for making school a place students want to be.


Creating a welcoming school climate requires real work. It asks school leaders and teachers to both acknowledge the challenges that make school harder for some students and honestly ask: Are we inviting students in or pushing them away?


A school might start small. We think that auditing who is being suspended and for what, making sure every student has at least one adult checking in on them, or asking students directly what would make them want to be at school are all good places to begin.



            [image: Three young people sit on steps together and smile.]
            
              How safe and connected students feel to their school is an important factor that is often overlooked when it comes to absenteeism.
              Focus Pixel Art/Moment via Getty Images
            
          

Not losing sight


Poverty, transportation and housing instability are real barriers to students’ attendance, and we believe that addressing them remains essential. But fixing these challenges will take time. 


When educators and school administrators prioritize whether students feel connected to their school community, as well as safe and supported at school, they send students a message that is itself an intervention: You are seen here, you are safe here, and this place was built with you in mind. Our data suggests that message is powerful enough to help bring some students back.

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/nearly-1-in-4-students-are-chronically-absent-from-school-kids-who-feel-happy-and-safe-are-less-likely-to-miss-class-289195
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The CDC has a new director – now comes the hard part

theconversation.com · Syra S. Madad, Fellow at the Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs, Harvard Kennedy School · Nahid Bhadelia, Associate Professor of Infectious Diseases, Boston University

After nearly a year-long gap, the CDC again has a permanent director. James Gathany, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention via Wikimedia CommonsThe new director of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Erica Schwartz, confirmed by the U.S. Senate on Aug. 5, 2026, is only the second CDC director to face Senate confirmation. Congress adopted the process for the agency after the COVID-19 pandemic to bring more scrutiny to one of the country’s most consequential public health jobs, as part of the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2023.   


That change is especially important now. The CDC is tracking multiple measles outbreaks, investigating a multistate cyclospora outbreak linked to iceberg lettuce and other produce, and supporting the response to the second-largest Ebola outbreak in history unfolding in Central Africa. At the same time, the Trump administration is reshaping federal childhood vaccine recommendations in ways that could weaken protection against preventable disease for years to come. 


As public health policy becomes increasingly politicized and polarizing, the CDC director needs more than technical expertise and political skill. She must give the public clear, accurate guidance, including when the evidence conflicts with the preferences of the president or the health secretary.


Schwartz is a retired U.S. Public Health Services Commissioned Corps rear admiral, who was previously the chief medical officer with the Coast Guard and then the deputy surgeon general from 2019 to 2021.


As experts in infectious-disease preparedness, outbreak response and public health policy, we see Schwartz’s confirmation process as critical for a reason that goes beyond the vote itself. 


Senate review can make a nominee answer publicly for her judgment, priorities and willingness to defend evidence. But it can’t ensure scientific independence or restore the people, systems and public trust that disease control requires. Confirmation opens a line of accountability – it doesn’t guarantee how the director will use it.


What matters now is how Schwartz uses the authority she has – and whether Congress and the administration give the agency the capacity to do its work.


Senate confirmation creates a public record


For most of the CDC’s history, the secretary of health and human services selected the agency’s director without a Senate vote. Congress changed that arrangement in the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2023. Beginning in January 2025, the president nominates the director, and the Senate provides its “advice and consent.”


The process adds several layers of review. The White House selects and vets a nominee, including reviewing financial interests and possible conflicts. The Senate Committee on Health, Education, Labor and Pensions examines the nominee’s record, seeks written answers and may hold a public hearing. If the committee advances the nomination, the full Senate decides whether to confirm the nominee by a simple majority.



            [image: Erica Schwartz closeup in front of microphone]
            
              CDC Director Erica Schwartz testifies before the Senate Committee on Health, Education, Labor and Pensions during her confirmation hearing on July 15, 2026.
              AP Photo/Mariam Zuhaib
            
          

The final 51-44 vote confirmed Schwartz, but the more consequential part of the process was the public record it created. At her July 15 hearing, senators pressed her on vaccines, scientific integrity and how she would handle political pressure. Her answers gave Congress, CDC staff and the public a standard against which to judge her decisions. 


That is the clearest benefit of confirmation. A hearing cannot certify that a nominee will be a good scientist or an effective manager. Senators may also evaluate her responses through different political lenses. But the process forces key questions into public view before a director takes office, rather than after a crisis has already exposed disagreements inside the government, and gives Congress a stronger basis for oversight. 


Outbreaks will test the agency, not just its director


The CDC director’s job can sound abstract when it is discussed as job duties and reporting lines. The fact that the U.S. is currently facing multiple simultaneous outbreaks from foodborne, vaccine-preventable and zoonotic pathogens shows that the job is far from abstract – it’s very hands-on. 


The CDC is responding to continuing measles outbreaks. As of Aug. 13, the agency recorded 2,566 confirmed measles cases and 38 outbreaks in 2026 – the highest number of cases since 1991. Containing measles requires fast case detection, vaccination, contact tracing to stop its spread, as well as clear communication with families and clinicians.  


The agency is also investigating multiple cyclospora outbreaks linked to iceberg lettuce that had caused more than 9,481 confirmed illnesses – including two deaths – in 17 states as of Aug. 5. That investigation is a reminder that outbreak control depends on coordination among epidemiologists, laboratories, health departments, regulators and the food industry. 


Overseas, the Democratic Republic of Congo is experiencing the largest Ebola outbreak recorded in the country’s history. The outbreak involves a strain of the virus called Bundibugyo, for which there is no licensed vaccine or specific treatment. As of July 30, the World Health Organization had reported more than 3,600 confirmed cases across the DRC and Uganda, and several travel-associated cases treated elsewhere. An outbreak at that scale calls for international surveillance and laboratory cooperation even when the immediate risk to most Americans is low.


Meanwhile, the Trump administration – guided by the stance of HHS Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. – has directed changes to the federal childhood immunization schedule that depart from the long-standing evidence-review process used to develop vaccine recommendations and have alarmed public health experts.


These outbreaks are caused by different pathogens, but each relies on the same underlying assets: timely data, specialized staff, functioning laboratories, cooperation with state and international partners, and communication that people find trustworthy. Yet despite these ongoing pressing public health needs, between January 2025 and June 2026 the Trump administration cut the CDC workforce by nearly one-third, according to data from the Office of Personnel Management.


No director, however capable, can make up for missing epidemiologists, laboratory experts, data systems, and state and local capacity. Maintaining those essentials requires the federal government to provide steady funding and long-term support, rather than expecting a CDC director to do more with fewer people and resources.


Accountability is not the same as independence


Senate confirmation gives Schwartz a measure of democratic legitimacy. The president nominated her, senators examined her record, and a majority consented to her appointment. 


It does not place her outside presidential control. Her responses at the confirmation hearing have already raised concerns about whether she would stand up against political pressure from the Health and Human Services secretary to maintain evidence-based policy. 



            
            Schwartz will have to tread a narrow path in upholding the CDC’s mission to safeguard public health in the face of political pressure.
          

The CDC sits within HHS, and the CDC director has neither a fixed statutory term nor explicit congressional protection from being fired. Schwartz will have to advise political leaders, carry out lawful administration policy and, at times, explain evidence that may be politically inconvenient to those in power. 


If Congress wants a CDC director who can follow the evidence, it would need to write that authority into law by giving the CDC the authority to release certain data and recommendations without prior approval from political offices and require that any override of those judgments be documented and disclosed. With such a change, political leaders who overrule the science would have to do so on the public record. 


There is precedent for this approach. In 2019, Congress enacted the Foundations for Evidence-Based Policymaking Act, which codified standards of timeliness, accuracy and objectivity for federal statistical agencies. Under that framework, the CDC’s National Center for Health Statistics 
operates with authority to release statistical information without prior political clearance and according to predetermined release schedules.


Congress could extend similar protections to other CDC products, including outbreak reports, case counts, vaccine recommendations and its primary scientific publication, the Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report. Doing so would help protect the agency’s core public health functions from political interference.


In addition, bills such as the Scientific Integrity Act, which has been introduced repeatedly but has not passed, could require federal science agencies, including the CDC, to adopt and enforce scientific integrity policies that protect career scientists and maintain scientific independence.


Confirmation makes the CDC director more publicly accountable. Its value will ultimately depend on whether Schwartz and the institutions around her are able to protect rigorous surveillance, candid communication and evidence-based recommendations.

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/the-cdc-has-a-new-director-now-comes-the-hard-part-289677



03

Traumatic memories are often fragmented – a psychologist explains how and why that happens

theconversation.com · Michele Patterson Ford, Lecturer in Psychology, Dickinson College

Traumatic memories are not recalled the same way pleasant memories are. Filmstax/E+ via Getty ImagesWhen survivors of trauma recount their experiences, they are often questioned because of how they relay their stories. They may have problems remembering what happened, or their memories may be jumbled or even contradictory. People hearing those stories – attorneys, reporters, healthcare workers or friends – may expect a clearer, linear narrative.


Those unaffected by trauma may also be surprised to hear how the person acted in the moment. It’s easy to assume that someone experiencing a traumatic event would have a “fight or flight” response, instinctively fighting off a perpetrator or fleeing the scene – but that might not be the case.


Understanding the science of how trauma affects memory and behavior reveals why these responses can actually be expected and are not contradictory. 


In both my academic and clinical work as a psychologist, I have witnessed the impact trauma has on people’s memories and behaviors, especially when an event in their present life triggers something from their past.


Research shows that taking a trauma-informed approach, which prioritizes understanding and curiosity about someone’s experience as opposed to judgment or critical evaluation, increases empathy for survivors’ thoughts, feelings and behaviors.


How trauma affects the brain


According to the World Health Organization, approximately 70% of people worldwide report experiencing a traumatic event in their lifetime. The majority of these people do not develop PTSD, a clinical diagnosis of symptoms, such as having nightmares and flashbacks about the event, avoiding places that are reminders of it, and increased arousal that can make concentration and sleep difficult. Many survivors don’t meet criteria for PTSD but struggle with feeling distressed, depressed or anxious. 


In traumatic situations, people often respond in unexpected ways, and they may second-guess themselves. This may happen particularly when someone experiences a repeated trauma, which is more likely than not due to how many people experience traumatic events.


Trauma also distorts how memories are stored and retrieved.


Research indicates that people experience traumatic memories differently than memories of other significant events, such as sad or positive experiences. Two of the main brain structures scientists believe are involved in storing traumatic memories are the hippocampus – responsible for memory storage – and the amygdala, which is responsible for processing emotions. 


During trauma, the amygdala becomes highly active, processing emotions such as fear, and the hippocampus becomes overwhelmed by stress, leading to problems with memory storage. 


Traumatic memories do not follow a neat, linear story. Instead, people may experience the memory as disconnected fragments of sensations, emotions, smells or images. Such memories cause the body to reexperience the past threat as if it is happening in the moment. This may cause a person to feel like running away or fighting back – flight or fight. Or they may freeze.


In other words, people don’t have the distant perspective they often feel with other memories from the past. Rather, they may feel they are reliving the original experience.



            [image: Single working mother and her teenage daughter talk with much emotion in the kitchen.]
            
              Emotionally intense conversations can bring up past traumas, causing a person to freeze or feel numb.
              Olga Rolenko/Moment via Getty Images
            
          

Misinterpreting victims’ behaviors


With this understanding, consider someone who experiences a trauma at the hands of a professional during an appointment. They may appear outwardly calm while it happens and then leave the session as they typically would – checking out, providing payment and possibly even scheduling the next appointment. While their response to act normally may seem odd, such behavior makes sense for someone trying to escape a threat. 


Fight, flight or freeze responses have become widely known in popular culture. In a freeze response, a person’s mind goes blank and they may be unable to speak, leading to a “deer in the headlights” behavior. 


On the other hand, a person may act paradoxically – perhaps by going on about their day as if nothing happened. They may not report the event or may question whether the incident even occurred. This represents another survival response – the lesser-known fawn response. This way of handling stress occurs when someone acts calm, appeases the threatening person and retreats to de-escalate the situation. Instead of literally backing away, in this example, the person metaphorically backs away by completing the session and exiting as expected without further conflict.  


Outsiders may misconstrue these behaviors as evidence that a trauma did not actually happen or that a survivor lacks credibility. But that logic reflects common misconceptions about how people “should” remember or respond to trauma.  


If this was the person’s first experience with a traumatic situation, afterward they are likely to feel afraid, disoriented or hyperalert. However, if they had previous similar experiences, this scenario may trigger past memories in the moment. This can muddy the experience even further, making it difficult to recall the incident later, especially under stressful circumstances.


When a survivor reports an incident and ultimately testifies against someone who harmed them, memory recall might be uniquely affected. Most people in this situation would be highly stressed, especially if the perpetrator were in the room.


To make matters worse, the feeling that the recalled memory is actually happening in the moment and not in the past may cause a survivor to convey a more fragmented story. They may also have either a more intense or detached emotional experience, depending on their own trauma responses. 


Legal and other professionals unaware of the range of natural responses to trauma can easily misinterpret these behaviors as signs of lying or malingering. 


In reality, the percentage of people who falsely report sexual assault, for example, is low – between 2% and 10%.



            [image: Two middle-aged men of diverse racial backgrounds engage in an intimate conversation while sitting in a living room.]
            
              Empathy can build trust and safety.
              AzmanL/E+ via Getty Images
            
          

Providing better support


Research shows that people who better understand nuances of trauma and mental health in turn are more empathetic toward survivors. Some healthcare settings have adopted a trauma-informed approach to prevent retraumatization and build safety. Studies show that even being attentive to word choice can help ensure effective care for patients that avoids victim blaming.  


A trauma-informed approach can also improve legal and justice systems so victims are better supported. This includes understanding why accounts aren’t linear and not equating memory inconsistencies with lying.


Research also shows that trauma-informed responses are equally important in everyday relationships. In friendships and close relationships, or in the workplace, patience and empathy convey a sense of respect, safety and trustworthiness. These offer a strong foundation for positive social and working relationships, which can lower a survivor’s distress and support their healing. 


When people have a greater understanding of how trauma affects the brain, they gain insight into how survivors think, act and process their memories. What initially looks confusing or inconsistent is actually behavior that flows logically from a traumatized brain. 


Having a trauma-informed perspective helps people to be better friends, co-workers and professionals. By extension, responding from this awareness may even help survivors understand their own reactions and experiences, which may ultimately aid their healing and ability to lead fulfilling lives.

Michele Patterson Ford 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/traumatic-memories-are-often-fragmented-a-psychologist-explains-how-and-why-that-happens-284536
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Just because the bill is low doesn’t mean energy is affordable

theconversation.com · Destenie Nock, Alex Hills Career Development Associate Professor of Engineering and Public Policy, Civil and Environmental Engineering, Carnegie Mellon University

To keep energy bills manageable, people often set heating and cooling temperatures to uncomfortable levels. Olga Dobrovolska/Moment via Getty ImagesOne light bulb. That was what electrification brought to my grandmother Mag’s two-story farmhouse in Boydton, Virginia. No one wrote down the year the rural electric cooperative workers brought the wire to her house in the late 1940s.


Newspapers celebrated rural electrification for making people’s lives better: People could run refrigerators, water pumps, dishwashers and, in some places, air conditioning.


Mag’s family did not think one bulb in the first floor of their two-story house counted as history. Their lives barely changed after they got electricity. 


Every day she hauled buckets of water from a stream for cooking and bathing: In her words, “them buckets were heavy.” Her father still inspected tobacco leaves by oil lamp in the barn just past the outhouse, and someone traveled into town once a week to buy ice for the icebox. Mag’s mother continued cooking on a woodstove where heat was cost-effective and human-powered. As my father says, “Chopping wood is free.”


With that one bulb, the farmhouse didn’t pay much for electricity. Around that time, some rural cooperative customers paid US$3.50 a month for 40 kilowatt hours of electricity – the equivalent today of around $80. Yet to me, that history of my grandmother’s single light bulb and low bill is more than a relic of early electrification. It’s a reminder that relatively low bills don’t mean energy is affordable. The family could not afford an electric line large enough to pump water until 1986, two years after my father graduated from college.



            [image: A person in a white shirt and dark pants stands next to a tree.]
            
              The author’s grandmother near an apple tree when she was younger and still lived on the farm. She believes she was 17 when the cooperative came to wire the light.
              Destenie Nock, CC BY-ND
            
          

The mistake energy utilities make about low bills


At least six times a year my father travels to the farmhouse, fixing it up for modern life. I research energy affordability, so one of my contributions to the effort has been to look into programs to get an energy-efficient heating system and maybe some air conditioning for the house. 


I found that utility companies seem to focus on one way to lower bills: reducing energy use. The local utility company’s website says 52% of a home’s energy usage is due to heating and cooling, and it offers several ways to use less energy.


The utility isn’t trying to make energy itself cost less. It’s mistaking low bills for affordability, when they can still be signals of a person or family struggling.



            [image: A black-and-white photo of a two-story white house with a one-story section on one end.]
            
              The author’s grandmother grew up in this farmhouse in Boydton, Virginia.
              Destenie Nock, CC BY-ND
            
          

The danger of heat


I saw a modern version of my grandmother’s experience in the top-floor apartment of a duplex my husband and I rented to a family with a newborn in 2022 in Allegheny County, Pennsylvania. The apartment had heat, as Pennsylvania law required, but no air conditioning.


During a stretch of high summer temperatures, the family complained about the indoor temperature. We went over to help them figure out where they could purchase a window unit. When we entered the home, their thermostat read over 83 degrees Fahrenheit (28.3 Celsius). 


The newborn baby sat in the mom’s arms covered in little white bumps, a heat rash. The kitchen became even hotter whenever the family cooked on the gas stove. 


I told my husband that we should just go get a window unit, since the family had no car and the bus would take at least an hour to get to Walmart. My husband agreed it was important, but after spending over $15,000 rehabilitating the apartment and fixing the heating system, our funds were thin. The local electric utility had some air conditioning incentives, but we weren’t sure whether our tenants qualified.


I study energy usage during heat waves, and there is a lot of research about heat deaths occurring because people cannot afford to adequately cool their homes. We bought a window unit on a credit card that we hadn’t maxed out. 


Because of high demand, the one we found was undersized and not capable of cooling the entire apartment. The father improvised by moving the baby’s crib into the living room and using cardboard and tape to seal the gap in the window. Three days later, the baby’s bumps vanished and the older children rode bicycles around the living room. 


This family had paid on time, so they would not have appeared on the electric company’s list of people who had trouble paying their bills. However, their quality of life desperately needed more energy that they could not afford.


Low bills, burst pipes



            [image: Three oil lamps sit on a table.]
            
              The author’s grandmother still keeps oil lamps around just in case the power goes out.
              Destenie Nock, CC BY-ND
            
          

Winter can also bring energy affordability crises. A woman I’ll call Hannah once told me that no matter what she did, her natural gas heating bill stayed high. By November 2025 it was approaching $190 a month, and based on the previous year she expected it to triple by January. Hannah told me that even though she kept her thermostat at 65 F (18.3 C), the temperature upstairs rarely rose above 62 F (16.7 C). 


She lived near my Pittsburgh neighborhood, so I went over to help look for the problem. Inside, we sealed gaps around the doors and windows. The house was still pretty cold after an hour. We braved the mice and took the stairs to the basement, which was freezing. One of the windows was missing a glass pane. We used spray foam and cardboard wrapped in plastic to close it. Upstairs the temperature started approaching 64 F (17.8 C). 


As we sat in the warming house, she told me that her hours working at a hardware store had been cut, and she wanted to save money before Christmas, when she had holiday travel plans.


After the holidays, I asked whether the weather sealing had helped. She sighed. Before she left for her Christmas trip, Hannah had turned off the heat, hoping to cut down her bill. While she was gone, the outdoor temperature dropped below 20 F (-6.6 C). 


When she got back, she couldn’t open the front door, and part of the front porch had morphed into an ice skating rink. Without heat, her indoor pipes had frozen and cracked. When temperatures climbed above freezing, water poured out all over everything – and froze again when it got colder. Her landlord had to call a handyman to break through a window and slide across the living room to unlock the front door. 


Her landlord probably spent tens of thousands of dollars repairing the apartment, while Hannah had to search for another place to live. All because she was trying to cut her bill by about $100.


When energy became essential



            [image: A metal post and spigot rise out of leaf-covered ground.]
            
              Outside the kitchen of the author’s grandmother’s childhood home, a hand-operated water pump reduced manual labor more than installing electricity in the house, her grandmother recalls.
              Destenie Nock, CC BY-ND
            
          

When my grandmother’s family got electricity, it wasn’t a necessity. They used a woodstove and an icebox, and they lived largely the same way after getting a light bulb as they had before. That’s no longer possible. Today, nearly every basic household need requires energy.


By 1991, energy scholar Brenda Boardman’s landmark work on fuel poverty declared that energy for warmth was a necessity, and said a household should spend less than 10% of its income to keep its home adequately warm, which the World Health Organization says is 69.8 F (21 C).


The more recent concept of “energy burden” includes the idea that a home should spend less than 6% of its income on energy bills. But it says nothing about comfort – about enough heat to stay warm, or enough cooling to prevent babies from getting heat rashes.


Hannah’s story reveals what a percentage alone cannot: People can make their bills look more affordable by using less energy than they actually need. 


When companies, policymakers and scholars like me talk about energy affordability, I believe it’s important to consider both the amount of money leaving a household’s bank account and whether that household is using enough energy to provide for its own safety and health.

Destenie Nock is the author of a forthcoming book on energy affordability. She is the CEO of Peoples Energy Analytics, and on the board of Clean Energy Works. She has previously received funding from the National Science Foundation, The Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, the RK Mellon Foundation, and the EPA.  


Original: https://theconversation.com/just-because-the-bill-is-low-doesnt-mean-energy-is-affordable-289458
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El pueblo indígena wounaan ha hecho frente a la tala ilegal de palo de rosa y a siglos de explotación con sabiduría y belleza

theconversation.com · Julie (Julia) Velásquez Runk, Professor of Environment and Sustainability Studies, Wake Forest University; Smithsonian Institution; University of Michigan · Chenier Carpio Opua, Member of Wounaan Podpa Nʌm Pömaam (Wounaan National Congress), Indigenous Knowledge · Doris Cheucarama Membache, Member of Wounaan Podpa Nʌm Pömaam (Wounaan National Congress), Indigenous Knowledge

En una gran pila se apilan troncos de palo de rosa cortados. Estos troncos, cuya especie exacta se desconoce, se encuentran en Madagascar, uno de los puntos clave del comercio mundial de palo de rosa. Maky via Wikimedia CommonsDurante milenios, el pueblo wounaan, que habita en algunas zonas de lo que hoy son Panamá y Colombia, ha tallado y esculpido diversos tipos de madera. El palo de rosa cocobolo, Dalbergia retusa, es especialmente apreciado para la talla de bastones ceremoniales utilizados en la medicina tradicional y en el arte comercial que representa plantas y animales tropicales. 


Los wounaan son solo uno de los pueblos de todo el mundo que han utilizado los palos de rosa para fabricar una amplia variedad de artículos, entre ellos culatas de armas, muebles e instrumentos musicales. En la actualidad, hay más de 140 especies de árboles que se comercializan como palos de rosa, todas ellas de una madera lustrosa y densa que, por lo general, tiene un tono rojizo.



            [image: Un primer plano de un trozo de madera muestra su color y la textura de su veteado.]
            
              El palo de rosa es popular por su intenso color y su textura fina. Esta muestra es de palo de cocobolo, Dalbergia retusa.
              Pommeroys via Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA
            
          

Desde finales de la década de 2000, la demanda mundial de palo de rosa superó la oferta legal. Estas hermosas maderas se convirtieron en inversiones populares, especialmente durante el auge inmobiliario en China, así como en maderas tonales de gran renombre, utilizadas en la fabricación de instrumentos musicales. Para 2012, el valor del cocobolo en China se había disparado hasta superar los 13.000 USD por metro cúbico. Hoy en día puede costar tres veces más, un precio considerablemente superior al de, por ejemplo, el roble rojo, que ronda los 1.500 USD por metro cúbico.


En 2011, algunos madereros empezaron a talar de manera ilegal árboles de palo de rosa en los bosques maduros del este de Panamá, hogar del pueblo wounaan. En Panamá, la mayoría de los wounaan y muchos emberá no cuentan con derechos legales sobre esas tierras boscosas, pese a haberlas habitado por generaciones. Tras la invasión de los taladores ilegales, las autoridades wounaan elegidas por sus comunidades presentaron denuncias ante diversos funcionarios panameños tanto locales como nacionales, al tiempo que buscaban el apoyo de la prensa y de la opinión pública.


Pero este fue apenas el comienzo.


Durante esa primera temporada de tala se dio un enfrentamiento de tres meses entre los madereros ilegales y los miembros de las comunidades wounaan. Un maderero asesinó a una autoridad tradicional elegida, hapk'ʌʌn Aquilino Opua Puchicama. En respuesta, el maderero, Ezequiel Batista, fue asesinado.


Los wounaan comprendieron que los madereros estaban dispuestos a matar con tal de obtener el palo de rosa.



            [image: Un par de sillas de madera brilla bajo la luz de la galería.]
            
              Las sillas de palo de rosa ya eran populares en China en los siglos xvii y xviii.
              Cleveland Museum of Art via Flickr
            
          

Durante los cuatro años siguientes, la tala ilegal fue intensa. En 2014, el pequeño Panamá ocupó el puesto 16 en el mundo por el volumen de madera en rollo vendida a China y el puesto 11 por el valor de la madera. Ese año, China registró la importación desde Panamá de 10.827 metros cúbicos de troncos de palo de rosa y 4.731 metros cúbicos de madera aserrada de palo de rosa, valorados conjuntamente en 55,5 millones de dólares estadounidenses. Antes del auge del palo de rosa, la Unión Internacional para la Conservación de la Naturaleza había clasificado el cocobolo como «vulnerable, con un alto riesgo de extinción en estado silvestre». Sin embargo, en 2019 fue reevaluado como «en peligro crítico de extinción».


Esa es una forma de contar la historia: como una secuencia más o menos lineal de acontecimientos trágicos y catastróficos. No obstante, al realizar y presentar nuestra investigación, optamos por una forma diferente, una que refleja y abarca las vidas, los valores, la ciencia y las experiencias de los wounaan, y que no solo devela pérdidas, sino también la alegría de la resistencia y del cuidado de los demás.



            [image: Una persona mide el diámetro de un tronco mientras otra la observa.]
            
              Un intento por ofrecer «trazabilidad» mediante el uso de etiquetas físicas con códigos de barras – que les permitían a extractores, reguladores y clientes hacer un seguimiento de los troncos – nunca logró impedir realmente la tala ilegal en Panamá.
              AP Photo/Arnulfo Franco
            
          

Una perspectiva amplia y otra local


Formamos parte de una iniciativa para compartir esta investigación en un nuevo libro, “Interwoven Rosewood: Collaborative Ecologies, Colonial Entanglements, and Indigenous Resistance.” El libro es el resultado de una colaboración de varios años entre el Congreso Nacional Wounaan (Wounaan Podpa Nʌm Pömaam), que representa a todo el pueblo wounaan de Panamá; el Congreso Local Wounaan de la comunidad de Majé (Wir Haigpai Podpa Nʌm Majé), que representa a una comunidad con numerosos artistas del cocobolo y que estuvo entre las más directamente afectadas por la tala ilegal; y una profesora universitaria que estudia de manera colaborativa con las comunidades temas relacionados con el ambiente y la conservación.


Desde el comienzo, nuestro objetivo ha sido poner esta investigación al alcance de un público amplio. Esto implica contar las historias entrelazadas sobre el palo de rosa en el mundo, sobre lo que ocurrió en Panamá y sobre la experiencia del pueblo wounaan, así como compartir su ciencia y su sabiduría ancestrales, todo esto en el contexto de siglos de ataques contra las vidas y las tierras indígenas que han continuado hasta el presente.



            [image: Una imagen compuesta en la que aparecen los autores y colaboradores del proyecto y de su libro.]
            
              Una imagen compuesta que muestra a los autores y colaboradores del proyecto y del libro.
              Composición digital de fotografías de los autores y colaboradores realizada por Mavila Trujillo, CC BY-ND
            
          

Cultivar la colaboración


Los wounaan, como muchos pueblos indígenas del sur de Centroamérica y el noroccidente de Suramérica, hacen énfasis en el cuidado de las relaciones. Una de las maneras en que ejercen este cuidado es compartiendo y redistribuyendo concienzudamente alimentos, dinero y sabiduría, entre otras muchas cosas, para fomentar la equidad.


Este enfoque colaborativo se opone a una mentalidad extractivista que puede permear no solo la tala ilegal sino también la investigación científica: concebir a las personas y los lugares como recursos que han de explotarse.


Es por esto que, al conformar esta investigación, tanto los wounaan como quienes no lo son nos comprometimos a cultivar la colaboración investigativa y la coproducción de los materiales que estábamos recopilando.


Planeamos conjuntamente la investigación y nos fijamos el objetivo de difundir ampliamente lo aprendido, en lugar de aspirar a publicar en revistas académicas especializadas, que sobre todo están disponibles – y resultan útiles – para los investigadores vinculados a universidades. También procuramos respetar específicamente los derechos wounaan sobre sus conocimientos y su sabiduría ancestrales, para lo cual creamos un acuerdo formal de investigación que garantizaba, entre otras disposiciones, que el pueblo wounaan contara con «soberanía sobre los datos» con respecto a la información recopilada, así como el derecho a decidir qué uso se le daría.


Entretejer los temas


En la cestería wounaan, los artistas utilizan hebras de fibra teñidas con tintes naturales para tejer alrededor de un núcleo central, incorporando cada color cuando es necesario para conformar el diseño.


Nuestra versión de la investigación sobre la tala ilegal de palo de rosa entreteje tres hebras: el entorno tropical de las tierras bajas, la sabiduría y la ciencia ancestrales wounaan y las fuerzas combinadas del capitalismo y el colonialismo. Ninguno de estos temas puede realmente desconectarse de los demás ni estudiarse de forma aislada.


Reconocer el pasado en el presente y el futuro


Para los wounaan, los cuentos ancestrales preservan su relevancia en el presente: estructuran y orientan la vida actual y la que está por venir. El cuento ancestral wounaan de la creación, por ejemplo, incluye los consejos del Creador sobre cómo corregir los errores iniciales cometidos al formar a los seres humanos, mostrando así la importancia de hacer mejoras para dar lugar al cambio.


Asimismo, la metáfora de la cestería en espiral muestra cómo el pasado forma parte activa del presente y del futuro. Por ejemplo, la extracción de oro a comienzos del periodo colonial español no fue muy distinta de la extracción de palo de rosa por parte de empresarios chinos en el siglo xxi.


Celebrar las relaciones


La vida cotidiana wounaan acoge la «convivialidad»: vivir de manera respetuosa e interdependiente con otros seres humanos y no humanos. Al tallar una pieza de palo de rosa cocobolo, un artista wounaan resalta la veta. Así como la madera revela su veta al tallador, los seres no humanos también pueden comunicarse y actuar por cuenta propia.


Los wounaan prestan atención a las complejidades, las obligaciones y las sinergias de las vidas y fuerzas entretejidas que dieron y siguen dando forma al mundo, como las que existen entre plantas, leyes, aves, mapas, animales, investigadores, insectos, infraestructura, hongos, funcionarios, enfermedades, comercio, tráfico ilegal y cambio climático.


En los sitios web breves sobre el libro, disponibles en inglés y español, la diseñadora web Mavila Trujillo utilizó ilustraciones, videos, fotografías y grabaciones de audio acompañados de textos cortos para hacer más visible parte de esa convivialidad. Por ejemplo, utilizó un audio de música de flauta wounaan relacionada con el agutí, un pequeño animal que dispersa semillas, junto con ilustraciones animadas del propio animal y de una persona wounaan que danza al ritmo de la música.



            [image: Una captura de pantalla de un sitio web que muestra una fotografía de un curso de agua con árboles y plantas a ambos lados, así como ilustraciones superpuestas de un pájaro, una bailarina y hojas.]
            
              Los sitios web que anuncian el libro en inglés y español utilizan fotografías, videos, ilustraciones y audios para destacar la convivialidad. Al abrir el sitio web, los usuarios escuchan música de flauta wounaan relacionada con el agutí, mientras la mujer ilustrada danza. Diversas fotografías e ilustraciones de hojas de palo de rosa cocobolo enmarcan la página. Al pasar el cursor sobre el martín pescador anillado, se reproduce su canto, que comunica que alguien viene de visita.
              InterwovenRosewood.com por Mavila Trujillo
            
          

Respetar las experiencias de múltiples voces


Para los wounaan, así como para muchos otros pueblos indígenas, el conocimiento solo puede adquirirse a través de la experiencia. La sabiduría se adquiere mediante el cuerpo y sus interacciones con otros en la tierra y en las aguas, a partir y a través del movimiento y de múltiples sentidos, como la música, la danza, los aromas, el tacto, el gusto y la vista.


Para expresar múltiples perspectivas sobre la lucha que durante años han librado contra la explotación, las autoridades wounaan elegidas y los miembros de las comunidades propusieron a distintas personas en virtud de sus conocimientos y su experiencia. Con el consentimiento de sus familias, se incluyeron aportes de colegas wounaan fallecidos, entre ellos cuentos ancestrales y escritos recientes. También contribuyeron dos colegas no indígenas de larga trayectoria cuyo trabajo se ha enfocado por décadas en los derechos indígenas.


Poner al descubierto el colonialismo y el capitalismo


Durante siglos, los wounaan han sufrido —y siguen sufriendo— los devastadores efectos del «colonialismo de asentamiento»: la práctica de explotar a las personas y los espacios, despojándolos no solo de bienes materiales, sino de la tierra misma, y también de sus vidas, derechos, lenguas y ciencia.


El colonialismo de asentamiento y el capitalismo pueden actuar de la mano, valiéndose de la educación, las leyes, las prácticas corporativas e industriales, el tráfico ilegal e incluso las iniciativas de conservación ambiental de maneras que perjudican a las personas, incluidos los pueblos indígenas.


Los wounaan han opuesto resistencia a esas fuerzas por siglos, luchando contra quienes se apropian injustamente de sus tierras y sus derechos. Esta historia comprende las rebeliones de la época colonial, el uso de drones para monitorear invasiones de tierras y presentar denuncias ecológicas formales, y las protestas contra leyes nuevas o propuestas.



            [image: Una doble página del libro.]
            
              Una doble página del libro reúne reportajes, fotos y el contexto más amplio.
              Editorial de la Universidad de Arizona
            
          

Mostrar la vitalidad de la lengua wounaan meu


La lengua wounaan, el wounaan meu, como muchas otras lenguas indígenas, hace énfasis en la acción y reconoce que las personas y los demás seres siempre se están desarrollando o convirtiéndose en formas renovadas de sí mismos.


La difusión amplia de la información, sin embargo, suele implicar traducirla. En ese proceso pueden perderse matices fundamentales, al convertir, por ejemplo, la acción en pasividad o al asignar un género a una palabra que originalmente no lo tenía. Para asegurarnos de que la investigación celebrara el wounaan meu incluso al traducirse al inglés y al español, procuramos emplear palabras que reflejaran los significados wounaan, como la diferencia entre «médico tradicional» y «chamán», o que respetaran la etimología indígena regional, como al traducir la expresión de wounaan meu «jap» como «piragua», en lugar de «canoa».


Para algunos de los elementos que conforman el libro, dos de nosotros – Chenier y Doris – grabamos a wounaan mientras hacían narraciones en wounaan meu y después transcribimos y tradujimos cuidadosamente esos materiales para preservar la riqueza del pensamiento y la lengua wounaan.


Nutrir la alegría y la belleza


En definitiva, nuestra investigación colaborativa acoge la autodeterminación y la alegría y la belleza que esta trae consigo. Integra tanto el «wajaup hʌidʌm» (cuya pronunciación aproximada es wa-HOWGP OIU-dum), estar bien o en buena relación con otros, como el «hãba poso honee nʌm» (cuya pronunciación aproximada es ug-BA po-so OH-ney nuom), trabajar juntos con alegría.


Nuestra cocreación colaborativa continúa. Se encuentran en proceso una versión en español del libro con el traductor Alfonso Conde; un libro abreviado en español centrado en los capítulos de autoría wounaan; un análisis de los capítulos hablados en wounaan meu y escritos en español; y un sitio web multimedia para estudiantes wounaan en edad escolar.


Seguimos, de este modo, respetando la sabiduría y la ciencia ancestrales para cultivar los futuros justos que los wounaan imaginan para sí mismos.


Traducido por Alfonso Conde.

Julia Velásquez Runk recibió los siguientes fondos: para la investigación de campo, una subvención de investigación posdoctoral de la Fundación Wenner-Gren y una subvención de antropología comprometida; una subvención de viaje para consultar colecciones que financió la investigación en las Colecciones Especiales y de Estudios Regionales de las Bibliotecas George A. Smathers, de la Universidad de Florida; una subvención para la elaboración de un libro y una subvención de escritura de verano del Instituto de Humanidades de la Universidad de Wake Forest; una subvención del Fondo Nacional para las Humanidades (National Endowment for the Humanities) otorgada por el Centro Nacional de Humanidades (National Humanities Center), y una subvención de investigación para docentes del Centro Willson de Humanidades y Artes de la Universidad de Georgia. El proyecto del libro también recibió el Premio Norm y Sibby Whitten a la Subvención para Publicaciones.
Como miembro del Congreso Nacional Wounaan, Chenier Carpio Opua colaboró en las subvencións de la Fundación Wenner Gren y en la concesión de la subvención para la publicación del libro.
Como miembro del Congreso Nacional Wounaan, Doris Cheucarama Membache colaboró en las subvencións de la Fundación Wenner Gren y en la concesión de la subvención para la publicación del libro.


Original: https://theconversation.com/el-pueblo-indigena-wounaan-ha-hecho-frente-a-la-tala-ilegal-de-palo-de-rosa-y-a-siglos-de-explotacion-con-sabiduria-y-belleza-288450
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Climate change may be making us lonelier: How heat waves and extreme weather disrupt social connections everyone relies on

theconversation.com · Fiona Doherty, Assistant Professor of Social Work, University of Tennessee

During miserable heat waves, people tend to stay inside if it's cooler there, limiting social connection. AP Photo/Nathan HowardSevere storms, heat waves and wildfires can shut down the social life of a community, flooding out festivals, canceling community events and keeping people indoors.


They’re also evidence of how climate change isn’t just changing the environments we all live in, but also impeding our ability to connect with one another.


Around the world, social connection is increasingly recognized as essential to individual and collective well-being. It keeps our brains active and can lower stress levels. During emergencies, social ties can also save lives. Relationships are conduits for timely information sharing, mutual aid and collective action. When temperatures soar, friends and neighbors share heat warnings, check on older adults or other community members who may need help, and coordinate community cooling shelters when formal systems are overwhelmed.


Yet, the effects of climate change may be weakening the very social fabric that helps communities thrive.


As extreme weather becomes more common and disruptive, the effects can impair relationships, interrupt routines and communication, and damage gathering places and the foundations of community traditions.





As an assistant professor of social work at the University of Tennessee, I study converging social and environmental crises, including social disconnection and extreme weather. I’ve found that one of climate change’s most overlooked impacts may be its ability to worsen the continuing loneliness epidemic.


Studies show the amount of time Americans spent interacting with friends and family in person was declining even before the COVID-19 pandemic shut down a lot of social interaction starting in 2020. My team’s recent research in rural Appalachia has found several ways that extreme weather is further hindering social activities.


Extreme weather keeps people apart


Extreme heat has dominated global headlines this summer. When outdoor temperatures become dangerous, people retreat indoors to stay in air conditioning or near electric fans. This can come with a social cost.


“I don’t remember it being this hot growing up,” one 28-year-old social worker told my research team. “People don’t want to leave their house if it’s that hot. People don’t want to go to community events and be out in the community.”



            [image: Two people with medical bags stand in a hallway to doors.]
            
              Dr. Khristina Meissner, right, and nurse practitioner Jen Felter check on residents in Swannanoa, N.C., after Hurricane Helene’s flooding in October 2024. While the residents’ apartments might have survived the storm, flooding made reaching medical care and many other resources, friends and family much harder.
              Mario Tama/Getty Images
            
          

Severe storms and flooding can make travel unsafe or impossible, preventing people from leaving their homes, reaching family or attending social gatherings. These disruptions can erode the everyday interactions that help people feel connected.


Power outages sever communication


Extreme weather can also cut off the communication channels that help people stay connected. Severe storms, flooding, winter weather and extreme heat are all associated with power outages, which can leave residents without electricity, sometimes for weeks.


Electricity failures are often coupled with internet and cellular service interruptions, hindering communication via text messaging, phone calls, social media and email at precisely the time it’s needed most.


As one 74-year-old rural resident explained to my team: “We’re so isolated. We do not have any cellphone service other than through Wi-Fi. So when the power’s out, we have no cellphone service … without your phone, you really lose all your connections.”


The loss of shared places and traditions


Another way climate change can weaken social connection is by altering places and traditions that hold cultural and community significance.


I witnessed this firsthand when Hurricane Irene and Tropical Storm Lee hit my hometown of Cherry Valley, New York, in 2011. After floodwaters broke the dike, a treasured community place known as “the reservoir” – a small lake where families swam and picnicked – was emptied, leaving our rural community without one of its few gathering spaces.



            [image: People play in a lake that has shrunk]
            
              Extreme weather can flood parks and dry up lakes, such as Lake Hope in Vinton County, Ohio. This image was captured by a resident who often visited the lake with her two small children. Like many others, the water levels in Lake Hope dropped significantly during Ohio’s record drought in 2024.
              Doherty, et al., 2026
            
          

In my team’s Appalachian study, residents described how an extreme drought paired with prolonged heat affected places where people gather, share traditions and maintain connections across generations.


Water levels in lakes and rivers dropped too low for recreation, wildfires swept through the Wayne National Forest, and crop losses meant fewer of the region’s beloved pawpaw fruit when the annual Ohio Pawpaw Festival arrived. 


A 68-year-old resident told us: “I look around and it’s just absolutely horrible. Our streams have gone dry. I had a friend drop off some pawpaws the other night and pitiful … nothing like what normally drops. It’s really bad and I suspect this is going to continue. We’ve got to figure something out.” 


This kind of degradation of cherished places and traditions can threaten shared experiences that help communities stay connected. 


These disaster often overlap


These fractures of social connection often overlap as communities face increasingly frequent co-occurring weather events. A severe storm, for instance, may trigger flooding and power outages during a heat wave, disrupting transportation and communication during dangerously hot temperatures. 


Over time, frequent and consecutive weather hazards can weaken relationships by limiting mobility and social engagement.



            [image: A ranger stands under a sign reading: The Washington Monument is closed due to unsafe weather.]
            
              A heat wave, with temperatures over 100 degrees, shut down the Washington Monument and temporarily closed the American State Fair on the National Mall on July 3, 2026, over public health concerns.
              Kevin Carter/Getty Images
            
          

People who are already socially isolated, including older adults and those living in rural areas or lacking reliable transportation and internet access, are often most vulnerable. Climate change and extreme weather can leave them even more isolated.


Keeping social connection amid disasters


As global temperatures rise, driven in large part by the burning of fossil fuels, climate change increasingly affects daily life. Social connection is crucial, both for responding to extreme weather and for working together to help the entire community adapt to a changing climate.



            [image: A library sign reading 'Coolville Public Library']
            
              The Athens County library in Coolville, Ohio, is aptly named – it can serve as a cooling center during heat waves.
              Fiona Doherty, CC BY-ND
            
          

One promising way forward is for cities and counties to invest in community hubs, such as public libraries, or create new gathering spaces across communities.


These spaces can bolster social connection year-round by hosting inclusive lifelong learning activities while also serving as cooling shelters and climate resilience hubs, providing resources to help residents prepare for disasters, phone-charging stations when power goes out elsewhere, and an internet connection.


In an era of accelerating climate disruption, social connection may be a community’s greatest asset, and yet one of its most fragile resources to protect.

Fiona Doherty received funding from the Society for the Psychological Study of Social Issues, The Women’s Place at The Ohio State University, the College of Social Work PhD Program at The Ohio State University, and Grand Challenges for Social Work for the research mentioned in this article.


Original: https://theconversation.com/climate-change-may-be-making-us-lonelier-how-heat-waves-and-extreme-weather-disrupt-social-connections-everyone-relies-on-288678
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Wounaan Indigenous people have opposed illegal rosewood logging and centuries of exploitation with wisdom and beauty

theconversation.com · Julie (Julia) Velásquez Runk, Professor of Environment and Sustainability Studies, Wake Forest University; Smithsonian Institution; University of Michigan · Chenier Carpio Opua, Member of Wounaan Podpa Nʌm Pömaam (Wounaan National Congress), Indigenous Knowledge · Doris Cheucarama Membache, Member of Wounaan Podpa Nʌm Pömaam (Wounaan National Congress), Indigenous Knowledge

Cut rosewood logs sit in a large pile. These logs, the exact species of which are unknown, are in Madagascar, one of the hot spots of global rosewood trade. Maky via Wikimedia CommonsLeer en español.


For millennia, the Wounaan people, who live in parts of what is now Panama and Colombia, have hewn and sculpted various woods. Cocobolo rosewood, Dalbergia retusa, is particularly favored for carving ceremonial staffs used in traditional medicine and commercial art depicting tropical plants and animals.


Wounaan are just some of the people around the world who have used rosewoods to make a wide range of items, including gunstocks, furniture and musical instruments. There are now more than 140 tree species commercialized as rosewoods, all with lustrous, dense and typically reddish wood.



            [image: A close-up of a piece of wood shows its color and grain texture.]
            
              Rosewood is popular because of its intense color and fine texture. This sample is cocobolo rosewood.
              Pommeroys via Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA
            
          

Beginning in the late 2000s, global demand for rosewood exceeded the legal supply. The beautiful woods became popular investments, particularly during China’s real estate boom, and also are renowned tonewoods, or woods used for musical instruments. By 2012, cocobolo’s value in China had skyrocketed to over US$13,000 per cubic meter ($371 per cubic foot). It can now cost three times that – much costlier than, for example, red oak at about US$1,500 per cubic meter ($43 per cubic foot).


In 2011, loggers started illegally cutting rosewood trees in the mature forests of eastern Panama where Wounaan people live. In Panama, most of the Indigenous Wounaan and many of the Emberá peoples do not have legal rights to those forested lands, despite having lived in them for generations. Once the illegal loggers invaded, Wounaan authorities elected by the communities filed legal complaints with local and national Panamanian officials, while also seeking support from the media and the public.


But that was only the beginning.


During that initial logging season, there was a three-month standoff between illegal loggers and Wounaan community members. A logger killed an elected traditional authority, hapk'ʌʌn Aquilino Opua Puchicama. In response, the logger, Ezequiel Batista, was killed.


Wounaan realized that loggers were willing to kill to get the rosewood.



            [image: Two wooden chairs shine in gallery light.]
            
              Chairs made of rosewood were popular in China as far back as the 1600s.
              Cleveland Museum of Art via Flickr
            
          

The illegal logging was intense for four years. In 2014, tiny Panama was the 16th-largest supplier of rosewood to China, exporting US$55.5 million worth of it there. Before the rosewood boom, cocobolo was listed as “vulnerable, having high extinction risk in the wild” by the International Union for Conservation of Nature. But by 2019, it was reassessed as “critically endangered.”


That’s one way to tell the story – as a more-or-less linear sequence of these tragic and catastrophic events. But in conducting and presenting our research, we have chosen another way, reflecting and encompassing Wounaan lives, values, science and experiences, finding not only loss but also the joy of resistance and care for others.



            [image: One person measures the diameter of a log while another person looks on.]
            
              An effort to provide ‘traceability’ by physical tags with barcodes – allowing harvesters, regulators and customers to track logs – never really worked to prevent illegal logging in Panama.
              AP Photo/Arnulfo Franco
            
          

A broad perspective, and a local one


We are part of an effort to share this research in a new book, “Interwoven Rosewood: Collaborative Ecologies, Colonial Entanglements, and Indigenous Resistance.” It’s a multiyear collaboration by the Wounaan National Congress (Wounaan Podpa Nʌm Pömaam), which represents all Wounaan people in Panama; the Wounaan Local Congress of the Majé Community (Wir Haigpai Podpa Nʌm Majé), representing a community with many cocobolo artists that was among those most directly affected by illegal logging; and a university professor who collaboratively studies with communities on the environment and conservation.


From the beginning, our goal has been to make this research available to a wide audience. That involves telling the intertwining stories of global rosewood and what happened in Panama, the Wounaan experience, and sharing Wounaan ancestral science and wisdom – all against a backdrop of centuries of attacks on Indigenous lives and land that continue all the way to the present.



            [image: A composite image showing the authors and contributors to the project and its book.]
            
              A composite image shows the authors and contributors to the project and its book.
              Digital composition of author and contributor photos by Mavila Trujillo, CC BY-ND
            
          

Cultivating collaboration


Wounaan, like many Indigenous peoples of lower central and northwestern South America, emphasize tending to relationships. One way in which Wounaan do so is conscientiously sharing and redistributing food, money, wisdom and the like to foster equity.


That collaborative approach runs counter to an extractivist mindset, which can permeate illegal logging and even scientific research, of seeing people and places as resources to be exploited. 


So in assembling this research, we – Wounaan and non-Wounaan alike – committed to cultivating research collaboration and co-production of the materials we were assembling. 


We planned the research together and set goals for sharing widely what we learned, rather than aiming to publish in scholarly academic journals primarily available to, and useful for, university-affiliated scholars. And we specifically sought to respect Wounaan rights to ancestral insights and wisdom, creating a formal research agreement that ensured, among other provisions, that Wounaan people have “data sovereignty” over the information we assembled and the right to decide what would be done with it.


Interweaving themes


In Wounaan basketry, artists use naturally dyed strands of fiber to weave around a central core, picking up each color as necessary to make the design. 


Our version of the illegal rosewood research weaves together three strands: the lowland tropical environment, Wounaan ancestral wisdom and science, and the combined forces of capitalism and colonialism. None of these themes can truly be disconnected from the others or studied separately. 


Recognizing the past in the present and future


For Wounaan, ancestral stories have relevance today, structuring and guiding life now and yet to come. For example, the Wounaan ancestral story of creation includes advice from the Creator on how to revise initial errors made in forming humans, showing the importance of making improvements to create change.


The metaphor of spiraling basketry illustrates how the past is an active part of the present and the future. For instance, the extraction of gold in the early Spanish colonial era was not that different from extraction of rosewood by Chinese entrepreneurs in the 21st century.


Celebrating relationships


Everyday Wounaan life embraces “conviviality” – living respectfully and interdependently with other humans and nonhumans. When carving a piece of cocobolo rosewood, a Wounaan artist features the grain. Much as the wood reveals its grain to the carver, nonhumans can communicate and act on their own as well. 


Wounaan pay attention to the complexities, obligations and synergies of interwoven lives and forces that shaped and are shaping the world – such as those among plants, laws, birds, maps, animals, scholars, insects, infrastructure, fungi, officials, diseases, trade, trafficking and climate change.


In short websites for the book in English and Spanish, website designer Mavila Trujillo used illustrations, video, photos and audio recordings with short text to make some of that conviviality more visible. For example, she used audio of Wounaan flute music about the agouti – small animals that disperse seeds – with animated illustrations of the animal itself and a Wounaan dancing to the music.  



            [image: A screenshot of a website with a photograph of a waterway with trees and plants on both sides, as well as overlaid illustrations of a bird, a dancer and leaves.]
            
              Short websites announcing the book in English and Spanish use photos, video, illustration and audio to highlight conviviality. When the website opens, users hear Wounaan flute music of the agouti and the illustrated woman dances. Photos and illustrations of cocobolo rosewood leaves frame the page. Hovering over the ringed kingfisher, top right, plays its call, which communicates that someone is coming to visit.
              InterwovenRosewood.com by Mavila Trujillo
            
          

Respecting the experiences of many voices


For Wounaan and many other Indigenous peoples, knowledge can only be gained through experience. Wisdom is learned through the body and its interactions with others in the land and waters, from and through movement and multiple senses, such as music, dance, fragrance, touch, taste and seeing.


To express multiple perspectives on the yearslong struggle against exploitation, Wounaan elected authorities and community members nominated people based on their expertise and experience. With consent from their families, contributions from deceased Wounaan colleagues included ancestral stories and recent writings. Two senior non-Indigenous colleagues who have done decades of work on Indigenous rights contributed as well.


Exposing colonialism and capitalism


Over centuries, Wounaan have experienced – and continue to experience – devastating effects of “settler colonialism,” the practice of exploiting people and spaces – taking and extracting not only physical items but land itself – as well as people’s lives, rights, languages and science.


Settler colonialism and capitalism can work hand in hand, using education, laws, corporate and industrial practices, illegal trafficking and even efforts at environmental conservation in ways that do people harm, including Indigenous peoples. 


Wounaan have spent centuries refusing and resisting those forces, fighting against those who take land and rights unjustly. That history includes colonial-era rebellions, using drones to monitor land invasions for legal ecological complaints, and protests against new or proposed laws.



            [image: A two-page spread from the book.]
            
              A two-page spread from the book links news reports, photos and the wider context.
              University of Arizona Press
            
          

Showing liveliness in the Wounaan meu language


The Wounaan language, Wounaan meu, like many Indigenous languages, emphasizes action, recognizing that people and others are always developing or becoming updated versions of themselves.


Yet sharing information widely often involves translation. In that process, key nuances can get lost, turning action into passivity, for instance, or adding a gender to a word where none existed in the original. To ensure the research celebrated Wounaan meu even when translated into English and Spanish, we took care to use words that reflect Wounaan meanings, such as the difference between “traditional doctor” and “shaman,” or respect regional Indigenous etymology, such as translating the Wounaan meu “jap” as “pirogue” instead of “canoe.”


For some elements, two of us – Chenier and Doris – recorded Wounaan speaking their material in Wounaan meu, and then transcribed and carefully translated them to preserve rich elements of Wounaan thought and language.


Nurturing joy and beauty


Ultimately, our collaborative research embraces self-determination and the joy and beauty that accompany it. It integrates both “wajaug hʌidʌm” (pronounced like wa-HOWGP OIU-dum) or being in good and positive relations with others and “hãba poso honee nʌm” (pronounced like ug-BA po-so OH-ney nuom), joyfully working together. 


We are continuing our collaborative co-creation: In the works are a Spanish version of the book with translator Alfonso Conde, an abbreviated Spanish-language book centered on the Wounaan-authored chapters, an analysis of the spoken Wounaan meu and written Spanish chapters, and a multimedia website for Wounaan schoolchildren. 


In this way, we carry on respecting ancestral wisdom and science to cultivate the just futures that Wounaan envision for themselves.

Julie Velásquez Runk received the following funding: for the field research a Wenner-Gren Foundation Postdoctoral Research Grant and Engaged Anthropology Grant; a Travel to Collections Grant funded research at the George A. Smathers Libraries Special and Area Studies Collections, University of Florida; a Book Development Grant and a Summer Writing Grant from the Humanities Institute at Wake Forest University; a National Endowment for the Humanities Fellowship from the National Humanities Center, and a Willson Center for Humanities and Arts Faculty Research Fellowship at the University of Georgia. The book project also received a Norm and Sibby Whitten Publication Subvention Award.
As a member of the Wounaan National Congress, Chenier Carpio Opua was a collaborator in the Wenner Gren Foundation grants and the book subvention award.
As a member of the Wounaan National Congress, Doris Cheucarama Membache was a collaborator in the Wenner Gren Foundation grants and the book subvention award.


Original: https://theconversation.com/wounaan-indigenous-people-have-opposed-illegal-rosewood-logging-and-centuries-of-exploitation-with-wisdom-and-beauty-282092
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SpaceX aims to use rockets to quickly transport cargo across the Earth and into orbit – moves that would expand the global cargo system

theconversation.com · Euihyeon Choi, Ph.D. Student in Aerospace Engineering, Georgia Institute of Technology · Koki Ho, Associate Professor of Aerospace Engineering, Georgia Institute of Technology

SpaceX aims to use rockets like its Falcon 9 to bring cargo to and from orbit, as well as between different points on Earth.  AP Photo/John RaouxYou might think about rockets as powerful vehicles that blast astronaut crews and robotic missions off into space. But what if they could be used to send cargo from one side of the Earth to the other, in a fraction of the time it would take a plane? The company SpaceX recently announced a project that aims to use its rockets to do just that.


SpaceX launched its Starfall demo mission on June 23, 2026. According to a document from the Federal Aviation Administration, Starfall has two main purposes: to use rockets to quickly deliver cargo around the world, and to deliver cargo to and from space. The latter could allow for in-space manufacturing markets that take advantage of microgravity and the vacuum of space. 


We are aerospace engineers who study space flight. SpaceX seems to be positioning Starfall not only as a key component of a superfast delivery system, but also as infrastructure that could support future in-space manufacturing opportunities.


New opportunities for orbital cargo delivery


High-speed global transport isn’t a new idea. Airlines aimed to achieve a similar goal decades ago with a supersonic passenger aircraft called the Concorde. Orbital cargo transport, however, is a fundamentally different concept from the Concorde in several ways. 



            [image: A photo showing a jet with a triangular shape taking off]
            
              An Air France Concorde supersonic jet takes off from the Chalons-Vatry airport in eastern France in 2001.
              AP Photo/Laurent Rebours, File
            
          

A big difference is the customer base. Unlike the Concorde, which served commercial airlines and transported passengers, point-to-point rocket delivery could benefit government and defense sectors, where rapid delivery is invaluable. 


Space cargo transport likely will not replace conventional transportation methods, such as sea shipping or air freight. Instead, it offers a new option: ultrafast emergency transport. This type of transport could deliver critical medical products, deploy emergency disaster relief, or supply urgent defense support within a few hours.


Additionally, as SpaceX suggested when it announced Starfall, a future orbital cargo system wouldn’t just transfer payloads between two points on Earth. Rather, it could also take cargo to and from space.


In-space manufacturing is an emerging possibility for companies interested in producing or researching how to create pharmaceuticals, electronics or other technologies in microgravity or a vacuum. These conditions, which are difficult to create on Earth, could be advantageous for certain applications, such as developing specialized proteins or semiconductors. 


Although SpaceX already delivers cargo and crew to the International Space Station, orbital cargo delivery operates under a fundamentally different model. To meet the short timelines required for some types of cargo missions, this system would need to be able to launch without too much advance warning, whereas ISS resupply missions follow long, planned-out and periodic schedules.


Potential challenges


Despite its potential, an orbital cargo transport system comes with a host of challenges that SpaceX would have to overcome.


Rockets, by nature, aren’t a smooth ride. In traditional air or ocean transport, ordinary containers are sufficient for safe delivery because the ride is relatively gentle. However, a launch vehicle is different. Because orbital transport requires overcoming Earth’s gravity, severe vibrations and high-G forces inevitably shake the vehicle during both ascent and reentry. Delicate electronics, fragile calibration tools or volatile medical supplies may require specialized qualification or shock-absorbing casings to withstand these forces.



            [image: A rocket, moving upwards propelled by a plume of flame]
            
              A SpaceX Falcon 9 rocket carries the Starfall demo mission through the sky in June 2026.
              U.S. Space Force photo by Gwendolyn Kurzen
            
          

SpaceX has changed the launch vehicle paradigm by reusing rockets, which has made launches more affordable. However, making a reliable, working rocket is only a piece of the puzzle. Operating a cargo network requires solving a puzzle with a thousand pieces.


Systems engineering teaches you that initial planning decisions can determine the success of the entire project. For orbital cargo delivery, these early decisions may include where to put launch and landing sites, how to load and unload the orbital payloads to trucks or ships, and how many rockets to build. 


To make the most of the precious time orbital transport can save, the system will need to fit into existing transportation logistics. Otherwise, the system will have to also include transportation of the cargo to and from the launch and landing pads.


Although many technical and logistical challenges exist, we know that experts in industry and academia are actively working on solutions. Overcoming these challenges may only be a matter of time.


If engineers can think through the logistical challenges early and carefully, we believe that orbital cargo transport could open a new chapter in transportation and the space economy.

Euihyeon Choi receives funding from the Air Force Office of Scientific Research and industry partners. 
Koki Ho receives funding from NASA, the U.S. Space Force, the Air Force Office of Scientific Research, and industry partners. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/spacex-aims-to-use-rockets-to-quickly-transport-cargo-across-the-earth-and-into-orbit-moves-that-would-expand-the-global-cargo-system-287557
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Philadelphia’s failing air quality hits hardest in neighborhoods near industry and highways, where asthma rates soar

theconversation.com · Qian He, Assistant Professor of Geography, Planning and Sustainability, Rowan University · Mahbubur Meenar, Professor of Urban & Regional Planning, Rowan University · Sean Olcese, Graduate Research Fellow, Rowan University

A view from a bridge overlooking the Harrowgate neighborhood of North Philadelphia. Robert Nickelsberg/Getty ImagesPhiladelphians who live near industrial land and major roads – those who live in the Port Richmond and Bridesburg neighborhoods along I-95, or the Delaware River port-industrial corridor, for example – face worse air pollution and are more likely to have asthma than residents who live farther from those sites.


Philly neighborhoods with a higher percentage of green areas, by contrast, have lower levels of diesel particulate matter, nitrogen dioxide and other toxic air pollutants, which inflame and irritate the respiratory system. Many of them have lower asthma rates too.


We are urban and regional planning professors and a graduate research fellow with expertise in environmental planning, environmental health and climate resilience. In 2025 we studied 766 census tracts across nine counties in Pennsylvania and New Jersey that fall within the Philadelphia metropolitan area. This region has a mix of cities, older suburbs and lower-density communities. 


We wanted to see how air pollution affects the Philadelphia metro area, how it relates to asthma rates, and whether high-pollution areas overlap with historically redlined neighborhoods. Redlining was a discriminatory practice, formalized in the 1930s by federal agencies, by which banks and insurers marked minority neighborhoods as “high-risk” on maps and denied residents mortgages and other financial services. This cut off investment to these neighborhoods for decades. 


To do our analysis, we combined land use and road data from the Delaware Valley Regional Planning Commission, demographic data from the U.S. Census Bureau, asthma estimates from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, pollution measures from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, and historical redlining maps from the University of Richmond’s Mapping Inequality project.  


Among other findings, we were able to rank the tracts with the highest percentages of adults with asthma diagnoses. The top five in order were Franklinville in North Philadelphia, Stanton in North Philadelphia, Bartram Village in southwest Philadelphia, Strawberry Mansion in North Philadelphia and West Chester University in Chester County.


A significant difference in asthma rates between communities is the result of environmental and social pressures that accumulate year after year.


For example, we found that neighborhoods in the Philadelphia metro area with more Black residents and more adults without high school diplomas had higher rates of asthma. These differences remained even after we statistically controlled for measured pollution levels, meaning pollution alone did not explain the gap.





Zoning decisions affect local asthma rates


Greater Philadelphia earned straight Fs for its air pollution in the American Lung Association’s 2026 State of the Air report. The region ranked 17th worst among more than 200 U.S. metropolitan areas for year-round particle pollution. 


This means that Philly residents face unhealthy air exposure throughout the year.


Patients, families and physicians often think of asthma as a medical problem. Our findings show that it is also an urban planning problem. 


Zoning and infrastructure decisions shape where pollution sources are located and who lives near them. Industrial zoning can mean homes, schools and childcare centers end up close to factories, warehouses and other emission sources. Transportation investments can route highways, truck traffic and freight corridors through particular neighborhoods, which increases residents’ exposure to diesel particulate matter and nitrogen dioxide. 


City planning decisions also determine where trees, parks and other green buffers are preserved or added. When industrial activity, heavy traffic and limited green space overlap, residents may face several environmental risks at once. These cumulative burdens are often concentrated in communities that have experienced long-term disinvestment, including limited infrastructure spending, fewer business loans and lower property investment, often rooted in practices such as redlining. 


Partially redlined areas fared worse than mostly redlined areas


Redlining maps were available for only four of our nine counties. For a more straightforward comparison, we grouped the four federal Home Owners’ Loan Corporation gradings into two categories: “Favorable” versus “Unfavorable.” We considered the “Best” and “Still Desirable” ratings as “Favorable,” and the “Declining” and “Hazardous” ratings as “Unfavorable.”


Within those counties, asthma rates did not rise steadily as historical grades worsened, which is what we expected to see. 


Instead, the highest asthma rates appeared in neighborhoods where “Declining” or “Hazardous” grades covered a middling share of land, rather than in areas that were mostly redlined or mostly favorably graded.


These in-between areas often contained a mix of residential, commercial and industrial uses, and many appear to have changed continuously in the decades since the maps were drawn in 1960s. They may have been especially exposed to later redevelopment, traffic growth, remaining industry and population turnover, as well as uneven reinvestment – where new investment reached some blocks but not others, or brought new burdens such as truck traffic alongside new development. 


Our data cannot pinpoint when these changes occurred, only that these areas today carry the heaviest combined exposures.


This finding does not make historical discrimination less important. It suggests that the health consequences of discrimination unfold through decades of subsequent decisions about land use, housing and infrastructure.



            [image: A view of cyclist on a trail surrounded by greenery with a factory in background]
            
              The Schuylkill Banks trail brought more public green space to Grays Ferry in 2025.
              Jumping Rocks/Universal Images Group via Getty Images
            
          

A case for studying Kensington and Grays Ferry


Our findings can be used to identify places where asthma risks are concentrated, but they do not explain any one person’s health. Our data could not measure indoor asthma triggers such as mold, pests or poor ventilation, and we lacked information on smoking, occupational exposure to pollutants or irritants, and how much time residents spend outside the neighborhood where they live.  


We also could not account for residents’ access to healthcare, including insurance coverage and the availability of nearby providers. These factors affect whether asthma gets diagnosed and treated in the first place. 


We observed neighborhoods at a single point in time and did not track how pollution or land use had changed in the years or decades prior. We hope that future studies capture more detailed pollution monitoring and land-use data collected over time. 


We would also like to see more research on how traffic, industry, housing and green infrastructure – such as parks, street trees and vacant lots converted to green space – interact to affect residents’ health in mixed-use and redeveloping neighborhoods such as Grays Ferry in South Philadelphia and Kensington in North Philadelphia. Stronger evidence from these areas can help local planning and health agencies choose the right mix of protections and investments for each community.


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

Qian He receives funding from the National Science Foundation, the National Aeronautics and Space Administration, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, the New Jersey Department of State Office of Planning Advocacy, and the South Jersey Institute for Population Health.
Mahbubur Meenar receives funding from the National Aeronautics and Space Administration, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency,  the National Science Foundation, the New Jersey Department of State Office of Planning Advocacy, and the South Jersey Institute for Population Health.
Sean Olcese receives funding from the National Science Foundation and the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/philadelphias-failing-air-quality-hits-hardest-in-neighborhoods-near-industry-and-highways-where-asthma-rates-soar-286744
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What critics of college athletes making money get wrong about name, image and likeness policies

theconversation.com · Brennan Berg, Professor of Sport Management, University of Mississippi

Haley and Hanna Cavinder, who played college basketball for the Miami Hurricanes, were among the first student-athletes to sign major deals over their name, image and likeness.  AP Photo/Darron CummingsA lot has changed since college athletes began earning compensation in 2021.


A small percentage have become rich due to their talent and marketability. The vast majority, however, have earned much more modest additional income, if any at all. 


But one thing hasn’t changed: Opponents of college students cashing in on marketing their name, image and likeness, or NIL, still argue that athlete compensation has ended the supposed purity of college sports. 


The NCAA has a long history of opposing college athletes profiting from their intellectual property. And even President Donald Trump has voiced his concerns, suggesting current NIL policies “could cause serious damage to college athletics” and issuing not one but two executive orders so far in his second term to “save” college sports. 


However, as a professor of sport management who has been studying name, image and likeness policies since they were implemented in 2021, I believe there are a lot of misconceptions about how they work. Based on my studies – one published in 2023 and the other one published in 2025 – I’d like to set the record straight about a few things.


Brief history of NIL


Starting on July 1, 2021, the NCAA permitted college athletes to earn income through their name, image and likeness. 


This historic shift reversed the NCAA’s long-established policy that making such agreements threatened athletes’ eligibility. However, this change did not come out of nowhere. Over 30 states had passed legislation that would allow college athletes to monetize and personally profit from their name, image and likeness, which was supported by several court rulings in athletes’ favor.


Immediately, athletes began signing marketing agreements with a wide range of businesses, such as Jackson State defensive end Antwan Owens’ deal with 3 Kings Grooming and Auburn quarterback Bo Nix’s with Milo’s sweet tea. 


Additionally, athletes who had generated a significant following on social media, such as sisters Haley and Hanna Cavinder, were sought after for endorsements and quickly reached agreements with companies such as Boost Mobile and Six Star Pro Nutrition. 


NIL collectives, nonprofit groups typically funded and run by boosters, alumni or fans, were soon set up to help a school’s athletes get paid sponsorships. This created an unregulated pay-for-play system in which athletes were paid for their talent. 



            [image: tktk]
            
              Bo Nix, who now plays football for the Denver Broncos, signed an NIL marketing deal with Milo’s sweet tea while a college student at Auburn University.
              AP Photo/Jack Dempsey
            
          

Limited time to earn


One reason college athletes may deserve to cash in while they’re still students is that their window to profit from their skills will likely be very narrow.  


For decades, athletes have been told that they will be “going pro in something other than sports” – meaning their main source of income as adults probably won’t be in the NFL or NBA.


Of course, the NCAA, its universities, coaches and athletic administrators have been correct to highlight that the chances of an NCAA athlete even competing at the professional level, much less having a long, lucrative career, are quite low – less than 1% in many sports. 


So it is not unreasonable for college athletes to want to maximize their earnings from their athletic abilities during this short window.


In any event, many adults, including college coaches and athletic administrators, seek jobs and careers that maximize their earning potential. It would be irrational, in my view, to contend that college athletes and their families should operate differently. 


There’s also another truth that’s been overlooked: NCAA Division I athletics have been getting more and more commercialized for decades, with top officials, athletic directors and coaches commanding high six- or even seven- and eight-figure salaries. The notable exceptions are the athletes themselves, who until 2021 got little more than scholarships, even though their talent and work are at the center of the whole enterprise. 





Athletes benefit in more ways than just money


Of course, the major change for athletes in this new system is that they can make money. But that’s not the only benefit they get.


In my most recent study, several co-authors and I found that athletic department staff across the country held a positive view of name, image and likeness policies. They told us that their college athletes, as a result of engaging in NIL deals, seem to be maturing more quickly than before, are behaving more responsibly and are often partnering with charities to support worthy causes. With opportunities to earn additional income now feasible, today’s college athletes seem to be more mindful that other organizations are more likely to partner with them if they demonstrate consistently reliable and mature behavior. 


They have also been able to pursue skills or talents that were previously not permitted, such as starting and marketing their own small business while competing as a college athlete, or obtaining hands-on experience to better understand taxes and other financial matters. 


Though administrators in our study had some concerns about potential harmful outcomes stemming from name, image and likeness opportunities, such as pressure to excel or unmet expectations, they said they hadn’t yet seen any evidence of those harms. 


Our study also highlighted how economic well-being influences other components of a person’s overall well-being, such as their mental, emotional or social health. So if schools and coaches are interested in ensuring their athletes’ overall well-being, providing them with ways to earn money can play an important part in this. 


Even relatively small financial gains of a few hundred or a few thousand dollars from branding opportunities can make a profound difference to a young person or their families. 


A paternalistic attitude


Hand-wringing about paying student-athletes, in my view, is the result of a historically entrenched paternalistic mindset in college sports. 


For example, despite most college athletes being 18 to 23 years old and therefore legally adults, broadcasters, coaches and others still often refer to them as “kids.” A 2025 study that analyzed nearly 100 Division I policies found that teams sought to control athletes and limit their self-determination, such as dictating their physical appearance or when and how they interacted with family and friends. 


Ultimately, these athletes aren’t kids. They’re adults, the vast majority of whom have a very limited amount of time to earn money off their athletic talent and hard work. While the system governing name, image and likeness could be improved, along with other policies in college athletics, athletes are benefiting in numerous ways beyond the obvious financial gain.


If athletes are the central stakeholders of college athletics, and their well-being is the foremost priority of the enterprise, I believe the opportunity for them to capitalize on name, image and likeness should not just be permanently accepted but genuinely celebrated.

The research cited in this article, conducted by me and my colleagues, was funded through a grant from the American Athletic Conference. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/what-critics-of-college-athletes-making-money-get-wrong-about-name-image-and-likeness-policies-256958
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