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Dolly Parton took control of her career by making men the butt of the joke

theconversation.com · Stephanie Vander Wel, Associate Professor of Music, University at Buffalo

Dolly Parton was fond of saying, 'It takes a lot of money to look this cheap.' Paul Natkin/Getty ImagesOf all the moments that capture Dolly Parton’s musical talents, fierce intelligence and driving ambition, I often find myself thinking back to an awkward, ad-libbed live television duet on “The Porter Wagoner Show.”


The year was 1973. Parton had been performing alongside Wagoner on the syndicated variety show since 1967. Though this had been her big break in Nashville, Parton was feeling confined by playing second fiddle to Wagoner, who, as her producer, often took control of the musical arrangements of her songs. Despite Parton’s commercial success, he was often dismissive of her creative vision. 


With Parton and Wagoner set to perform “Run That By Me One More Time” – a song Parton had written in 1970, about a marital quarrel – Wagoner begins by saying, “Me and my sidekick, she just kicked me in the side.” Dolly retorts, “Not yet, but I think I will after this.”


After the two sing the opening lines, Parton dives into her verse:  



“Well you’re late again I see


What’s your excuse this time?


Don’t try to kiss and make up


When you smell so strong from wine.”




Right as Wagoner moves in to sing his excuse for coming home late, Parton unexpectedly interrupts him by singing a prolonged, “Well, I –” as if she were going to sing another line. Porter, caught by surprise, pauses. Parton laughs, “I thought I’d throw that in.” A flustered Wagoner asks Parton where they are in the song. 


Back on track, Wagoner begins the next verse, demanding to know what Parton has done with the rent money. She ad-libs her explanation: “You seen me put that money in that cookie jar the same day you brought it home and one day I come back from shopping and I looked and every dime of that money was gone but I didn’t get it and you know I didn’t get it.”


She’s gone well over her allotted time, and Wagoner starts singing his planned retort. But Parton doesn’t let up and starts speaking over him: “I didn’t get it. I don’t know who got it but I don’t want you packing it on me no more.”  


Guffaws are audible from the crowd. All Wagoner can do is awkwardly laugh as he says, “Would you run – me by that one more time.” 



            
            Dolly Parton and Porter Wagoner perform ‘Run That By Me One More Time’ on a 1973 episode of ‘The Porter Wagoner Show.’
          

Wagoner eventually recovers and the two cheerfully finish the song to applause. But for anyone watching, it’s clear who’s in control and whose song it is.


A year later, Parton left the show after writing the hit songs “Jolene” and “I Will Always Love You.” Her 1976 album, “All I Can Do,” was nominated for a Grammy for Best Country Vocal Performance, Female. 


The rest – 25 No. 1 country singles, 10 Grammy awards, 44 Top 10 country albums – is history.


Turning the tables


Parton, who died on Aug. 25, 2026, didn’t simply tell jokes for cheap chuckles.


In my work as a scholar of country music, I’ve written about how female country artists from the mid-20th century to the 2010s deployed humor to elbow their way into an industry that has often been hostile to women.


Throughout the genre’s history, female country artists could be treated as window dressing for the male main attractions. And when women did achieve success, the industry could be quick to portray them as climbers who abandoned their country roots in pursuit of pop stardom.


Women also traditionally have had a harder time getting recording contracts and radio airplay. As recently as 2015, radio consultant Keith Hill controversially said that country stations should play mostly male artists, describing men as the “lettuce” and women as the “tomatoes” in a salad.


One way female artists fought back? By using humor to upend expectations about how women should behave.


In Lulu Belle’s comedic take on marriage in her 1939 song “I Wish I Was a Single Girl Again,” she plays the part of the female rube. By assuming the caricature of female hillbilly, she was able to do or say things that a conventionally respectable female character couldn’t.


Similarly, June Carter often played the unruly country girl who aimed her punchlines at male hosts and duet partners, including Johnny Cash. And in the uproarious “Got My Name Changed Back,” the contemporary trio Pistol Annies use humor to turn the pain of divorce into a celebration of female empowerment. 


But few have ever wielded humor as deftly as Parton. She used quick-witted retorts and self-deprecating jokes as weapons to disarm audiences and shine a spotlight on double standards and gendered biases.



            [image: Young woman with blonde hair smiles while hugging a young man wearing a blue baseball cap.]
            
              Dolly Parton hugs comedian John Belushi at Windows on the World in New York City in May 1977.
              Art Zelin/Getty Images
            
          

She often did this by making men the butt of her jokes.


Take two of Parton’s first commercial hits: “Dumb Blonde,” written by Curly Putman, and her self-penned “Something Fishy.”


In “Dumb Blonde,” Parton tells the story of a cheating man who, upon being confronted, angrily accuses her of being a “dumb blonde.” After announcing that “this dumb blonde ain’t nobody’s fool,” the song’s narrator triumphantly declares, “If there’s one thing this blonde has learned, blondes have more fun,” before walking away from the relationship on her own terms.


“Something Fishy” is another song about a cheater. Parton’s lyrics contrast the man’s thin lies about “going on fishing trips” with her suspicion of his infidelities. 


“Something fishy is going on,” she says wryly, playing up the pun. The audience is in on the mockery of this dim-witted man, whose astute wife can see right through him. 


Dolly’s world



            [image: Young woman with billowing, blonde hair rolls her eyes while singing into a microphone, with one hand on her hip.]
            
              Dolly Parton performs at the Wembley Empire Pool in London in April 1976.
              Andrew Putler/Redferns via Getty Images
            
          

In the same way that Parton took the spotlight from Wagoner during that televised duet in 1973 – and makes it clear who’s in control and who isn’t – Parton also took control of the narrative of her career. When critics questioned her commitment to country, she demonstrated that popular stardom and country authenticity were not mutually exclusive. When they condemned her ambition, she made no apologies for wanting more. When they tried to ridicule her look, she owned her Dolly image by means of her wit.


As Parton would often say, “It costs a lot of money to look this cheap.”


There’s so much in that line. For one, it’s hilarious. But it also signals that she intentionally crafted her campy persona, and that her calculated appearance also contributed to her wild success.


That was Dolly: self-deprecating, self-aware, self-assured and, yes – wickedly funny.

Stephanie Vander Wel 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/dolly-parton-took-control-of-her-career-by-making-men-the-butt-of-the-joke-290574
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‘Must I take all my antibiotics?’ Why infectious disease experts are rethinking this longstanding rule

theconversation.com · Amy J. Mathers, Associate Professor of Medicine and Pathology, University of Virginia

For decades, researchers thought that bacteria become resistant to antibiotics if patients stopped taking these drugs early. Liudmila Chernetska/iStock via Getty Images PlusYou’ve probably heard it for years, every time you get a prescription for antibiotics: “Make sure to take all the pills.” 


Traditionally, clinicians have given two reasons for these strict instructions: So the infection doesn’t come back, and so you don’t end up with bugs so hearty that antibiotics can’t kill them. 


But these days, clinicians like me are starting to rethink this approach.


As a physician specializing in infectious diseases and the medical director of the the University of Virginia’s antimicrobial stewardship program, I’ve spent much of my career focused on using antibiotics wisely and encouraging colleagues to be thoughtful about how they choose and for how long they prescribe these medicines. 


The evidence around how long patients should take antibiotics is more nuanced than the traditional advice to “finish the course” suggests. Yes, it’s still a good idea to follow your doctor’s advice – but not because stopping your medicine early would breed bacteria that are resistant to antibiotics.


A mistaken cause of microbial resistance


When physicians began to use penicillin widely in the 1940s, they noticed something curious in the first few hundred patients. Some improved dramatically in just a few days, while others required longer courses to cure their infection and avoid relapse. 


Studies eventually showed that the type of infection a patient has, the specific bacteria causing it and how well an antibiotic can penetrate into infected areas in the body all play a role in this variation. 



            [image: A patient sits on an exam table holding his throat while a doctor takes notes]
            
              Strep throat can come back after a short course of antibiotics – but it’s not because some bacteria were resistant to the drugs.
              supersizer/E+ via Getty Images
            
          

But the message that patients must finish whatever course of antibiotics they were given – which was promoted by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and World Health Organization – was based on a misconception that if you don’t kill all the infecting organisms right away, the ones that come back and cause a relapsed infection will be resistant to the original antimicrobial drug. 


However, there is little evidence of that. Take strep throat, for example. This bacterial infection sometimes comes back after a short course of antibiotics, but that’s not because of resistant bacteria. Rather, it’s because the patient may get reinfected – for example, from the bug circulating at home or in school – or because an antimicrobial did not penetrate the infected tissue fully, leaving some straggler bacteria in place to regrow.  


In fact, the bacteria that cause strep throat have never developed resistance to penicillin, even after decades of use or in the setting of a relapsed infection.




Balancing antibiotics’ pros and cons


Scientists now know that it’s not shortened courses of antibiotics that can promote antimicrobial resistance, but that antibiotic exposure itself creates selective pressure for resistant bacteria to emerge. 


What many clinicians, including myself, worry about is that most antibiotics do not just target the bacteria causing the infection. They also affect the many bacteria people naturally carry in their gut, mouth and elsewhere in the body including the beneficial ones.


The longer someone takes an antibiotic, the more it can disrupt these microbial communities – often called the microbiome. 


Antibiotics begin affecting the microbiome as soon as they are taken. By killing or suppressing bacteria that are susceptible to the drug, antibiotics can give resistant bacteria a survival advantage, allowing them to make up a greater proportion of the remaining bacterial population. Thus, each additional day of treatment provides more opportunity for this selection to occur.  


This is why researchers have increasingly focused on finding the shortest course that reliably cures an infection by providing enough antibiotic to treat the infection successfully, while avoiding unnecessary exposure that can further disrupt the microbiome and give unwanted bacteria a chance to thrive.


Durations in flux


Over the past decade, several clinical trials involving infections including bladder infections, pneumonia and even bloodstream infections have found that shorter courses of antibiotics can work just as well as longer ones, often with fewer side effects. 


Thanks to this evidence, doctors today prescribe much shorter courses of antibiotics than they did a decade ago. What used to be a 14-day prescription is now often three, five or seven. 


But shorter is not always better. Some complicated infections require weeks of treatment. An infection may be contained in a pocket, such as an abscess, or involve tissue that antibiotics have difficulty reaching. Or, a person might have a weakened immune system, making it harder for their body to clear the infection. 


Ideally, your healthcare provider would take these factors into account and use the most up-to-date evidence for deciding which antibiotic to prescribe and for how long. Following their advice is still your best bet. 


Their medical judgment may be imperfect, simply because the full picture on how long infections must be treated is still coming into view. Researchers have not studied all types of infections, and few studies have looked at patients with underlying health issues or those in hospitals. 


What’s important to remember, however, is that the goal isn’t simply to take fewer antibiotics but to use them for the shortest amount of time that has been shown to safely and effectively treat a particular infection.



            
            Using antibiotics when they are not needed is a major cause of growing antibiotic resistance.
          

Can you stop when you feel better?


Since about 2020, researchers began asking whether patients could use their improvement in symptoms as a guide for when to stop taking antibiotics and thus limit unnecessary antibiotic exposure. 


In theory, this could work for some patients some of the time for some infections – thereby reducing unnecessary antimicrobial exposure – but in practice, it’s not that simple. While certain infections could be treated with shorter courses of antibiotics than doctors have traditionally prescribed, there’s little to no research on how the length of time taking antibiotics aligns with when a person’s symptoms improve. For some infections, a person may feel better but still require additional antibiotics to fully treat and keep the infection from coming back. 


What’s more, feeling better is subjective, so using a patient’s sense of when they’re feeling better as a guide means different people might stop taking their antibiotics at different times. 


A better way to cut down on unnecessary antibiotics use is for clinicians to be more mindful not to prescribe them unnecessarily – which many still do.  A 2025 review of 412 studies showed that roughly a third of antibiotics prescriptions worldwide are inappropriate. 


This is especially true for colds and other infections in the nose, throat and sinuses, many of which are caused by viruses and don’t need antibiotics at all. When patients take antibiotics for these ailments and start to feel better after a few days, it’s likely not because the antibiotic improved their condition but just because their body successfully fought off the infection on its own. 


Another piece of the discussion is trust. The “complete the course” message has long served as a simple, clear way to get people to take their medications seriously. Changing that message, especially when trust in public health is already fragile, needs to be done carefully. 


Even with this in mind, however, the data is clear that a shorter unfinished course is not the cause of antibiotic resistance. 


And for us physicians, it’s our job to prescribe antibiotics only when they’re truly necessary, to rely on up-to-date evidence to guide duration and to talk to our patients about what to expect: when they should start feeling better, when to worry about recurrence and what to do if they’re not sure whether to keep taking their medication.

Amy J. Mathers 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/must-i-take-all-my-antibiotics-why-infectious-disease-experts-are-rethinking-this-longstanding-rule-248617



03

Communicating uncertainty in research is hard, so we worked on how best to do it – here’s what you can watch out for

theconversation.com · Matthew Facciani, Research Scientist, Yale University · Aleeza Gerstein, Associate Professor in Microbiology and Statistics, University of Manitoba · Kristi Heather Kenyon, Associate Professor of Human Rights, University of Winnipeg · S. Michelle Driedger, Professor of College of Community and Global Health, University of Manitoba

Uncertainty is inherent in science, but communicating it effectively requires more than explaining how much error is present in graphs.  Tom Werner/DigitalVision via Getty ImagesEarlier this summer, the four of us spent three days in a room with a dozen others whose jobs sound nothing like ours, or like each other’s: a cosmologist, an emergency management scholar, a genetic counselor, a hydrologist, a neuropsychologist, a health risk communication scholar, a cognitive neuroscientist, a theater director, an investigative journalist and a meteorologist. We’re also from four different disciplines: a sociologist, a human rights scholar, an Indigenous community health scholar and a microbial geneticist. 


We had convened through CIFAR, a research organization that gathers interdisciplinary groups to work on hard questions, for a workshop on a challenge that none of our fields can solve alone: how to grapple with, and communicate about, uncertainty in research.


To start, we each brought an object that captured our own struggle with representing uncertainty clearly. One of us brought a handheld weather monitor. Another brought a blank flip chart. A third brought a gachapon, the prize from a Japanese capsule-toy vending machine, which you buy without knowing which toy you’ll get. After the show-and-tell exercise, it was obvious we were all circling the same problem.



            [image: A table with a variety of objects: a map, a pamphlet, a statistical table, a coin, a deck of cards, two-colored dice and more.]
            
              Researchers brought in objects that represent what uncertainty means to them in their work.
              CIFAR
            
          

The instinct for many researchers is to treat uncertainty as a failing, something to paper over before anyone notices. Our conversation suggested the opposite: that uncertainty is everywhere in every field, and it is worth naming out loud rather than hiding. It is not the absence of knowledge or a lack of results – it is a generative space where curiosity, learning and new understanding are possible.


Most of us also agreed that our struggle to articulate uncertainty makes it harder to share our work clearly with the public, and that glossing over it can damage public trust when people later discover the doubt we left out.


Every field is in the uncertainty business


Uncertainty is not a problem to be solved. Navigating uncertainty is the job, and it never fully goes away.


What do researchers mean by uncertainty? Broadly: Everything we don’t yet know about the thing we are trying to describe, and how much that missing knowledge could change the answer. 



            [image: A scientist looking at six TV screens showing lists of data, maps of storms and radar]
            
              Weather forecasters take in lots of complex scientific information to come up with predictions.
              AP Photo/Anita Snow
            
          

It could mean that there is a range of possible outcomes – for example, that it might rain or it might not. Weather forecasters collapse a hugely complex atmosphere into a two-dimensional map, knowing that two skilled people will draw different predictions from the same input.


It could mean that information is incomplete or still evolving, like whether an active wildfire will affect a particular community. A wildfire scientist argued that calling fires simply “unpredictable” risks abdicating responsibility. They cannot say exactly when or where a given fire will start, how fast it will move, or what it will destroy, but they can say with near-certainty that fires will happen somewhere. Treating the whole thing as unknowable can become an excuse not to plan. 


Uncertainty could also mean that we have modeled something in the lab but don’t know how well that will translate out in the world. Or it could mean that we are not sure how people will respond to information, such as a wildfire evacuation order.


Reducing uncertainty can help to some extent, but local authorities also need to build mitigation strategies under the assumption that a fire is coming.


As another example, genetic counselors communicate uncertainty with families facing a potential diagnosis. They translate what they know about a health risk at a population level into information that individuals can use to make personal decisions they will have to live with.


Even the most quantitative fields run on judgment. A statistician reminded us that the line between a “significant” and a “nonsignificant” result, which conventionally is dictated using a statistical metric called a p-value at a threshold of 0.05, is as much a social convention as a mathematical one.



            
            A p-value reflects the probability that a result found in a study was not due to random chance.
          

A cosmologist described the 2014 BICEP2 episode, when a team announced that it had glimpsed the universe’s first instant, only for the signal to turn out to be consistent with dust in our own galaxy. Physics demands extraordinary confidence before calling something a discovery, but even that assumes you are measuring the right thing in the first place.


An investigative journalist put it most plainly: “Beyond a reasonable doubt” is not the same as absolute certainty. A wrongful conviction can happen when a jury or judge forgets the difference. 


Most people never encounter academic research directly. They encounter it secondhand: through a news story, a news release, a social media post or a conversation with someone they trust. If researchers do not communicate uncertainty clearly, each handoff becomes another opportunity for misunderstanding. 


The hard part is the handoff


Qualitative research from March 2026 found that many scientists across disciplines view communicating uncertainty as a form of translation. They see the practice as trying to faithfully convey complex evidence while adapting it to audiences who often expect simple, definitive answers. 


Researchers also described a pressure to sound more certain than the evidence warrants. Journalists and editors want a clean, quotable finding, and in a polarized environment, readers can pick up on any admission of doubt and use it as evidence that the whole field is unreliable. 


How uncertainty is received depends less on the data than on the delivery and on what the audience already believes. People rarely evaluate findings directly; they absorb them secondhand and lean on identity and trusted messengers. In practice, that means you take your cues from people you see as being on your side or like you – a family doctor, a faith leader, a neighbor, a favorite podcaster – more than from the study itself.


People with different life experiences, perspectives on health and well-being, and histories with government, authorities and researchers interpret information differently and trust different sources. Those who have experienced discrimination in the healthcare system are less likely to trust medical practitioners and less likely to seek their care. People who understand their health conditions within a cultural or spiritual context may eschew pharmaceutical solutions, or may use them in conjunction with other forms of treatment.


Imagine two people reading the same headline about a rare side effect from a new vaccine. One has always had a doctor who explained things patiently, and reads it as reassuring evidence that the system catches problems. The other has been dismissed or mistreated in a clinic before, and reads the same sentence as confirmation that they were not told the whole story the first time. The number is identical. The conclusion is not.  


The reassuring finding, across the research represented in the room at the CIFAR workshop, is that candidness about uncertainty generally maintains or builds trust rather than erodes it. 


Researchers who are sincere, relatable and genuinely care are effective messengers for communicating uncertain or evolving information. What erodes trust is vagueness, backtracking and the sense that someone is managing you rather than leveling with you.


However, manufacturing uncertainty when the research is sound can serve to reinforce power structures or political narratives. The clearest example is the tobacco industry, which spent decades funding research and publicity designed not to prove cigarettes were safe, but simply to keep the question looking open. That strategy of producing scientific uncertainty delayed regulation for a generation, and the same playbook was later borrowed by other industries, including on climate change.


What you can ask of researchers


If there was a consensus in the workshop room, it was less a formula than a set of guardrails. These came out of scholars talking to each other across disciplines, but they double as a checklist of questions to ask when you’re reading about a new study or public health recommendation, or watching a weather forecast.


First, is the report clear about what the available evidence tells you, and the boundaries of what it doesn’t? Does it separate the data from the policy options?


Second, does the report set expectations and disclose that the information may change over time, and say how and why it might do so?


Third, is it specific? Plain estimates land better than vague verbal hedging. Hedging can sound like “this could be somewhat higher or lower.”


Fourth, is it transparent about who is speaking and any bias related to the tools, the researchers, the institutions or the funding structure?


Uncertainty is not the enemy of good research or public trust. It is the open question that invites the next one – the space where curiosity lives. In an information environment crowded with confident, unreliable voices, researchers’ willingness to say “here is what we don’t know, and here is how we’ll find out” may be the most trustworthy thing that researchers can offer.

Aleeza Gerstein received funding from the Canadian Institute for Advanced Research (CIFAR) to host the 'Communicating Uncertainty' workshop in 2026.
Kristi Heather Kenyon received funding from the Canadian Institute for Advanced Research (CIFAR) to host the 'Communicating Uncertainty' workshop in 2026.
S. Michelle Driedger receives funding from Tri-Council sources like CIHR and SSHRC. 
Matthew Facciani 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/communicating-uncertainty-in-research-is-hard-so-we-worked-on-how-best-to-do-it-heres-what-you-can-watch-out-for-287550
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Professional gaming is brutal on the body – inside the growing field of treating esports injuries

theconversation.com · Erica D. Henn, Assistant Professor of Kinesiology and Exercise Science, Temple University

A Taiwanese gamer from the esports team Flash Wolves takes pills during a training session for the 'League of Legends' World Championship at a boot camp in Shanghai. Chandan Khanna/AFP via Getty ImagesChinese esports player Jian “Uzi” Zi-hao was more than a star “League of Legends” player: He was so talented that his team structured its entire strategy around his abilities, funneling resources to him and another teammate, Shi “Ming” Sen-Ming, so the duo could lead the team to victory. Over the course of his career, he earned more than US$500,000 in tournament prize money.


And yet in 2020, Jian announced his retirement, his storied career cut short by chronic wrist and arm injuries.


He was 25 years old.


Video games have a reputation for keeping people glued to the couch. But for those who compete against the best players in the world, gaming can be surprisingly physically and mentally taxing. 


The strain of ‘climbing the ladder’


The best esports players often have grinding schedules. They’re expected to regularly practice, participate in scrimmages and compete in official matches. Even at the recreational level, esports players cite the mental toll: playing for hours a day, every day, to hone their skills so they can “climb the ladder.”


A 2021 study of Portuguese esports players found that 37% experienced anxiety and depression, and 45% experienced sleep disturbances. The most common physical injuries in esports generally fall under eye problems and musculoskeletal issues.


Prolonged screen time leads to many types of vision problems in gamers, from the more common eye fatigue to a decreased ability to focus. Furthermore, the light emitted from screens appears to contribute to sleep disturbances by disrupting the release of melatonin, the hormone that helps regulate your sleep-wake cycle.



            [image: Young woman angles her head backward while she dispenses eye drops from a small bottle.]
            
              A member of the all-female computer gaming team QWER uses eye drops at her team’s training center in Seoul.
              Ed Jones/AFP via Getty Images
            
          

Many esport players – professional or otherwise – also battle hand and wrist pain, with repetitive button-smashing causing injuries such as carpal tunnel syndrome, tendonitis and “gamer’s thumb,” which arises from overuse or irritation of the tendons around the thumb and wrist. Many of the overuse injuries seen among video game players are also familiar to assembly-line workers, whose jobs can involve similarly repetitive movements.


Then there are the back injuries. Players can remain seated for three or more hours without a break, and this prolonged sitting can take a toll on the lower back and spine.


The sedentary nature of esports has also led to a lesser-known – sometimes fatal – injury called deep vein thrombosis: a blood clot, often in the leg, that can become life-threatening if it travels to the lungs. In 2011, British gamer Chris Staniforth – who would play for as long as 12 hours at a time – died of the condition.


Preventative measures


As more esports injury research has been published, more treatment and prevention strategies have emerged.


Top esports teams now have physical therapists, performance psychologists, athletic trainers and even massage therapists on staff to optimize the performance and recovery of their players. 


Teams often incorporate group exercise activities to both build rapport among players and reduce the risk of injuries. During competition, proper positioning of the spine and limbs has become an essential injury prevention strategy. For example, selecting a chair that encourages an upright posture can reduce pain and injury risk, especially when gamers couple ergonomics with an exercise program that centers on functional strength, mobility and stretching of the upper limbs.



            [image: Two young men and one young woman balance on one leg while clasping the raised knee of their other leg with both hands.]
            
              Brazilian esports athletes attend a physical training session in Rio de Janeiro in May 2021.
              Mauro Pimentel/AFP via Getty Images
            
          

Looking to the stage


When esports began gaining mainstream popularity in the 1990s and early 2000s, its proponents were eager to draw comparisons to traditional sports and athletic competition. The parallels helped establish esports’ legitimacy and gave non-gamers a familiar framework for understanding the competition.


As esports became a big business and a lucrative career path, players and teams hired a web of support staff – trainers, coaches and therapists – that mirrored the structure of professional sports. In this vein, a lot of esports injury research has pulled from the training methods of traditional sports.


However, as a scholar of exercise science, I think injury treatment and prevention strategies could be further improved by seeing esports competitors as more like musicians and dancers than football players and basketball players.


Performance optimization and injury research on professional performing artists has existed for centuries, and I think it represents a valuable, untapped resource. That’s because the physical and mental stresses experienced during musical performance have a lot in common with esports competition: long stretches of sitting; small, dexterous hand movements; and performing without the real-time input of a coach.


For example, biomechanics research has found similar patterns of forearm muscle fatigue among esports players and piano players. However, no studies to date have directly compared the two groups.


And what if the interest in joint hypermobility or hand size among performing artists were translated to esport populations? Could popular piano warm-up exercises be effective for esports athletes who use keyboards?


Even research on sports like car racing might offer valuable insights. As with gamers, many people overlook how physically demanding car racing can be – and yes, that includes sitting for extended periods of time.



            [image: Young man stands watching the blurred figure of another young man moving in front of a large, illuminated device affixed to a wall.]
            
              A member of the esport team Vitality observes a demonstration of a reflex-training machine in Enstone, England.
              Philippe Lopez/AFP via Getty Images
            
          

Prevention and rehabilitation techniques continue to improve. Even Jian, the player who retired in 2020, returned to play for a few splits, or partial seasons, in 2022 and 2023.


In July 2023, “League of Legends” star Lee “Faker” Sang-hyeok was relegated to the bench due to cubital tunnel syndrome, an injury that emerges from arm and hand overuse. 


Through a treatment plan that included changing his gaming posture and intensive physical therapy, Lee was able to return to play just a month later. He went on to win three consecutive world championships, with his support team helping prevent recurrence of injury throughout each season. 


Thanks to his rehabilitation, Lee’s fans will be able to follow his hunt for his fourth “League of Legends” World Championship, which kicks off in October 2026 in the United States.


Sienna Cinti assisted with the research and writing of this article.

Erica D. Henn does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.
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Dementia care navigators help Latino Coloradans get the support they need

theconversation.com · Hillary Lum, GUIDE Medical Director/Practitioner, University of Colorado Anschutz

Latino Americans are 1.5 times more likely to develop Alzheimer’s disease than white Americans, according to the Alzheimer’s Association. 


In Colorado, nearly a quarter of the overall population identifies as Hispanic or Latino. As Coloradans age, more individuals and families in these communities will be affected by dementia.


Today approximately 11,000 of the 91,000 Coloradans ages 65 years and older who live with Alzheimer’s disease are Latino. Many face barriers to timely diagnoses, medical treatments and coordination of care. 


Nearly 9 in 10 Latinos say it is important for dementia care providers to understand their cultural backgrounds, according to an Alzheimer’s Association 2021 report. Two years later, another study found that dementia care often misses or overlooks unique perspectives and needs of Latinos. The study described the importance of reducing stigma about cognitive decline, helping people care for their brains to decrease dementia risk and acknowledging the impacts dementia has on families and households.



            
            Doctors encourage family members to pay attention to the warning signs of Alzheimer’s disease on a “Good Morning America” report.
          

As a geriatrician, palliative care physician and researcher in dementia care and caregiving, my work focuses on improving dementia care across cultural backgrounds, including in Latino communities. 


I am also the founding medical director of the University of Colorado Medicine GUIDE Program. GUIDE stands for Guiding an Improved Dementia Experience and is a new Medicare program that provides a trained dementia care navigator to individuals affected by dementia.


‘Nothing about us without us’


In 2024, my research team convened eight Latino caregivers as research advisers to help improve studies in dementia palliative care. 


This is an example of community-engaged research, the practice of including in the research process the perspectives of the individuals and communities that research aims to help. Individuals who are part of such studies often describe it this way: “nothing about us without us.” 


Palliative care for dementia is designed to help patients understand how the illness progresses and what decisions they need to make. It also focuses on how to improve the patients’ quality of life and support caregivers at each stage of the disease. 


We asked the caregivers who joined meetings to provide input on how we might conduct a hospital-based palliative care study so that it would better address the cultural needs of older Latinos with advanced dementia. 


The advisers described to us the challenges they faced navigating the healthcare system, especially related to a lack of interpreters or services in their preferred language or dialect. 


Their insights emphasized the need for tailored, culturally responsive dementia care. Findings from this study are helping our team implement the GUIDE program in Colorado.



            [image: An older patient and his daughter talk to a nurse during a medical exam.]
            
              Hispanic and Latino family caregivers of parents emphasize the need for culturally inclusive care.
              The Good Brigade/DigitalVision via Getty Images
            
          

The GUIDE model


Launched in 2024 by the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services, the GUIDE model provides care and support for Medicare beneficiaries living with dementia as well as their caregivers. 


There are currently 292 GUIDE programs across the U.S., including four based in Colorado. The Colorado programs serve areas that include the cities of Grand Junction, Durango, Pueblo and Denver. 


The program aims to address the overwhelming stress and concern people living with dementia and their caregivers have due to progression of the disease. 


Dementia limits a person’s ability to live and function independently. It affects people’s ability to make decisions on issues such as money and safe driving. Dementia can also cause behavioral symptoms such as confusion, apathy, personality changes, anxiety and depression. 


The GUIDE model connects eligible Medicare parts A and B beneficiaries who have dementia, and a caregiver if one is involved, with a trained dementia care navigator at no additional cost. 


That navigator works to understand their needs and challenges, and then provides tailored recommendations. These recommendations often include resources for dementia education, advice on how to coordinate care across healthcare systems and information about community resources. 


The GUIDE program also provides a comprehensive assessment and care plan from a dementia specialist, including a medication review. If eligible, patients and caregivers can also receive respite care, such as in-home care, adult daycare or facility-based care.


In the first two years of our team’s GUIDE program at the University of Colorado, we have enrolled 200 patients who have a dementia diagnosis and their caregivers. We are tracking how the program is working, including their perspectives on quality of care and levels of caregiver strain. 



            [image: An older Hispanic woman sits in a wheelchair and stares across the room.]
            
              Older people living with dementia often benefit from having an involved caregiver and a care navigator.
              grandriver/E+ via Getty Images
            
          

Moving forward


Public health agencies, community organizations and GUIDE programs are working together to help the tens of thousands of Coloradans with dementia and their families find services and support.


One outcome is the Colorado dementia GUIDE model map, which helps families and caregivers find a GUIDE program.


GUIDE programs in Colorado are also working to incorporate the specific needs of Latino communities. Insights from Latino caregivers encouraged us to hire bilingual dementia care navigators and include Spanish-language dementia resources. In 2024, the Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment launched the Talk About Dementia campaign, which included education and resources for caregiver support in English and Spanish. 


Colorado’s GUIDE programs are contributing to the national effort to study how dementia care navigation can best help patients and families living with dementia. 


Read more of our stories about Colorado.

Hillary Lum receives funding from the National Institutes of Health and the Alzheimer's Association. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/dementia-care-navigators-help-latino-coloradans-get-the-support-they-need-287148
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Ancient forests took 100,000 years to recover from the last global warming period similar to today – Wyoming fossils reveal what happened

theconversation.com · Regan E. Dunn, Associate Curator at La Brea Tar Pits and Museum; Adjunct Professor of Earth Sciences, USC Dornsife College of Letters, Arts and Sciences

Fifty-six million years ago, Earth’s forests reached a tipping point. They had grown dense, lush canopies at the start of one of Earth’s most intense episodes of greenhouse warming. But those canopies began to thin.


As global temperatures rose by as much as 11 degrees Fahrenheit (6 degrees Celsius), heat and drought put stress on the forests, killing large numbers of trees. Forest canopies opened, exposing the ground to more sunlight and altering the movement of water through the landscape. 


In southern Wyoming, ferns briefly flourished where relatives of elms, walnuts, dawn redwood and avocado trees once thrived. Then palms and other warmth-loving plants spread northward.


In a new study in the journal Science, my colleagues and I show how those Wyoming forests lost 60% of their canopy during this period, known as the Paleocene-Eocene Thermal Maximum, or PETM, and how it took them well over 100,000 years to recover.



            [image: Three scientists work on an outcropping overlooking an expanse of forest.]
            
              Two authors of the new study, Marieke Dechesne, left, and Ellen Currano, standing at center, collect fossils from a sand channel in rocks in Wyoming dated to the Paleocene-Eocene Thermal Maximum.
              Regan Dunn
            
          

The PETM was Earth’s closest natural analog to the warming the world is experiencing today, although humans are releasing carbon dioxide roughly 10 times faster than the planet’s natural processes did then.


Understanding what happened to the forests may help humanity recognize similar thresholds before the planet crosses them again.


Reading the forest from fossil leaves


As paleobotanists, my colleagues and I use plant fossils to identify which species once lived in a place. We wanted to answer a harder question: What did the forest itself look like and how did it change?


The structure of a forest – and importantly its canopy – controls the amount of light that reaches the forest floor, the temperature, water habitat and amount of carbon the forest can store, making it one of the clearest indicators of ecosystem function.


But how do you measure the density of a forest that disappeared 56 million years ago?





Ecologists measure canopy density using what’s known as leaf area index. Dense forests with multiple layers of leaves intercepting sunlight have a high leaf area index score, while open forests that allow more light to reach the forest floor have a lower score. Because the forest canopy influences shade, temperature, water loss and photosynthesis, the index provides a powerful measure of forest function.


Our clues to the density of forest canopies millions of years ago came from microscopic plant cuticles – the thin, waxy outer skin of leaves that can survive for millions of years in organic-rich sediments.


You can still see the shapes of epidermal cells in these fossil leaf fragments, and that’s important.


The cell shape reflects the amount of sunlight the leaf received while growing. Leaves that grow in shade develop longer, more elongated cells as they stretch out seeking sunlight. Those exposed to more sun develop shorter, rounder ones.



            [image: Images show the denser canopy cover with elongated cells than with rounded cells in leaves.]
            
              Images on the left illustrate the amount of canopy cover that a creature on the ground likely would have seen looking up toward the sky. Each example is connected to the shape of its fossil cuticle cells on the right. The more open the canopy, the rounder the cells.
              R. Dunn, et al., 2026
            
          

We turned that relationship into a tool for reconstructing ancient forests. To calibrate it, we collected soils from forests across Central and South America spanning a wide range of canopy densities. Each handful of soil contains cuticles shed by many different plants across the canopy, reflecting the structure of the forest as a whole.



            [image: Four images show the differences between elongated and rounded cells in leaves.]
            
              Two sets of magnified leaf cuticle cells: Fresh leaves are on the left and fossil leaves are on the right. Comparing the two sets shows the difference between the more elongated cells in the top set, which had more canopy cover, and rounder cells, suggesting more sun exposure, in the bottom set.
              R. Dunn, et al., 2026
            
          

The fossil record preserves this same fragmented leaf litter. Comparing the shapes of thousands of epidermal cells with the leaf area index we measured revealed a remarkably strong relationship: The more elongated the cells, the denser the forest canopy above them.


That relationship allowed us to reconstruct the structure of Wyoming’s forests millions of years ago and show how they changed over time.


When forests reach their limits


One of the most surprising discoveries was that the forests did not enter the Paleocene-Eocene Thermal Maximum in decline.


Just before rapid warming began, the forest canopies reached their greatest density in hundreds of thousands of years, likely reflecting favorable growing conditions as atmospheric carbon dioxide began to increase. A leading theory for the source of that carbon dioxide involves volcanic eruptions.


That flourishing forest did not last, however. As temperatures climbed, heat and drought overwhelmed the benefits of higher carbon dioxide levels. The canopy rapidly thinned as trees died, and it remained much thinner for over 100,000 years.



            [image: Two charts show how tree canopy declined, while palms expanded, then palms shrunk as the canopy grew again.]
            
              Tree canopy is often measured using leaf area index. This chart of the Paleocene–Eocene Thermal Maximum, 56 million years ago, shows how the canopy cover shrank as temperatures rose, with the timeline starting with the oldest period at the bottom. The bars on the right show the percentage of different types of plants in forests in Wyoming as the mix changed with the canopy cover, based on fossilized pollen and other palynomorphs.
              R. Dunn, et al., 2026
            
          

The forests functioned very differently in this diminished state, and that affected the surrounding environment. Ancient soils gave way to coarser river deposits, suggesting that the loss of canopy altered how water and sediment moved through the basin.


The changing climate changed the forest, and the forest changed the landscape.


Lessons for today


This sequence carries an important lesson for today.


Higher carbon dioxide levels like the world is experiencing now can stimulate plant growth, but only while temperatures and water remain within the limits that trees can tolerate.


Beyond those limits, heat, drought, insects, pathogens and wildfire can overwhelm any fertilization effect that would boost growth.


Around the world, many forests are already showing signs of diminishing as temperatures rise, in addition to deforestation for timber, crops and rangeland that further reduce their resilience.


Forests recovered, but it took over 100,000 years


The story of the ancient forests of 56 million years ago does not end with collapse.


Over time, the increased breaking down of rocks in the warmer climate, known as weathering, gradually pulled carbon from the air, storing it in marine sediments. That allowed the climate to cool and water to become more available. 


Forest canopies recovered, eventually becoming even denser than before the warming began. As the forests expanded, they likely restored their ability to stabilize soils, regulate the water cycle and draw carbon from the atmosphere, helping reduce the greenhouse effect and boost the planet’s long-term recovery.



            [image: Two scientists in hard hats, with heavy machinery in the background. One scientists is separating part of a long cylinder of mud and sediment.]
            
              Study authors Regan Dunn and Ellen Currano work on a sediment core extracted from Wyoming’s Hanna Basin by colleagues with the U.S. Geological Survey. Cores like this capture layers of fossil pollen and leaf material going back in time, revealing how environments changed.
              Regan Dunn
            
          

Our study shows that carbon dioxide emissions have pushed forests beyond their physiological limits before, triggering changes that ripple from vegetation to rivers and across entire landscapes. It also shows that forests are remarkably resilient when given time to recover, but what counts as time is far longer than a human lifespan – it requires thousands of generations.


Today, human-caused carbon emissions and warming are unfolding vastly faster than during the PETM. The fossil record reminds us that forests can recover, but only if humanity avoids pushing them beyond thresholds from which recovery takes tens of thousands of years.

Regan E. Dunn does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.
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Controlling wild pigs can work if it’s a group effort

theconversation.com · Chris Boyer, Professor and Department Head, Agricultural and Resource Economics, University of Tennessee · Aaron Smith, Professor of Agricultural and Resource Economics, University of Tennessee · Eunchun Park, Assistant Professor of Agricultural Economics and Agribusiness, University of Arkansas

Feral swine are found in at least 35 states in the U.S. CRobertson/iStock/Getty Images PlusThe federal government is injecting millions of dollars into efforts to combat feral hogs – and it’s considering spending even more in the coming years. The problem has grown for decades, but our research has found that a recently revived federal effort offers the potential for bringing the hogs under control.


Feral swine roam in 35 states, according to the U.S. Department of Agriculture. The most recent population figures, from 2016, estimated that 7 million feral pigs were loose in the nation then. That number may be much higher today: Feral hogs breed year-round and each year can produce up to two litters of four to 12 piglets per litter. Feral hog populations have been estimated to be able to double in just four months.


The U.S. Department of Agriculture estimates that wild pigs do between US$2.5 billion and $3.4 billion in property damage each year. At least $800 million of that is destruction of crops.


Beyond crops, feral hogs spread disease to livestock, damage farm infrastructure such as fences and roads needed for agricultural production, destroy recreational parks and cause extensive environmental damage to wildlife habitats, water quality and plant ecosystems.


They’re hard to control because feral hogs roam across large areas of privately owned land. If neighboring landowners don’t work together, the hogs just move rather than being killed or contained. Basic economic theory says landowners would wait for others to spend the time, money and energy to control hogs – which means nobody does, and the problems grow. 



            [image: A pile of turned-up mud and dirt in the foreground, with grasses and shrubs in the background.]
            
              Feral hogs can tear up vegetation, disturb the soil and otherwise damage land and property.
              AP Photo/Gerald Herbert
            
          

An initial test


In the 2018 Farm Bill, a major piece of legislation covering wide areas of agricultural policy, Congress agreed to spend $75 million to encourage private landowners to step up together to kill feral hogs.


That program was active in selected counties in 10 hog-plagued states: Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina and Texas. Starting in 2020, the U.S. Department of Agriculture funded private landowners’ purchases of trapping equipment, on-farm trapping efforts and restoration of land the hogs had damaged.


Originally slated to end in 2023, the program was given $105 million more to spend through 2029 in the major budget and immigration package Congress passed in July 2025. Through Sept. 21, 2026, the government is accepting grant applications for the first $35 million allocation from that money.


The Farm Bill that has passed the House and is awaiting debate in the Senate would increase that funding by $150 million and extend the effort through 2031.


A useful question, before spending all that money, is how effective the first test of the program was.



            [image: The shadow of a helicopter looms over several hogs traversing grassland.]
            
              Hunting feral hogs from helicopters is just one way people have sought to control their spread and damage.
              AP Photo/Eric Gay
            
          

Reducing hogs’ damage to cornfields


Our research team of agricultural economists at the University of Tennessee and the University of Arkansas set out to examine the program’s performance.


We used federal data on crop insurance claims to compare crop damage in counties where the program was active against counties where it was not, both before and after the federal trial began. 


Not all the counties reported crop damage from wildlife. Among those that did, counties where the program wasn’t operating had crop insurance claims for wildlife damage to corn that averaged 70 acres (17.5 hectares) per policy. 


In counties where hog eradication efforts were coordinated, however, the average claim for cornfield acres damaged from wildlife declined to 10 acres per policy. That is a statistically significant result – and given the scale of corn production across the study region, it represents a meaningful reduction in losses.


When comparing crop insurance claims for soybeans, wheat, cotton and peanuts, however, we found no difference between counties with active hog control efforts and those without.


A way forward


Corn is reportedly the crop most commonly damaged by feral swine. That could help explain why we found cornfields to have the only statistically significant reduction in damage.


More generally, the program’s effectiveness may have been more limited because it launched during the COVID-19 pandemic, which restricted the community meetings and public outreach that could have boosted landowner participation. Also, the fact that it was a pilot effort may have made people reluctant to commit, fearing the program might disappear in a few years.


It is likely our study underestimates the benefits of the program. Some farmers have crop damage that is not severe enough to warrant an insurance claim, so those numbers are excluded from our analysis. And our study did not evaluate any potential changes in noncrop damage from feral hogs, such as to property, livestock, recreational parks and the environment in general.


Our research indicates the hog control program can be effective and offers several ideas for improving it, both over time and with more funding. For instance, if the efforts focused specifically on corn-producing counties, it might yield more success per dollar invested. And expanding participation through additional outreach efforts could mean more hogs are caught or killed across a wider area, amplifying the return further.


Feral hogs will be nearly impossible to eradicate completely, and the damage they cause isn’t going away either. The data suggests that with the right design and sustained investment, the federal government has a program that can make a real difference for America’s farmers.

Aaron Smith receives funding from USDA. 
Chris Boyer and Eunchun Park 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/controlling-wild-pigs-can-work-if-its-a-group-effort-289019



08

Teens are turning to AI chatbots for emotional support – here’s how to keep kids safe

theconversation.com · Phoebe S. Moore, Associate Professor of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences, UMass Chan Medical School · Megan Kelly, Professor of Psychiatry, UMass Chan Medical School · Yael Dvir, Professor of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences, UMass Chan Medical School

Chatbots were designed to emulate empathy, but not to provide meaningful mental health support. Chebotkevich/iStock via Getty Images PlusIt’s 2 a.m., and a teenage girl, worrying about a friend issue, lies awake. Rather than wake her parents, she picks up her phone, opens an AI app and types, “I’m so stressed out, I can’t sleep.” 


A reply arrives swiftly: “I’m sorry you’re dealing with this. Want to tell me a bit about what is stressing you?” The conversation unfolds, and 20 minutes later she is calmer and able to sleep. The supportive voice that calmed her? A large language model, or LLM, chatbot.


While this is a hypothetical scenario, it represents a very common pattern of artificial intelligence use by teens.


Many teens are turning to AI chatbots, which are designed to simulate empathy and maintain human engagement, for companionship, emotional support and mental health advice. Research shows that this is increasingly common, with 72% of teens having interacted with AI companion chatbots, and 13% to 20% having sought support through AI for emotional concerns in a two-month period in 2025.


In another recent study, 63% of the teens and young adults who used an AI chatbot for mental health advice had not disclosed it to anyone.


As clinical psychologists and a child psychiatrist who work with adolescents, we’ve seen this shift firsthand. 


In 2025 we published guidelines for clinicians on how to address teen chatbot use safety, and we’re now working to help parents and other trusted adults do the same.


Why teens are vulnerable


Unlike social media platforms, which connect teens with peers, AI chatbots such as ChatGPT, Claude and Gemini function as simulated conversation partners and companions, offering on-demand responses that can feel supportive and engaging. While a small number of purpose-built therapeutic chatbots have been studied in controlled settings, most teens are using general-purpose tools that were never designed or validated for mental health support. This includes stand-alone platforms such as ChatGPT and chatbots built into apps that teens already use, such as Snapchat’s My AI.


These chatbots are everywhere, highly accessible and difficult for teens to avoid. Teens often describe chatbot interactions as emotionally meaningful or supportive, sometimes even preferring chatbot conversations to talking with friends. 


Teens, still forming their sense of self and often craving social validation, may be especially prone to experiencing these simulated relationships as real. This trend is happening in real time, and a pressing question is how to guide teens to use chatbots safely.


Mental health-focused chatbots vs. general ones


There is evidence that some therapeutic AI chatbots can help adults with mild symptoms when used alongside professional mental health support. Woebot, for example, a fully automated cognitive behavioral therapy-based chatbot, reduced depressive symptoms in college students after two weeks of use. Some early evidence shows potential for helpfulness for younger teens as well.


But these are specialized tools tested in research studies — not the general-purpose chatbots like ChatGPT that most teens actually use. These systems typically lack effective crisis protocols or pathways to escalate care when someone is in danger. 


A November 2025 Common Sense Media report rated general-purpose chatbots as unacceptably risky for teen mental health support.



            
            Chatbots may not recognize signs of self-harm or suicidal thoughts as a person would.
          

Navigating the benefits and risks


General-purpose chatbots can generate inaccurate or misleading advice that is presented with high confidence. For some users, this can create confusion or reinforce unhealthy beliefs. 


Adolescents, especially those experiencing loneliness, anxiety or social-communication challenges, may form strong attachments and turn to chatbots in place of human connection. This can, in turn, distort their expectations of real relationships.


Most concerning is how these systems handle thoughts that pose real risk to teens, including thoughts of risky social behaviors, self-harm or even suicide. 


Studies of chatbot performance in detecting and responding to thoughts of suicide, by both therapeutic and general-purpose chatbots, show inadequate response. Even when the chatbots offer resources like the 988 Suicide and Crisis Lifeline, a national crisis line, conversations with concerning content are often permitted to continue without a hard stop. 


The safety of the interactions tends to degrade over the course of long conversations. So 2 a.m. ruminations can become even riskier interactions at 3 a.m. as chatbot responses become more chaotic and less subject to safety guardrails.  


Lawsuits filed and settled in 2025-26 have alleged that interactions with language models such as ChatGPT led to teen suicidal behavior and tragic losses, highlighting that commercial chatbots lack effective guardrails and crisis protocols.


Given these concerns, some chatbot programs have instituted restrictions. Character.ai, for instance, recently banned open-ended chat for users under 18. The app now requires age verification and allows parents to opt in to receive notifications.


However, many options exist for teens to still experience open-ended chats with AI, and teens often bypass safety-oriented restrictions online.



            [image: A boy looking down at a phone, with cartoonish chat icons on top of the phone.]
            
              Chatbot safeguards tend to go down as teens converse with them longer.
              Fabio Principe/iStock via Getty Images
            
          

Red flags to watch for


Parents and other trusted adults can be on the lookout for teens’ problematic behaviors, such as:



	Spending increasing amounts of time chatting with AI companions.


	Reducing time and effort in relationships with family, friends, teachers and others.


	Showing distress or irritability when chatbot access is limited.


	Reaching for chatbot interactions rather than human supports in moments of emotional distress or crisis.





These patterns mirror problematic social media use by teens – a trajectory that offers a cautionary lesson. 


Broad acknowledgment of social media’s risk came only after harms became entrenched; in 2023 the U.S. surgeon general warned that social media poses a “profound risk of harm” to youth mental health. 


In our assessment, chatbots pose a comparable risk, and early awareness is crucial.


How parents and trusted adults can help


The most powerful step is straightforward: Talk with teens about their chatbot use. 


Approaching teens with curiosity and nonjudgment is helpful. 


It makes sense to assume a teen is using a chatbot, because this is most likely the case. Rather than a closed-ended question like “Do you talk to chatbots?” which some teens may perceive as judgmental, adults can begin with open-ended questions like “When you use chatbots like ChatGPT, what do you talk about?”  


Additional detail can be gathered from questions like “Has anything ever felt uncomfortable, confusing or surprising?” or “How do you use chatbots or AI companions when you are feeling upset or overwhelmed?”


Many teens can feel relieved that parents are willing to discuss this openly, rather than dismissing or banning it outright. Parents can use what they learn in these conversations to provide guidance.


Setting boundaries for safe use


As families set boundaries around screen time and social media, they can include chatbot use as well. Time limits, particularly late at night when teens may be more emotionally vulnerable, can be helpful. Parents and teens should come to clear agreements about when chatbots should not be used, particularly during moments of crisis or high distress. 


It can be useful to review how to access human supports, such as a trusted friend, a parent, a school counselor or the 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline. You can also research alternative emotional-regulation techniques, such as journaling, distraction, grounding and breathing techniques.


Regular check-ins about how chatbot use is going and whether concerns are coming up can keep information flowing and improve safety. The goal isn’t necessarily to eliminate chatbot use but to set thoughtful boundaries that protect connection with real people and reduce the probability of unsafe interactions.



            [image: A middle-aged woman with a serious expression sits on a bed talking with a young boy.]
            
              Parents talking with their kids about chatbot use can help ensure safer interactions.
              Lock Stock/DigitalVision via Getty Images
            
          

Key points for AI literacy


Our clinical guidelines emphasize helping teens understand what chatbots are and aren’t. Parents can reinforce this as well. 


Important topics to discuss with teens include:



	Chatbots don’t “know” people; in interactions, they are predicting responses based on patterns in the chat. Therefore, any sense of understanding, connection or empathy – however convincing – is simulated, not real.


	Chatbots can make mistakes or entirely make things up – called “hallucinations” in the AI field – while showing great confidence in these inaccuracies.


	Chatbots are “tuned” by their creators to be agreeable and they tend to tell people what they want to hear, which can make their outputs less trustworthy or less useful in real-life contexts. 


	Chats with chatbots are not private or privileged, and conversations may be stored, used to train future models, reviewed by humans or surfaced in a data breach. 





Talking openly about these limitations helps teens engage more critically and safely.




Open lines of communication


Research is only beginning to emerge around how AI chatbot interactions specifically affect adolescent mental health, but the emerging concerns are real and important.


While chatbot interactions are increasingly difficult for teens to avoid, supporting teens toward safer use is possible. The time to talk with teens is now, and these conversations can protect their safety and deepen their human connections.


If you or someone you know is in crisis and are based in the U.S., call the 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline to speak with a trained listener, or text HELLO to 741741. Both services are free, available 24/7 and confidential. If you are a reader from outside the U.S., please use a helpline like the one above or speak to a healthcare professional.

Phoebe S. Moore has, in the past, received funding from the National Institutes of Health, the Implementation Science and Practice Advances Research Center at UMASS Chan Medical School, the SHINE Initiative, and Stanford University. She has served as a consultant to Human Systems, Inc., d/b/a Matter and Space, a startup that uses AI chatbots as tutors and
wellness facilitators for adult learners.
Megan Kelly receives royalties from New Harbinger Publications for a book on Acceptance and Commitment Therapy. She has received research grants from the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, the National Institutes of Health, and the Massachusetts Department of Mental Health. The views expressed in this article are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the position or policy of any institution or funder.
Yael Dvir does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.
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Wildfire-damaged historic buildings may not be as ruined as they appear, but saving them means acting fast

theconversation.com · Rebecca Napolitano, Associate Professor of Architectural Engineering, Penn State · Giorgia Giardina, Associate Professor of Geo-Monitoring and Data Analytics, Delft University of Technology · Tiago Miguel Ferreira, Assistant Professor in Structural Mechanics and Structures, Universidade de Lisboa 

Fires burned across Spain in summer 2026. Acting quickly to shore up old stone walls when buildings burn can help preserve a region's history. Jose Jordan/AFP via Getty ImagesIn a summer of wildfires severe enough to trigger Spain’s first-ever national emergency for a forest fire, a historic stone structure called the Nevera de Castro stands in a landscape burned bare in the Castellón region. Its walls are blackened by smoke and heat. A local news outlet noted that “a technical inspection will be necessary to know its real state.”


That one sentence names a problem that plays out after every major fire.


When a wildfire reaches historic masonry buildings – stone, brick and block structures that have stood for centuries – the first photographs tell a simple story: Everything is black and looks ruined. But masonry conducts heat so poorly that the damage is often only centimeters deep.



            [image: A photo shows a damaged church fascade with brick showing through.]
            
              Fire damaged the Church of São Domingos in Lisbon in 1959. The outer surface shows black soot and white calcination, but where the plaster has spalled or cracked, the undamaged brick is visible beneath.
              Tiago Miguel Ferreira
            
          

Timber roofs, wood floors and interior framing in historic buildings are extremely vulnerable to fire and can let fire jump building to building, but the load-bearing masonry shell often survives. Preserving even a part of the original structure can dramatically reduce reconstruction costs and retain the historic fabric that gives these places their identity.


But to save these buildings, people have to act quickly.


A masonry wall that has lost its timber roof or floors is now unbraced. Wind alone might bring it down. The stone itself can also start to deteriorate. When limestone is heated to about 1,380 degrees Fahrenheit (750 degrees Celsius), the calcium carbonate, which makes up most of the rock, decomposes, leaving solid calcium oxide and carbon dioxide gas. If rain reaches that surface before it is covered, the calcium oxide can react with the water and expand by as much as 20%, enough to crack the stone from within.


Some types of masonry can start to disintegrate days after a fire if no one has weatherproofed it after the fire. 




Why thick walls don’t fail as you might expect


Masonry conducts heat poorly. In a thick wall exposed to a wildfire, the exposed surface heats up while the cooler interior remains relatively unchanged.


These thermal gradients generate stresses that may crack or spall – chip or flake off – the outer surface, but the heat often does not penetrate deeply enough to compromise the structural core. Research on fire-exposed sandstone structures found a sharp boundary between the heated, red-colored surface and the unaltered stone behind it, with the damaged crust only about an inch (2 to 3 centimeters) deep.



            [image: A domed storage building used to hold snow, compressed into ice for use through summer.]
            
              The Nevera de Castro, a historic stone snow well used to store snow and pack it into ice for villages in the Serra d’Espadà, Castellón, photographed before the fire. The masonry dome and castle ruins on the ridge behind it are now surrounded by charred landscape.
              Jrpuig/Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA
            
          

At the Monasterio de San Jerónimo de Guisando, a 14th-century monastery in Ávila, Spain, the whole hillside burned in July 2026, but the monastery reported that the church wall itself acted as a firebreak, stopping the fire’s advance.


The 650-year-old wall did exactly what a thick, noncombustible wall should do.


Clay brick is especially resilient because it was already fired at 1,650 to 1,800 F (900 to 1,000 C) when it was made. A 2025 study tested structural clay units reheated to 1,800 F and found no statistically significant loss of compressive strength – its ability to hold weight. 


The weak link is the mortar between the bricks, not the bricks themselves. Industry fire-rating tables show that a solid brick wall only about 150 millimeters thick can withstand four hours of standard fire exposure. Many historic masonry walls are two to four times that thick.


How engineers evaluate the damage


As architectural engineers, including the director of the Heritage 3D Lab at Penn State, we help communities rescue historic buildings after fires.


Evaluating a burned building starts with color. When concrete or stone turns pink or red, it signals that the stone has been exposed to temperatures above roughly 570 F (300 C) and iron in the material is effectively rusting in the heat. That is the threshold where it begin to lose significant strength. Gray or white means the stone got even hotter, water is cooking out and the material is turning to ash.


But color is only a surface clue.



            [image: Different colors on burned walls of a church show different temperatures of the fire.]
            
              The colors of fire damage are visible on the Church of São Domingos in Lisbon, 67 years after a fire. The vault shows the pink-red tones that signal temperatures above 570 F (300 C). The columns are blackened by soot. Where the outer surface has spalled or chipped away, the undamaged masonry is visible beneath.
              Tiago Miguel Ferreira
            
          

The critical question is how deep the damage goes. Fire damage in a thick wall is almost always one-sided. When researchers tested concrete masonry walls with fire on one face, those walls retained roughly 46% of their compressive strength, enough that they can be stabilized and repaired. When the same walls had fire on both faces, their compressive strength dropped to 14% to 27% of the original.


Engineers can estimate the depth of the damage using methods such as petrographic analysis – cutting thin sections from the wall and examining the microcracking under a microscope.


After the Notre Dame Cathedral fire in Paris in 2019, researchers drilled cores through the limestone vaults and mapped exactly where the heat stopped. The fire was catastrophic, but the heat stopped short of the full depth, even in vaults  – the arched stone ceilings of the cathedral – only about 5 to 6 inches (12 to 15 centimeters) thick.



            [image: Notre Dame cathedral, its wooden spires gone, after the fire.]
            
              Saving Paris’ Notre Dame Cathedral after a 2019 fire to rebuild it required quick work to shore up and weatherproof walls.
              No Limit Pictures/iStock/Getty Images Plus
            
          

Unlike the prolonged heat associated with many structure fires, a wildfire front can pass a building within minutes. Even when flames are intense, the relatively short duration of exposure gives heat little time to penetrate thick masonry walls, assuming interior materials don’t catch fire and continue burning from within.


The outer surface may crack or spall as it expands under rapid heating, while the interior remains comparatively cool, preserving the mechanical properties of the masonry.


The clock is ticking for recovery


The clock is already ticking by the time an assessment can be conducted to determine whether a building can be saved.


The first step to saving it is shoring it up – propping up weakened arches, bracing freestanding walls and weatherproofing exposed surfaces to avoid more damage.


The governing principle in the International Council on Monuments and Sites guidelines for structural restoration of architectural heritage is minimum intervention – do only what is needed to guarantee the safety and durability with the least harm to the historical or cultural value of the property.


Fire-damaged mortar joints are repointed. Spalled or calcined stone faces are cut back to reach sound material and then patched or replaced with stones from the same quarry, where possible.



            [image: A burned wall.]
            
              After a fire damaged parts of the Mosque-Cathedral of Cordoba, Spain, in 2025, workers reinforced the walls, cleaned soot and added a temporary cover to protect it while planning for reconstruction.
              Joaquin Corchero/Europa Press via Getty Images
            
          

After the 1997 fire at Turin, Italy’s Cappella della Sindone, the Chapel of the Holy Shroud, restorers replaced 1,400 marble elements and consolidated 4,050 more. They reopened the original quarry at Frabosa to get stone that would match the 17th-century building materials.


These are not fast processes. The chapel took 21 years to restore. But the window that determines whether restoration will even be possible is measured in weeks and relies on shoring up the masonry and weatherproofing it.


When demolition is (and is not) the answer


Not every fire-damaged building can be saved. 


When flames penetrate the interior of a building and attack its walls from both faces, the fire causes far greater damage to the masonry. Some types of masonry block can disintegrate days after a fire if minerals in the blocks get wet and expand.


But demolition should be a careful decision based on proper assessments. And right now, no country has a postfire assessment protocol for historic buildings comparable to what exists for assessments after earthquakes.


Wildfires determine what burns. People determine what is lost. Until those protocols are developed, the default will often be to treat a standing wall as debris rather than a valuable building block for the future.

Giorgia Giardina receives funding from NWO and EU. 
Rebecca Napolitano and Tiago Miguel Ferreira 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/wildfire-damaged-historic-buildings-may-not-be-as-ruined-as-they-appear-but-saving-them-means-acting-fast-289429



10

‘Hello, just circling back!’ Not responding to emails is common across higher education but bad for morale

theconversation.com · Austin Sarat, William Nelson Cromwell Professor of Jurisprudence and Political Science, Amherst College

No one likes sending an email and never receiving a response, but it's not uncommon.  Lightcome/iStock/Getty Images Plus As a challenging academic year drew to a close in May 2026, I sent an email to 12 administrators at the college where I teach, thanking them for their work during the year. Several years ago, when I served as part of the administration, I would have taken special note of such an email.


So, I was a bit taken aback when only a few of those to whom I sent it bothered to acknowledge it.


Around the same time, I emailed a group of 10 colleagues with whom I had been meeting throughout the semester, inviting them to join me in planning fall events. Two responded. Crickets from the other eight.


Shocking? No.


Email is now the default mode of communication in colleges and universities, as well as across most workplaces and other areas of life. Unanswered emails have become as regular a feature of academic life.


There may be good reasons not to acknowledge or respond to an email, such as simply not seeing an email that went into a spam folder. But research shows that not responding to emails can have negative consequences on senders and on the broader college campus climate. Unanswered emails can make people feel ignored or disrespected, or jump to worrying or envisioning worst-case scenarios, such as being on the brink of getting laid off or fired. 


Waiting for a response


For students now entering college, email may seem slow, clunky and old-fashioned, especially compared to texting, which allows for brevity and informality. And students may not understand traditional email etiquette. 


Many faculty take time to talk about email with students or include a list of email do’s and don’ts in their course syllabus. This includes reminders to use standard grammar and be more formal than they would be in a text.


Several colleges and universities have websites dedicated to helping students navigate email communication on their campus. 


One of them, Miami University of Ohio, tells students: “Email etiquette includes using a polite tone, representing yourself professionally, writing clearly, and being timely when sending and replying to emails.”


In my experience, students often do not respond at all, let alone in a timely manner. But I have seen that they still often expect their professors to respond quickly when they initiate an email exchange.


Some students even judge faculty by the speed of their responses. 


Nicholas Tatum, a specialist in instructional communication, and his colleagues found in 2021 that “the quicker an instructor responds to a student e-mail message, the more positively s/he is evaluated in terms of social attractiveness, task attractiveness, competence, character, and caring.”



            [image: A cartoon image shows a person sitting at a desk in front of a computer with white boxes coming out of it.]
            
              College students who are used to texting or messaging on social media apps might not be used to email and the traditional social etiquette that accompanies using it.
              Malte Mueller/fStop via Getty Images
            
          

Not just a student problem


Lapses in email etiquette are not limited to exchanges between faculty and students. 


Researchers at Canada’s University of Waterloo found in 2019 that putting off responding to an email, in general, “is extremely common.”


Another survey from 2019 shows that almost two-thirds of respondents said they ignore emails. 


As I have seen firsthand, faculty and staff are often no better at attending to their inboxes when communicating with one another.


As one of the staff members with whom I worked when I was in the college  administration once noted, unanswered emails from faculty impeded their work and signaled a lack of respect for them and their work.


For faculty and staff, a new email from a peer may signal a new demand or expectation. Simply not responding is one way to avoid or put off having to deal with what may be an unwelcome request.


College and university administrators, meanwhile, are asked every day via email to say yes or no to dozens of requests for all manner of things, not all of which can take immediate priority. 


During my own time as a college administrator, I would not leave the office until I had responded to all that day’s email correspondents. It was exhausting and often vexing. 


And my volume of emails was nothing compared to that of people higher up in the chain of command.


Reducing ‘digital snubbery’


Cal Newport, a computer science professor at Georgetown University, wrote about higher education’s unanswered email problem in a larger context in his 2021 book “A World Without Email.” 


He observed that, wherever it is used, email has become a real source of “human misery.” It encourages a “frenetic approach to professional collaboration” that “generates messages faster than you can keep up.” You also have an “awareness that the missives in your in-box are piling up ever thicker” when you are not focused on your inbox. 


Anyone who has spent any time on a college campus knows what Newport is talking about.


To illustrate the problem of what he calls “digital snubbery” in higher education, professor Adam Grant offers an imagining of a face-to-face interaction on a college campus. 


“‘I’m really sorry I didn’t say hi, make eye contact, or acknowledge your presence in any way when you waved to me in the hallway the other day. It’s nothing personal. I just have too many people trying to greet me these days, and I can’t respond to everyone,’” he wrote. 


“That sounds ridiculous, right?” Grant asks. “You would never snub a colleague trying to strike up a conversation. Yet when you ignore a personal email, that’s exactly what you’ve done: digital snubbery.”


A task universities can manage


With all the problems plaguing higher education, including schools losing funding to closing altogether, unanswered emails hardly seem the most important. But while many problems in higher education can’t be solved by colleges themselves, they have it in their power to tackle this one.


As the new academic year begins, I think colleges and universities could focus on eliminating unnecessary emails and, just as they do with students, they can make answering emails part of their culture.


Not much is required.


A simple “Thanks” or “I’ll get back to you in a few days” usually does the job. It shows respect for the sender and contributes to a culture in which no one is left to wonder whether they are not important enough to merit a reply.

Austin Sarat 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/hello-just-circling-back-not-responding-to-emails-is-common-across-higher-education-but-bad-for-morale-289540
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