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Hiking canyons can quickly turn deadly when storms hit – what you should know before going in

theconversation.com · Anner Paldor, Professor of Hydrogeology, University of Tennessee

Mud and debris, including a mangled piece of construction equipment, remain after a flash flood in Grand Canyon National Park on Aug. 31, 2026. Katherine Hensel/National Park Service via APHiking a picturesque valley or climbing a craggy gorge are some of the most exhilarating experiences in nature. As a geologist, I have hiked and climbed some of the most intense terrains in the world, including in the Andes, Middle Eastern deserts, the Balkans and the Appalachians.


I am particularly drawn to canyons that provide beautiful windows into the rock record and the geologic history of a place. However, these narrow valleys can quickly become extremely dangerous when water pours in.


At Grand Canyon National Park in Arizona, at least two hikers died and a third was missing after powerful monsoon storms sent a deluge into one of the narrowest parts of the canyon on Aug. 29, 2026. Two of the survivors who were rescued described seeing the water quickly rise over the trail as they clung to a ledge, fearing they might never see their families again.



            [image: People stand on the rim of the Grand Canyon as a storm moves through.]
            
              A storm moves into the Grand Canyon.
              AP Photo/John Locher
            
          

So, how do you balance a love for outdoor activity with managing this risk and hike canyons safely?


Why canyons are prone to flash floods


To understand the dynamics of a flash flood, it helps to start with the geomorphologic aspect – understanding the landforms and how they change over time.


In canyons and arroyos – steep gullies common to the Southwest – flash flooding can occur even when the heavy rainfall happens great distances away. A person can be hiking under clear skies in the canyon and not be aware that heavy rain falling upstream or even outside of the canyon means a disaster is unfolding.


The steep gradients and narrow passageways that define these landscapes channel the water, sending vast amounts of it rushing downstream. Under these conditions, water can rise quickly in the narrow space of a canyon.





            
            
              Time-lapse radar shows the storms moving over the regions of the Grand Canyon where the flood hit, near Phantom Ranch.
              Anner Paldor; Iowa Environmental Mesonet
            
          

The Grand Canyon flood involved heavy downpours in the heart of monsoon season. The intensity of the rainfall matters in a canyon. Even in arid regions, which generally get low amounts of rain annually, heavy rainfall within a short period of time can create devastating floods.


In 2018, a flash flood in Israel’s Tzafit Canyon – an environment similar to the part of the Grand Canyon where the 2026 flood occurred – claimed the lives of 10 recent high school graduates who were hiking in the canyon. 


I grew up in that region and had hiked there many times, and I remember thinking about the incomprehensible suddenness: One moment you are appreciating the breathtaking views of the desert, and within minutes you are fighting a torrent of water you never imagined in such an arid place. A year’s worth of rain fell near the canyon that day.


The hydrogeologic aspect


How well the ground absorbs water also affects flood dynamics. Soils that are highly porous and permeable can transmit water easily vertically into the ground.


However, in arid regions such as Arizona and the Negev Desert, where Tzafit Canyon lies, the dry ground tends to form hardened crusts that make it harder for the water to sink in. That exacerbates surface flooding.



            [image: Two people wait on a rocky canyon floor for a helicopter in the distance.]
            
              Dozens of people were evacuated by helicopter from the canyon after the flood.
              Katherine Hensel/National Park Service via AP
            
          

What’s more, the lack of vegetation in dry and rocky environments means that water can flow more rapidly down slopes.


What should hikers do to stay safe?


As an avid hiker, I value the beauty of nature and geology that canyons offer, and I believe in enjoying them. However, it is important to understand the risks and to prepare before hiking, climbing or backpacking in these areas.


Carefully study your environment before going in, so you know the risks and the escape routes that will let you get to safety in the event of a flash flood.



            [image: An elevation map of the area where the flood happened shows the steepness]
            
              An elevation map of the Grand Canyon shows how narrow and steep it is, with 1,500-meter drop over an area less than 5 miles. The white dot shows the location where people were rescued from the flood on Aug. 29, 2026.
              Anner Paldor; Data Basin, using ESRI, Census Bureau, NOAA, National Ocean Service, National Geodetic Survey, USGS, TomTom, CC BY
            
          

Gear up properly. Prepare for your trip so you have the equipment you need. Make sure you have a flashlight with extra batteries, a whistle to signal first responders, and extra clothes in case you get wet. If you know you will be hiking in high-risk water zones, you may consider an inflatable personal flotation device. 


Talk to park rangers before going in so you know the current conditions and so someone knows where you’re going.


Always be aware of the weather – not just above you but upstream. Clear skies can be deceptive. An added challenge is that cellular service is often shaky in deep canyons and remote areas. Check the weather forecast before you go down a canyon, not just for the specific location, but also for the surrounding area. The National Weather Service provides warnings of flash floods and other extreme weather events.


When you are in a canyon, a good general guideline is to try to stay as high as possible and to be alert to the sound of an incoming flood. One person described the rush of water in the Grand Canyon sounding like a freight train.  


If heavy rain starts, use extra caution and seek higher ground. Be aware that the timing of floods can vary widely – scientists analyzed 74,814 flash flood events in the U.S. and found the average duration was around 3½ hours, but some persisted for more than 48 hours. A flood can start quickly and strand people for long periods of time. Muddy water or debris in a normally clear stream are two signs of flooding developing. Rising water or the distant sound of rushing water is another clear warning to get to safety fast.


There are always risks in nature, but that does not mean you should avoid being out in nature. Planning ahead and hiking with caution and awareness can help you enjoy the beautiful outdoors and come back home safely.

Anner Paldor 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/hiking-canyons-can-quickly-turn-deadly-when-storms-hit-what-you-should-know-before-going-in-291122
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Do you need to worry about the Sun turning into a black hole?

theconversation.com · Anuradha Gupta, Assistant Professor of Physics & Astronomy, University of Mississippi

 Black holes have a gravitational pull so strong that no objects close to them can escape.  Victor de Schwanberg/Science Photo Library via Getty Images

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






Do I need to worry about the sun turning into a black hole? – Anonymous٫ age 7٫ Chicago٫ Illinois







At the end of their lifespans, some massive stars collapse under their own weight until they turn into a black hole that sucks up everything around it. 


It’s a dramatic conclusion to a star’s billions of years of existence, but it’s not the finale that our own Sun will have. Our solar system’s star is not big enough to have that kind of outcome, so worrying about the Sun becoming a black hole doesn’t need to be on your list of anxieties. Whatever happens to the Sun will happen very slowly, over billions of years. By that time, you’ll be long gone. Humans might not be there to witness it at all. 


As an astrophysicist, I am fascinated by black holes and how they form. The universe is filled with different kinds of stars, and each has a distinct tale to tell about its life. 


Birth, life and death of a star


Just like humans, stars have a life cycle. A star is born when a giant gas cloud collapses in on itself and then grows, shining light by burning fuel. 


In its core, the baby star fuses four atoms of hydrogen together to form the element helium, which releases energy in the form of starlight. This fuel-burning process also exerts outward pressure against gravity, which is pulling in on the star. These competing forces give stars their round shape.



            [image: A photo of the Sun, which is a bright sphere emitting light]
            
              The Sun burns bright by fusing together hydrogen atoms inside its core, which releases energy.
              NASA/GSFC/SOHO, CC BY
            
          

As the star grows older, it eventually burns up all the hydrogen inside it. At this point, it can’t maintain the same outward push, so gravity squeezes the star, shrinking it smaller and smaller. The helium atoms inside are pushed closer together, and they start to fuse into heavier elements such as carbon, oxygen, iron and more. 


The star keeps burning its fuel and shining on until most of the helium in its core has fused into iron. But fusing together multiple atoms of iron requires taking in energy instead of releasing it, so at this point, the fuel burning stops. 


Gravity then takes over, and the core of the star collapses rapidly in a dramatic explosion. The cores of heavier stars are extremely dense, so any material falling toward the collapsing star bounces off, producing shock waves. This phenomenon drives what is called a core-collapse supernova explosion. The star explodes, shooting elements like oxygen and other heavy elements off into space. What remains is a dead star with a small, dense core.  



            [image: A diagram showing the life cycle of the Sun, from its birth in a stellar nebula to its current state, then its growth into a red giant, red supergiant, planetary nebula and white dwarf]
            
              The life cycle of the Sun.
              Mariia Domnikova/DigitalVision via Getty Images
            
          

Which stars will become black holes?


The type of dead star the collapse forms depends on how much mass the star started with. If the mass is less than roughly eight times the mass of the Sun, the collapse will leave behind a white dwarf. This is a star so dense that all the electrons inside it are squeezed extremely close together, until they are no longer bound to individual atoms.


If the star was about eight to 20 times the mass of the Sun, it would leave behind a neutron star, which is an even denser star. In a neutron star, the electrons and protons crush together to produce neutrons. 


If the star is heavier than 20 times the mass of the Sun, the end product will be a black hole with gravitational pull so strong that nothing, not even light, can escape past its boundary.


Because our Sun is on the smaller side for a star, when it dies it will collapse into a white dwarf, roughly the same size as Earth. It will still shine some light at first, but over time it may slowly cool down, to eventually become a cold, dark object called a black dwarf.


Should you worry about the Sun’s future?


In about 1 billion years from now, the Sun will start to grow hotter and brighter than it is today. As it shines more brightly, the sunlight it casts on Earth will increase, which will make the Earth hotter. The oceans will evaporate, and it will become very difficult to sustain life as we know it on Earth. 


In about 5 billion years, all the hydrogen in the Sun’s core will run out. The core will then contract under gravity, while the hydrogen continues to fuse in a shell around it. This will cause the outer layer of the Sun to expand enormously and enter a phase known as the red giant. During this phase, the Sun will grow so big that it could potentially run into Earth’s orbit. 


Scientists don’t yet know if Earth will be swallowed by the Sun at this point. But even if Earth evades being gulped up, the Sun’s heat will toast everything on Earth, and no complex life will be able to survive.


This may sound scary, but you don’t have to worry, because humans will probably be long gone by the time the Sun starts consuming Earth’s atmosphere.  


Earth was formed about 4.6 billion years ago, and if you imagine its entire lifespan up to now as a single day, then all of human history happened in the last six seconds. There’s still about 26 hours to go before the Sun becomes a red giant.


Is there any danger of being near a black hole?


Suppose the Sun were to become a black hole today, all of sudden. Assuming the black hole had the same mass as the Sun, humans would not be in immediate danger. Earth and all other planets would feel the same gravitational pull as from the Sun.


Only objects very close to the black hole – within a few miles or so – would be sucked in. Mercury, the closest planet to the Sun, has an orbit of about 36 million miles (58 million kilometers).


This means there is no immediate danger from the Sun turning into a black hole, even hypothetically.





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


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

Anuradha Gupta receives funding from the National Science Foundation. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/do-you-need-to-worry-about-the-sun-turning-into-a-black-hole-288586
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Stars and Stripes shows how government-funded journalism can work – if it’s free to report the truth

theconversation.com · Cindy Elmore, Professor of Journalism, East Carolina University

A drawing that appeared in an edition of Stars and Stripes depicts American troops participating in the predawn attack on Omaha Beach during D-Day on June 6, 1944. Ed Vebell/Getty ImagesAs local and national news outlets continue to disappear across the U.S., I’d always thought that the military newspaper Stars and Stripes offered one model for a partial solution: government financial support.


But this approach only works if those who believe in the free press – including elected officials – offer unconditional support. 


Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth has not. 


On Aug. 21, 2026, the Pentagon fired the publisher, editor and a reporter at Stars and Stripes, citing insubordination and unauthorized media appearances. But the firings took place after the outlet ran a string of articles that cast the Pentagon in a poor light.   




A view from the front lines


The newspaper, which is often simply called Stripes, has served overseas military forces and their families since 1918, with a 23-year break between World War I and World War II.


It has continuously remained in print since World War II, providing Americans serving overseas on American military bases everywhere from Okinawa to the Azores with news on topics ranging from high school football games to troop deployments. 



            [image: Black-and-white photo of a few men standing near a doorway, in front of signage for the Stars and Stripes editorial office.]
            
              The editorial office for Stars and Stripes in Naples, Italy, pictured in 1944.
              Toronto Star Archives/Toronto Star via Getty Images
            
          

When I was a reporter at Stars and Stripes in the late 1990s, I covered both the good and the bad from Bosnia and Kosovo during the NATO peacekeeping missions: the armed unit that doled out cash to Bosnians after the military ran over their farm animals; the soldiers who guarded a school so that the children of separate ethnic groups could attend together; and the military contractors who received no-bid contracts.


While some big stories are also written about in other news outlets covering the military, many of them are only discovered because Stars and Stripes’ civilian and military journalists work and live alongside service members in Europe, the Middle East and the Pacific. 


It’s the very same premise behind good local newspapers: There’s little meaningful journalism about local issues without journalists who live and work in the communities they cover. 


Stripes was able to provide the only eyewitness account of the negotiations that led to Germany’s surrender in 1945 because its reporter was in the schoolhouse in Reims, France, where Allied and German officials hashed out the terms. 


Stripes journalists were also on the front lines of the Vietnam War, with The New York Times describing Stars and Stripes as the only military information outlet giving American troops in Vietnam a candid account of the war’s progress. 



            [image: A group of young soldiers sit on crates while reading two newspapers.]
            
              U.S. soldiers read an edition of Stars and Stripes while stationed in Bien Hoa, Vietnam, in 1970.
              PhotoQuest/Getty Images
            
          

More recently, a Stripes reporter based in Bahrain was able to report how U.S. military families were experiencing Iranian drone attacks in Manama, which hosts the headquarters of the U.S. Navy’s Fifth Fleet. She was able to report on the attacks firsthand because she was right there, evacuating alongside them.


Reporters clash with the Pentagon


It was another Stars and Stripes journalist who first reported on the problems aboard the USS Abraham Lincoln in July and August 2026.


The aircraft carrier was in the midst of an exceedingly long deployment due to the U.S.-Iran war. There had been food and water shortages, disrupted mail service and long, grueling workdays with little time off. Some sailors were experiencing mental health struggles, and at least one jumped overboard. 


The reporter, Alison Bath, who is based at the headquarters of the U.S. Navy’s Sixth Fleet in Naples, Italy, had interviewed active-duty sailors and family members of sailors aboard the ship. She explained how she had reviewed “dozens of public social media comments and posts by crew members.” 


Bath’s story and the follow-up accounts from other media outlets clearly angered Hegseth, who said it “completely misrepresented” the situation.


The media frenzy over the USS Lincoln largely overshadowed the work of another Stripes journalist, Lara Korte, who reported on the hardships, confusion and financial costs endured by military families who had to suddenly evacuate from U.S. Central Command headquarters in Bahrain starting on March 2, 2026. 


Like Bath, Korte had interviewed several military family members, one of whom shared with Korte the audio recording of a virtual town hall meeting that the military held for the families. A Navy admiral said on the recording that the military “was in uncharted territory” and had little guidance for families who didn’t know where to live or how to retrieve their cars and belongings.


Though the Pentagon didn’t dispute Korte’s reporting, she was fired for “insubordination” alongside the editor-in-chief, Erik Slavin, and publisher, Max Lederer, on Aug. 21.


Bath is still employed by the paper.


You can’t manufacture credibility


Unlike most shuttered or shrunken news outlets whose advertising model was upended by the internet, Stars and Stripes has long been shielded from market forces thanks to a subsidy from the Department of Defense that covers roughly half its budget.


While this funding could be seen as anathema to journalistic independence, the U.S. government has mandated since the 1950s that the paper have editorial freedom. 


Even before then, U.S. military leaders protected the newspaper’s independence. Gen. John J. Pershing, who commanded the American Expeditionary Forces in Europe during World War I, and Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower, who commanded Allied forces in Europe during World War II, each ordered military commanders not to interfere with the newspaper. So did Navy Adm. John S. McCain Jr., father of the late Sen. John McCain and the commander‐in‐chief of U.S. Pacific Command during the Vietnam War.


That’s not what’s happening under the Trump administration.


In March 2026, the Pentagon instituted new guidelines requiring that Stripes content be “consistent with good order and discipline of the military.” The following month, the department fired Jacqueline Smith, the newspaper’s ombudsman charged with protecting its editorial independence.


Chief Pentagon spokesperson Sean Parnell described the moves as part of an effort to “refocus” the outlet away from “woke distractions that siphon morale.”




There’s always been a struggle between military leaders who want to control the reporting at Stripes and those who recognize that freedom of the press is exactly the kind of right that the U.S. military fights for. 


Many current and former military commanders see a real benefit in the outlet’s editorial independence because of the values it communicates and the information it provides


Retired Army Lt. Gen. Mark Hertling is one such supporter. In an Aug. 25, 2026, article in The Bulwark website, he described the ways in which he relied on the newspaper’s reporting when he was a commander in Europe. 


“Every major military command has an extensive communications apparatus,” Hertling wrote, “but none of those organizations can manufacture credibility. Credibility comes from readers believing that when something goes wrong, somebody will tell them. That’s why Stripes’ early reporting on the USS Abraham Lincoln was so important.”


Public media only works with no strings attached


On Aug. 27, the fired publisher, editor and reporter filed a lawsuit against Pentagon spokesman Sean Parnell, the Defense Department, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth and another public affairs official, Andrew Brey, alleging that they were fired in retaliation for news coverage that was unflattering to the military. The suit argues that this violated both their protected rights to free speech and Department of Defense policies and regulations.


The department hasn’t specifically responded to the allegations, but it did agree to a one-week reprieve of paid administrative leave as a federal judge considers the lawsuit.


The three journalists are being represented by the same legal team that represents the fired former employees of Voice of America, another government-funded news source that the Trump administration attempted to dismantle in 2025. Like Stripes, Voice of America received government funding even as it sometimes reported unfavorably on the government. And like journalists at Stripes, Voice of America reporters have died doing their jobs.


But despite the Trump White House’s unrelenting attacks on public, nonprofit and for-profit media outlets, the government funding model is having some success at the state level. The organization Rebuild Local News estimates that states will spend US$74 million supporting local journalism in 2026 via fellowships, media training, tax credits and more.


While the group’s leaders say these initiatives demand constant scrutiny to ensure there’s no creeping government interference or political strings attached to the funds, many supporters of local journalism see promise in this model. Government funding for independent media has long existed in Europe, Australia, New Zealand and elsewhere. Some of these outlets are widely trusted by the public.


But that trust doesn’t come easily. It requires political and military leaders to repeatedly reaffirm the ideal of a free and independent press – even when the coverage doesn’t go their way.

Cindy Elmore was a reporter/photographer for The Stars and Stripes from 1996-2000. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/stars-and-stripes-shows-how-government-funded-journalism-can-work-if-its-free-to-report-the-truth-290477
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Compared to driving, flying is extraordinarily safe – but why doesn’t it feel that way?

theconversation.com · Mihhail Berezovski, Associate Professor of Mathematical Sciences, Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University · Alex Chaparro, Professor of Human Factors and Behavioral Neurobiology, Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University

Millions of people fly safely every day, but when plane crashes do happen, they can be catastrophic.  RM Bulseco/Flickr, CC BYA commercial airplane crash can change how people behave long after the immediate tragedy. News outlets replay the images, people affected share their harrowing stories, and an extraordinarily rare event becomes easy to imagine. Some travelers cancel trips; others drive to their destination instead. 


These choices may feel cautious. Statistically, the alternatives people switch to may come with greater risk.


Commercial airline crashes command attention because they are rare, catastrophic and beyond a passenger’s control. But the choice to avoid flying does not eliminate risk. As a new report from our research team at Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University outlines, skipping a flight and opting to drive instead is typically much riskier, even if it doesn’t feel like it.


Airline travel is safer than headlines suggest


People tend to respond strongly to events that are vivid, while paying less attention to familiar hazards – the risks of which manifest more frequently but less visibly. As a result, efforts to avoid one danger can create another.


In our recent peer-reviewed report, prepared with support from Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University’s Boeing Center for Aviation and Aerospace Safety, we compared fatality risk in U.S. commercial aviation with other transportation modes, recreational activities, household hazards and occupational risks. While the Boeing Center receives some funding from The Boeing Company, it operates independently.


We focused on commercial Part 121 airlines operating in the U.S. and analyzed data from 2016 through 2025. Part 121 carriers generally include large U.S. airlines and regional carriers that operate scheduled passenger service. Because fatal accidents are so rare, data from a single year would not have provided a stable risk estimate. 


Across several measures of risk exposure, including distance traveled, individual boardings, hours spent traveling, annual risk and lifetime odds, the data consistently shows that U.S. commercial aviation is exceptionally safe.


For the same distance traveled, we estimated the fatality risk as about 626 times higher in a passenger car or truck than on a commercial airline. The risk associated with motorcycle travel was more than 22,000 times higher than commercial airline travel. Even highway bus travel, itself a relatively safe option, carried about nine times the risk of commercial airline travel over the same distance.


When risk is measured per passenger boarding, the numbers remain striking. From 2016 through 2024, the long-run estimate was approximately one passenger fatality per 97.7 million boardings on commercial airlines. 


These numbers do not mean flying is risk-free, just that the risk is small enough that researchers need many years and enormous amounts of exposure to estimate it. Across the 10-year study period, 73 people died in accidents involving commercial airline travel in the United States.


These findings complement earlier research. A peer-reviewed 2013 study comparing U.S. transportation modes examined data from 2000 through 2009 and also identified commercial aviation as the safest way to travel. A 2018 study using data from the same period similarly ranked commercial aviation as the safest mode.


More recently, a 2022 study analyzed U.S. news coverage, travel patterns and accident data from 1996 through 2017. It found that increased news coverage of aviation accidents was associated with more road traffic and more fatal road accidents in subsequent months. 


The 9/11 aftermath and the risk of avoiding risk


The aftermath of the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist attacks provided a powerful example of how behavior can shift risk from one setting to another. Air travel declined sharply after the 9/11 attacks. Subsequently, researchers were able to investigate whether fear of flying led to additional deaths on the road.


Psychologist Gerd Gigerenzer analyzed traffic patterns for the final three months of 2001 and estimated 353 excess road deaths nationwide. He characterized many people’s decision to drive rather than fly as an attempt to avoid a “dread risk”: a low-probability event in which many people could die at once.



            [image: Four lanes of traffic on a highway]
            
              After a high-profile plane crash, road traffic can increase.
              AP Photo/LM Otero, File
            
          

Transportation researchers Michael Sivak and Michael Flannagan later reanalyzed the period. They used road fatality trends from the first eight months of 2000 and 2001 to estimate how many deaths would normally have occurred during the final three months of 2001. They then compared that estimate with the number actually recorded in the past three months and calculated 1,018 additional road fatalities from October 2001 through December 2001.


But their findings complicated the idea that people who avoided flying merely drove to the same distant destinations. Much of the increase occurred on local roads, not interstate highways, and pedestrians and bicyclists experienced a disproportionate share of fatalities. This pattern suggests that travel behavior may have changed more broadly after the attacks, perhaps because people canceled longer trips, stayed closer to home or changed their daily routines.


It is hard to pin down how much of this increase was related to people changing their travel patterns in response to the 9/11 attacks, since these studies cannot track each individual’s transportation decisions. 


But both studies suggest that a collective effort to avoid a highly visible danger can increase exposure to ordinary hazards whose victims are less visible. When more people choose to drive rather than fly, the roads become busier and the number of traffic deaths can rise.


The question shapes the risk estimate


One reason discussions about risk become confusing is that there is no single way to measure it. The answer to the question “Is it safe?” depends on what you measure.


How much risk does a person face for each mile traveled? What is the risk of one trip? How much risk accumulates during one hour of travel? What is the chance of dying from this cause in a year or over a lifetime?


These are legitimate questions, but to make a valid comparison, you need to look at the same measure of risk for both types of transportation. Comparing the risk of one flight with the annual risk of driving, for example, mixes unlike quantities. 


A traveler deciding whether to fly or drive between two cities can compare the two modes over the same trip or distance. This comparison provides a clearer perspective than comparing a highly visible plane crash with a familiar daily routine.


Time matters too. In our estimates, an hour in a passenger car or truck carried about 74 times the fatality risk of an hour aboard a commercial aircraft. 


Feeling in control is not the same as safety


Driving gives people a steering wheel, a brake pedal and the belief that their skill can protect them. Flying asks passengers to place control in the hands of pilots, airlines, regulators, air traffic controllers and a complex technical system. Psychological research has linked a stronger sense of agency – the feeling that people control their actions and their outcomes – with greater risk-taking. That difference in perceived control helps explain why a rare aviation disaster can feel more threatening than routine road travel.



            [image: A shadowed traveler pulling a suitcase through an airport, with the tail of an airplane visible out the window.]
            
              Airline passengers don’t have the same sense of control over their vehicle as drivers, so flying can feel more uncertain and dangerous.
              AP Photo/Susan Walsh
            
          

Media attention also matters. A major airplane crash is treated as news of national or international importance. Road deaths occur across many locations and at different times, so the public does not see the cumulative toll. 


The emotional intensity of coverage does not mean journalists are wrong to cover crashes. It just means audiences need context alongside the images.


Crafting better risk communication


Telling anxious travelers that flying is “safe” is rarely enough. Research on risk perception shows that people do not judge danger through statistics alone. Fear and vivid images also shape how risky an event feels. But providing more context about the risks from other forms of transportation can still help.


Effective communication about risk does not minimize tragedy or dismiss the real fear people may feel. But it can help people understand that when millions of travelers shift from one type of transportation to another, the risk moves with them.


For travelers, the practical question is not whether an option has zero risk. No option does. The question is whether a choice reduces their total exposure to risk or merely replaces a frightening, highly visible risk with a greater one that feels routine.


To put the rarity of fatal airline events into perspective, an average of 2.48 million travelers passed through TSA screening each day in 2025. Modern commercial aviation in the United States has achieved a safety record that is difficult to grasp precisely because fatal events are so unusual. 


When fear leads people away from that system, the safest-feeling decision may not be the safest decision at all.

Mihhail Berezovski received support from Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University’s Boeing Center for Aviation and Aerospace Safety for the research discussed in this article. The center operates independently of The Boeing Company.
Alex Chaparro receives funding from Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University’s Boeing Center for Aviation and Aerospace Safety for the research discussed in this article. The center operates independently of The Boeing Company.


Original: https://theconversation.com/compared-to-driving-flying-is-extraordinarily-safe-but-why-doesnt-it-feel-that-way-289559



05

AI skin cancer detection tools are getting better – but only for people with light skin

theconversation.com · Mohamed Akrout, Assistant Professor of Electrical Engineering and Computer Science, University of Tennessee

Melanoma and other skin conditions can look different in people with darker versus lighter skin – but image databases include many more examples from people with lighter skin.  SeventyFour/iStock via Getty ImagesImagine you’re getting out of the shower one morning and you notice a mole on your thigh that you’ve never seen before. It’s reddish brown, bumpy and surprisingly large. Is it a benign mole, or is it melanoma?


A slew of new artificial intelligence tools claim they can help you figure it out. Some are smartphone apps that anyone can download to scan their skin at home, while others are software programs designed to be used directly by clinicians in a doctor’s office.


As a computer engineer studying how tools like these perform in real-world clinical settings, I know that finding a way to accurately use AI in dermatology would be immensely valuable to patients around the world. It could offer broad access to medical expertise, providing lifesaving screenings to remote areas or underresourced communities where dermatologists are scarce. 


But at the moment, these tools have a crucial shortcoming that researchers will have to resolve: They are increasingly accurate for people with light skin – but they have a massive blind spot when it comes to analyzing darker skin.


Skin-deep accuracy


The central myth of AI is that it functions objectively. In reality, an AI model is simply a pattern-matching engine. It learns to associate certain visual features with certain diseases. 


But it can easily be thrown off by the background color of a person’s skin. In other words, the AI model doesn’t learn to look at the lesion itself. Instead, it picks up on the color of the surrounding skin as a clue. This means that the model’s ability to make accurate predictions essentially degrades to guesses based on skin color.



            [image: On the left, an image of a brown-purple mole on light skin. On the right, the same picture, darkened.]
            
              The researchers trained an AI model on images of moles on light skin (left). When the skin color was altered to simulate darker skin (right), the AI model’s accuracy at identifying melanoma fell sharply – illustrating how AI models can rely on skin color as a shortcut rather than learning the true diagnostic features of melanoma.
              Mohamed Akrout, CC BY-SA
            
          



My colleagues and I found that the ability of these tools to accurately diagnose skin conditions dropped significantly when we simply darkened the surrounding skin on patients’ images. We trained an AI model on photographs of known skin conditions in light-skinned patients, then digitally manipulated the images to resemble darker skin tones. The clinical condition in the photo had not changed, but the AI’s ability to recognize it deteriorated sharply. 


For example, consider a condition such as atopic dermatitis – a chronic, itchy and inflammatory skin disease. It causes a skin discoloration that appears pink on light skin but gray or violet on darker skin. Our research and that of other groups shows that AI models would reliably classify the pink marks but might not identify the darker colors as signs of atopic dermatitis.


This AI classification blind spot means that patients with darker skin would receive measurably worse care. The disparity has critical consequences because skin cancers such as melanoma are visually harder to spot on pigmented skin. Patients of color are already more likely to be diagnosed at a more advanced stage, which leads to significantly lower survival rates. A diagnostic tool that works better for people with lighter skin only widens this gap.


The skin tone gap


This bias extends beyond tools used by clinicians to more widely used AI chatbots, such as ChatGPT or Claude. The stakes can become higher when people turn to these tools for medical answers without a clinician to double-check the output, making accuracy across all skin tones a matter of patient safety.


In a 2024 study, we presented OpenAI’s model, GPT-4, with an image of a completely benign mole. When we digitally darkened the skin around the mole while keeping the mole itself exactly the same, GPT-4 classified the spot as malignant melanoma. Because the skin color is the more prominent feature, the AI became so focused on the dark pigment of the skin that it ignored the standard medical rules used to identify cancer, such as checking whether the mole’s borders are irregular. 


If a person uses these tools at home, a harmless dark spot might trigger unnecessary panic, while a life-threatening cancer on dark skin could be overlooked.


Fixing how AI is trained


Why does this bias exist? The answer lies in the images used to train AI models.


Researchers build these AI models by feeding them hundreds of thousands of images pulled from public online libraries of medical photos shared by universities and hospitals. 


Historically, these medical databases – as well as dermatology textbooks – have been dominated by images of lighter skin tones. Darker skin images are relatively rare, in part because clinical norms were developed primarily around white patients. If an AI model is never taught what melanoma looks like on dark skin, it simply won’t know how to find it.


To achieve the same accuracy on darker skin as on lighter skin, these models need a more diverse set of images for training. However, while there are millions of photos of light-skinned patients already available in historical databases, gathering a massive new database of real photos from patients of color raises challenging ethical and patient privacy issues. 



            
            Patients of color are more likely to be diagnosed with melanoma at later stages of the disease.
          

Generative AI offers limited help


One way around this privacy hurdle may be to use generative AI – the same technology powering chatbots, which can also be used to make deepfake videos – to artificially generate thousands of synthetic medical images. 


Using just text prompts, researchers can create realistic, high-quality images of conditions such as melanoma on darker skin tones. My colleagues and I showed that an AI trained entirely on these synthetic images can learn to correctly categorize data using those images just as well as one trained on real ones.


However, this approach carries a hidden risk: Generative AI models can create high-quality images, but they may not map cleanly onto the characteristics of skin conditions that patients actually experience. This would be like using an inaccurate map to teach someone how to navigate.


If researchers train a diagnostic AI tool on these flawed synthetic images, the data might look perfectly diverse on a spreadsheet, but the tool will remain functionally blind to how these diseases actually appear on real patients of color. 


At the moment, there is no shortcut around this problem. The only viable path forward is to build more inclusive and representative collections of images, particularly from people with darker skin tones.


Today, the medical AI field is at a crossroads. While some of these AI skin-scanning tools are already making their way into clinics and app stores for use in the U.S. and around the world, researchers and regulators are already pushing for stricter testing across all skin tones before these tools are widely deployed. 


Ultimately, eliminating color-based bias in AI isn’t just about fairness, but rather the absolute baseline required to ensure these tools actually work for the people who need them most.

Mohamed Akrout 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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Satellite images show how penguins’ diets are changing in response to Antarctic climate change

theconversation.com · Casey Youngflesh, Assistant Professor of Biological Sciences, Clemson University

An Adélie penguin swims through the ocean. Casey Youngflesh, CC BYThe color of penguin poop, as seen from space, is offering a new window into how the ecology and the environment of Antarctica are changing over time.


Adélie penguins are one of the most abundant predators in the Southern Ocean. They rely on food sources in the ocean, but nest on rocky outcrops all around the Antarctic continent.


Penguin colonies often have hundreds of thousands of nesting birds, which generate a lot of guano – so much so that it can be readily identified from space, using NASA’s Landsat satellites. 


A multidisciplinary group of scholars that I led has used thousands of satellite images dating as far back as the 1980s to examine these patches of penguin guano, to reveal what these birds are eating and how changes in the environment are affecting their diets – which also affect their survival.


In particular, we found that when there is an abundance of sea ice at a colony, Adélie penguins there tend to rely more on small fish. When there is less sea ice, they depend more on krill, which are small shrimplike crustaceans.



            [image: A satellite view of a group of small islands with ice floating in the water between them shows that some of the islands are pink, while others are not.]
            
              A NASA graphic shows several of Antarctica’s Danger Islands stained pink by guano from Adélie penguins with a krill-rich diet. Without rookeries, those islands would look more like Darwin Island.
              NASA Earth Observatory/Michala Garrison
            
          

The color of food


Krill have a pink exoskeleton that penguins don’t fully digest, which contributes a rosy shade of pink to their guano. It is the color of guano that we can use to determine what penguins are eating.


This approach relies on a quantitative approach we developed that examines guano color and links that to the share of a penguin’s diet that is krill.


To develop the linkage, we collected penguin guano at several locations. With a spectrometer, we determined the color of each sample as a satellite would see it. This was done in a small makeshift lab on a ship in the Antarctic, which likely smells of penguin guano to this day. We analyzed what was in this guano, using tools from environmental chemistry, to determine the diet that had generated that color of guano.



            [image: A person bends over a table that holds several small patches of material of varying color.]
            
              Casey Youngflesh spreads out penguin guano in preparation for analysis of its color and evidence of what food it came from.
              Casey Youngflesh, CC BY
            
          

That information, along with some statistical modeling, allowed us to determine what penguins are eating based on the color of their guano as observed from satellites. More broadly, it provides a window into what is happening in the larger Antarctic marine food web – information typically hidden under the surface of the Southern Ocean. To our knowledge, this is the first effort to directly monitor what animals are eating from space.



            [image: An overhead view shows two circles of a penguin colony on land near a rocky, icy shore.]
            
              A view from a drone shows how penguin colonies, lower left, differ in color from their surrounding terrain.
              Thomas Sayre-McCord/WHOI/MIT, CC BY
            
          

Using information from around 4,000 satellite images, we looked at how penguins’ diets varied over both time and space. We found that penguins do eat different things across the Antarctic continent, and that what they eat varies both across the year as well as from one year to the next.


Links between sea ice, food webs and penguin populations


Our data reveals how climate change is shifting penguins’ diets and how the Antarctic food web as a whole is changing.


Since the 2010s, sea ice has declined precipitously around the continent, with several years setting new historical sea ice minimums. Less sea ice means fewer fish, which is bad news for penguins:  Adélie penguin chicks are typically heavier when fed fish as opposed to krill, and heavier chicks are more likely to survive into adulthood.


Our findings indicate that in locations where penguins eat less fish, the number of penguins has declined over the past few decades across the species’ entire range. By contrast, penguin colonies that eat more fish are more likely to be stable or increasing.



            [image: A lot of penguins sit perched on top of gray fuzzy bundles that are their chicks, amid rocks, dirt and guano.]
            
              A colony of Adélie penguins on their nests, on King George Island in Antarctica.
              Michael Polito, University of California Santa Cruz, CC BY
            
          

Unfortunately, large-scale declines in sea ice are projected to continue into the future. Adélie penguins are also now facing increased competition for fish and krill from other marine life and from humans.


For example, in the Antarctic Peninsula region, the area directly below South America, baleen whale populations, which feed largely on krill, have rebounded substantially since the end of commercial whaling decades ago. Gentoo penguins are shifting their range from the sub-Antarctic southward to the Antarctic as the climate warms, adding to the numbers of predators hunting in those waters.


Fishing trawlers are also now harvesting large quantities of krill to be used in fish feed and human dietary supplements, which may put additional pressures on Adélie penguins in these regions.



            [image: A close-up photo shows a penguin bending forward and opening its beak toward two tiny gray-and-black chicks, which are reaching upward with open mouths.]
            
              An Adélie penguin adult feeds two small chicks on one of the Danger Islands in Antarctica.
              Michael Polito, University of California Santa Cruz, CC BY
            
          

The power of big data


Only by using thousands of satellite images could our research team understand how Adélie penguins’ diets vary across the range of the species, how it shifts over the seasons, and how it is responding to a changing environment over the past several decades. 


Information from satellites is particularly valuable for remote and hard-to-reach areas like Antarctica’s penguin colonies, as other methods of collecting this data would take massive amounts of personnel, planning and travel and survival logistics.


As satellite technologies continue to improve, with increasing resolution, shorter intervals between images and new sensors for collecting information, there are opportunities to fundamentally change how we monitor some wildlife, providing critical information about how the world is changing and how humanity might respond to these changes.

Casey Youngflesh receives funding from NASA. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/satellite-images-show-how-penguins-diets-are-changing-in-response-to-antarctic-climate-change-289754
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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.
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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



09

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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