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Farmer-poet Wendell Berry’s environmental ethics were deeply rooted in his Christian faith and belief in caring for creation

theconversation.com · Kristy Nabhan-Warren, Elizabeth Kahl Figge Chair in Catholic Studies, University of Iowa

Wendell Berry, right, joins an 'I Love Mountains' rally against mountaintop mining at the Kentucky Capitol in 2013.  AP Photo/James CrispFor most of his 92 years, Wendell Berry farmed his Lane’s Landing homestead in Henry County, Kentucky, using methods that embraced the land. He preferred draft horses to diesel-powered tractors and used crop rotation and manure fertilizer to naturally nurture his fields.


The widely revered poet-farmer, who wrote passionately about rural American life and humans’ responsibility to care for the land, believed in practicing what he preached.


Those beliefs were rooted firmly in his Christian Baptist faith.



            
            Wendell Berry interviewed by Bill Moyers. The Berry Center.
          

Throughout his life, Berry, who died on Aug. 31, 2026, was a leading advocate of environmental stewardship. You might recognize his belief system in what’s known as creation care today. 


It embraces a responsibility to care for the Earth and all its creatures. Berry increasingly saw that ethic violated by the industrialization of agriculture and ignored by a dominionist theology, preached by some prominent American Christians, which holds that humans have a God-given right to exploit the Earth’s resources.


Biblical base for Berry’s environmental ethics


Berry’s environmental ethics had their basis in Genesis, the first book of the Bible, which emphasizes that humans are not the owners of the Earth but rather are called to be caregivers and to tend the planet. He wrote, “We are allowed to make no exceptions – every person’s obligation toward creation is summed up in two words from Genesis 2:15: ‘Keep it.’” 


In contrast, the dominionist view emphasizes Genesis 1:8, which has been interpreted by some to mean that humans are to subdue the Earth and to establish Christian dominance. 


Berry opposed the idea that Christian scripture advocated for environmentally destructive practices such as mountaintop-removal coal mining, which led to the destruction of streams and forests in his native Kentucky. In 2011, he participated in a multiday sit-in protest of the mining practices, saying, “I intend to stay interested in it and involved as long as the Lord spares me.” 





            [image: An image from a social media site]
            
              Wendell Berry, who died on Aug. 31, 2026, shared some thoughts on Instagram in 2024.
              WendellBerryPoems/Instagram
            
          

I am a scholar of American Christianity and have spent my career researching and writing about how Christians practice their beliefs. I was in the audience when Berry was awarded the 2013 American Academy of Religion’s Martin Marty honor for the Public Understanding of Religion. For over an hour I listened raptly, as did the rest of the standing-room-only crowd, as he detailed his love for the land, community and his wife, Tanya.


I also taught students using his book “Jayber Crow,” about small-town living, religion and community, in my honors course at a small liberal arts college in the Midwest. I returned to his work when I was researching modern-day agriculture in Iowa for my book “Meatpacking America”.  



            [image: A book cover with a farmer in a field]
            
              A photo of Wendell Berry on his farm graces the cover of a set of his books. The title captures his respect for the land.
              Penguin Random House
            
          

I saw how Berry’s beliefs that humans have a responsibility to care for the Earth shaped his critiques about “agripower,” which he viewed as showing little regard for the fertility of the soil or the “health, wisdom, thrift, or stewardship of the farming community.” His poems, fiction and nonfiction often advocated for consuming less and living more communally.


Those beliefs rested on his commitment to caring for God’s creation.


The idea of ‘enough’


Berry’s Christianity-infused agrarianism began in earnest in the 1970s and helped popularize family-run farms, organic farming and farm-to-table eating establishments.


The modern creation care movement began as part of a wider network of American social justice movements. It took shape in the 1980s and ’90s, especially among those Christian evangelicals who read the Book of Genesis as instructing humans to care about all of God’s creations. Today, creation care is a broad Christian movement that calls for environmental stewardship, repairing the harm that humans have done to the environment, and belief in a loving God who is responsible for the Earth’s creation.


As the religious studies scholar Laurel Kerns has written, the Christian environmental movement that began in the 1980s laid the theological groundwork for creation care. Today’s many chapters of creation care form part of a religious environmental movement that calls for Christians to embrace stewardship, creation spirituality and ecojustice. 


As he detailed his 1977 text “The Unsettling of America,” Berry was a fierce critic of agribusiness and American’s throwaway, consumeristic culture. He admired the Amish lifestyle, which forgoes modern conveniences for simple farm living focused on God and family. He wrote, “It is possible, I think, to say that this is a Christian agriculture, formed upon the understanding that it is sinful for people to misuse or destroy what they did not make. The Creation is a unique, irreplaceable gift, therefore to be used with humility, respect, and skill.”




Berry encouraged people, whether or not they identified as Christian or as religious, to question technology as the Amish do, to consider its impact on the environment as well as on human lives, and to develop the concept of “enough.” He wanted people to be more intentional and reflective in their thoughts, words and actions.


Throughout his poems and other writing, Berry beseeched readers to focus on what they actually need and not what they want or think they need. “The idea of ‘enough’ is alien to capitalism, which respects no limit,” he wrote.


Wendell Berry’s legacy in an AI backlash


Berry and his wife and collaborator for 69 years, Tanya Amyx Berry, built a way of life and advocated for a way of living that went against the grain of mainstream American and global culture.


In over 50 books and many poems and talks, Berry helped lay the theological, ethical and how-to groundwork for a creation care movement that spread around the world. He consistently called out the extractive, destructive human behaviors that have posed dangers for the planet’s future.



            [image: Wendell Berry reads from a book.]
            
              Wendell Berry reads one of his poems from ‘This Day: Collected & New Sabbath Poems’ at the  The Center for Interfaith Relations’ Festival of Faiths in Louisville, Ky., in 2014.
              Festival of Faiths, CC BY
            
          

How his legacy will be fulfilled remains to be seen, but if the growing cross-generational public aversion to AI data centers and other forms of resource extraction are an indicator, it is my belief that Wendell Berry’s legacy will have a long and fruitful afterlife.

Kristy Nabhan-Warren 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/farmer-poet-wendell-berrys-environmental-ethics-were-deeply-rooted-in-his-christian-faith-and-belief-in-caring-for-creation-291025
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Mosquitoes are picky eaters – we studied 3 common South Florida species to learn why they like some people more than others

theconversation.com · Kaylee Marrero, Ph.D. Student and Transdisiplinary Biomolecular and Biomedical Sciences Fellow, Florida International University · Matthew DeGennaro, Associate Professor of Biological Sciences, Florida International University

If you’ve ever had to prepare a meal for a picky eater, you know it’s not easy. They may not like certain flavors or textures, and there are often foods you have to avoid altogether.


And it turns out, humans aren’t the only species with picky eaters – mosquitoes can also be finicky.


We are biology researchers who study mosquito behavior, and we recently discovered that mosquitoes can be picky about their favorite food – that is, human blood.


Learning what attracts these mosquitoes could be useful to designing repellents that deter them from biting people and reducing the local populations of mosquitoes that spread disease. And understanding why the living community of microbes on our skin appeals to mosquitoes could help in the development of probiotic mosquito repellents.



            [image: illustration showing three different types of mosquitoes flying around a group of people]
            
              This study looked at which mosquito species are attracted to which people, and why.
              Alejandro Acuna, CC BY
            
          

Meet the mosquitoes


Our study focused on three mosquito species: Aedes aegypti, Aedes albopictus and Culex quinquefasciatus. All three are abundant where we live in South Florida, among many other places.


Of course, the average person won’t be able to tell which species of mosquito bit them, especially since they might not realize they’re being bitten in the moment. But we looked at each of these species, since they pose different health risks to humans.


Aedes aegypti live in urban environments, primarily in warm climates, and they prefer biting humans over animals. They are responsible for spreading diseases to humans like the Zika virus, which can cause birth defects, and dengue fever, which can cause a rash, vomiting and, in severe cases, hemorrhaging and dangerous drops in blood pressure.


Aedes albopictus, also known as the Asian tiger mosquito, are an invasive species in the U.S. They love biting humans, but these mosquitoes will venture out of urban environments in search of a good meal. They also spread dengue fever, as well as chikungunya, which causes fever and joint pain. 


The final mosquito species, Culex quinquefasciatus, prefers to find a bite to eat in suburban areas in southern U.S. states. For these mosquitoes, also known as the southern house mosquito, their favorite meals are birds – but they also bite humans. This makes them an integral component of the bird-human disease cycle, spreading illnesses like West Nile virus, which can affect the nervous system and, in severe cases, lead to death.


No humans were bitten during this study


We recruited 119 participants and tested their attraction for each species using a device called a uniport olfactometer. It’s an acrylic container made up of three parts – a box where the human participant could place their arm, a tube into which we released the mosquitoes, and a smaller tube, called the attraction chamber, connecting them. A mesh screen divides the chamber from the participant’s arm so that the mosquitoes could get up close but couldn’t bite the participants.


We classified mosquitoes that traveled down the tube and into the attraction chamber as attracted to the participant. There is a funnel on the inside of the attraction chamber, so once the mosquitoes entered, it was difficult for them to go back. We calculated the rate of attraction for each participant by counting how many mosquitoes entered the attraction chamber.


For each participant, we released 30 mosquitoes at a time into the olfactometer. We tested each species three times, for a total of 90 mosquitoes tested per species and 270 mosquitoes per participant. We observed that each of the three species had their own preferences for which humans they wanted to bite.


Every person’s skin has its own unique microbiome – a community of microorganisms that live on the skin and keep it healthy. Typically, this includes a combination of bacteria species such as Staphylococcus, Corynebacterium and Cutibacterium.


Both the amounts and combinations of these microbes can change, depending on a person’s diet or overall health. In order to ensure the best possible sample from each person’s skin, we asked our study participants not to wear any perfumes or deodorants and to refrain from showering or bathing for at least 12 hours prior to coming into the lab.


Our team collected skin odors from each of the participants by having them put their arm inside a bag immediately after the attraction trials. Their arm was also swabbed for microbes so we could identify which bacterial species were present. This allowed our team to determine which odors and microbes each mosquito species was looking for.



            [image: person placing their arm in a plastic bag]
            
              Participants’ skin was collected to find out what combination of odors and microbes were attracting the mosquitoes.
              Matthew DeGennaro, CC BY
            
          

What mosquitoes did – and didn’t – like


Each species showed clear preferences when it came to the odors and skin bacteria. 


Aedes aegypti showed a slight preference for men over women, while the other two mosquito species did not discriminate on the basis of sex. The reasons for this are not clear, and the differences in odors and skin microbes between men and women were too great for us to tease out any individual factors driving mosquito attraction. 


Aedes aegypti preferred people that had less of certain odors like cyclic alcohols, which are ingredients in some fragrances and cosmetic products. But they were attracted to people on whom Staphylococcus bacteria was more abundant. Meanwhile, lower attraction was associated with certain Pseudomonas bacteria. 


Aedes albopictus was a little less picky, preferring people with plenty of odors. They particularly sought out people with high amounts of organic compounds called ketones. One of their favorite ketones was mesityl oxide, which has a sweet, honeylike odor. These mosquitoes also preferred people with more skin microbes, particularly when bacteria like Streptococcus intermedius and Anaercoccus octavius were in higher abundance.


But they also avoided certain bacteria, like the Mogibacterium genus. We suspect that these bacteria may produce odors that these mosquitoes don’t like.


Much like Aedes aegypti, Culex quinquefasciatus picked participants that had fewer odors overall. They were attracted to monoterpenes like alpha-pinene, which are organic compounds often found in essential oils.


Interestingly, there were no bacteria that were associated with high attraction for Culex quinquefasciatus, but there was a high abundance of the bacteria genus Actinomyces on the participants that were low attraction to these mosquitoes.


The results weren’t all differences: Some odors and bacteria were attractive across all three species. For example, all three were attracted to participants with the odor chemical ethyl 2-methylbutanoate, a fruity scent often found in fragrances. And all three species were less attracted to participants with lots of the odor 1-penten-3-ol, a chemical typically used in fresh- or crisp-scented products.


We also found that some skin bacteria were attractive across all three species. For example, people with more Corynebacterium kefirresidentii living on their skin were highly attractive to all the mosquitoes.


No person was attractive to all mosquito species


Scientists have known for decades that some people are more attractive to mosquitoes than others, and they have been studying these mosquito magnets since the 1960s.


We therefore expected that a few of our 119 participants would be mosquito magnets, and that these people would attract all three species. So we were surprised to find that no human was a universal mosquito magnet among these three species. The enticing aromas that allow each mosquito species to find us are just too different. 


This tells us that mosquitoes can act as picky foodies with their own preferences for people and how they smell. Looking at the skin bacteria that help to make humans smell, there are clear differences and commonalities in terms of what attracts these mosquitoes. Our study suggests the secret of mosquito attraction is held inside the tiny microbes on our skin.

Matthew DeGennaro has received funding from the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) Biological Technologies Office (BTO) and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention to support this study. 
Kaylee Marrero 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/mosquitoes-are-picky-eaters-we-studied-3-common-south-florida-species-to-learn-why-they-like-some-people-more-than-others-289647
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Essential digital technologies are critical infrastructure – they are not always built and managed that way

theconversation.com · Francine Berman, Director of Public Interest Technology and Stuart Rice Honorary Research Professor, UMass Amherst

Passengers fill a terminal at Harry Reid International Airport in Las Vegas on July 19, 2024, after a major internet outage disrupted flights worldwide. AP Photo/Ty ONeilWhat do the water system in Flint, Michigan, the electrical grid in Puerto Rico and your search engine have in common? They are all critical infrastructure – systems essential to everyday life.


People expect critical infrastructure to be reliable, to minimize risk and to promote public well-being. When it fails – such as when lead seepage poisoned Flint’s water supply in 2014, or when nearly all of Puerto Rico’s power went out on New Year’s Eve in 2024 – the public expects risks to be mitigated and problems to be addressed.


Today’s critical infrastructure includes food and water systems, roads and bridges, and financial and health systems. Much of the digital technology everyone depends on is also critical infrastructure. People depend on search engines for information, social media for public announcements and important communications, and AI-powered services for analysis and decision-making. All are essential to function in modern civic society. 


When search engines opportunistically shape the information that people seek, social media is polluted with misinformation, and AI-driven services serve up unsafe recommendations or “digital slop,” many people chalk it up to the cost of engaging with the commercial sector and feel powerless to control their information – or one form of “digital resignation.”


My experience as former director of the San Diego Supercomputer Center and co-founder of the international Research Data Alliance suggests that it doesn’t have to be this way. Digital infrastructure can be designed, built and managed for human well-being just as other critical infrastructure is. 


To do so, society will need to change both its expectations about digital critical infrastructure and its actions – the way the public and private sectors create and regulate these services and systems and the way the public uses them – to better protect the people who depend on them. 


From food to search engines


People expect critical infrastructure to be safe and secure for widespread use. They expect it to be broadly accessible and reliable, and to promote public interests at least as much as commercial profit. This means incorporating safeguards for the public such as speed limits on roads, redundant systems in power plants, and privacy regulations governing health data. It is never perfect, but people expect critical infrastructure to be built, managed and regulated to support and protect a vulnerable public.


Consider food and information systems: Both sustain the well-being of the public in different ways. In the food system, public health standards safeguard the way your food is processed so that it does not make you sick. Restaurants are evaluated based on their compliance with these health standards: Is food handled and stored at safe temperatures? Are kitchens sanitized properly? In many places, restaurants must publicly display the letter grade the health department gives them. It’s easier to make healthy choices when you know if a restaurant got an A or a C.  



            
            Social media has become critical infrastructure, too.
          

Search engines are also critical infrastructure, shaping how people access information essential to modern life. Yet the ranking systems of opportunistic search algorithms often prioritize content that is commercially advantageous, heavily optimized and attention-grabbing. These priorities shape public understanding, influence democratic discourse and can sometimes give users a distorted view of reality. 


What if people expected search engines to provide similar transparency about how they select and rank content? What if you knew a search engine’s algorithmic priorities, how it profiles you as a user and how advertising shapes the information you receive? That might help you decide where to look for information and how much to trust what you find.


Digital critical infrastructure can put people at risk in different ways. Sometimes people feel the impact immediately, as when the power grid blacks out or the internet goes down. Sometimes it fails by exposing people to a toxic environment – a polluted river can harm the people and wildlife that depend on it, just as dangerous misinformation on social media promoting health scams or body dysmorphia can harm people seeking information and advice. Sometimes digital critical infrastructure fails by not including sufficient protections – by creating a fertile environment for predators or by supporting surveillance pricing models that use personal information to extract the most that consumers can pay.


To counteract these risks, it’s important to incorporate more safeguards in the design, deployment and management of the systems people depend on. It’s also important to provide users with more control over what they see on social media and who appears in their feeds, and more transparency about how the personal data collected by connected doorbells or e-commerce services is used, shared or sold. Such safeguards could reduce risk and help users avoid exploitation, manipulation and predators.


Where to start?


Making digital critical infrastructure better is within reach, and the strategies described in my book, Better Tech:  Putting People First in Cyberspace, and elsewhere can make tech both better, and better for the people who depend on it. 


Consider transportation as an example. Experts predict that self-driving cars will be ubiquitous in the coming decades. Engineers can reduce tomorrow’s public risks today by designing these connected “data centers on wheels” to reduce emissions from onboard computers, protect passenger data and create fail-safe measures needed to operate safely when the internet on tomorrow’s connected highways goes down. Such efforts involve human planning, work and intervention now to ensure that future transportation will promote public well-being.


Digital critical infrastructure can be built and managed better; people’s well-being depends on it. The challenge today is to ensure that as we develop the technologies that shape our future, they also advance society and help humans thrive.

Francine Berman is a Trustee of the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, former Director of the San Diego Supercomputer Center, and co-founder of the Research Data Alliance.  


Original: https://theconversation.com/essential-digital-technologies-are-critical-infrastructure-they-are-not-always-built-and-managed-that-way-288580
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Dog parks are an antidote to the isolation and divisions that social media can fuel

theconversation.com · Kevin B. Johnson, Professor  of Pediatrics, Biomedical Informatics and Science Communication, University of Pennsylvania

A group of regulars meet at the Harford dog park in Radnor, Pa.  Kevin B. Johnson, CC BY-NC-SAThe case against social media has gotten so well rehearsed that most people can easily merge it into ordinary conversation: It makes people lonely. It sorts them into camps. It hands them a room full of people who already agree with them and calls that a community. 


I’ve given this speech myself, with feeling, having read my phone notifications in the host’s powder room 11 minutes earlier. 


I am a pediatrician, health communicator and researcher at the University of Pennsylvania, and diagnosing is in my blood. Two decades of research, a surgeon general’s advisory on loneliness and Meta’s recent settlement of up to US$17 billion, pending court approval, all describe the same thing. What we recite are the symptoms. The more interesting question is what these symptoms diagnose.


Simply put, our dependency on social media creates a deficiency disease. It’s not something toxic we’re ingesting; it is something our lives online have stopped us from receiving.  


I figured out that cost while standing in a field in Harford Park with a dog leash wrapped around my ankles.



            [image: A man in sunglasses sits on park bench with small white dog standing on his lap]
            
              The author sits with Chaz, his soft-coated Wheaten Terrier.
              Kevin B. Johnson, CC BY-NC-SA
            
          

A corner bar without the alcohol


Harford Park in Wayne, Pennsylvania, is 30 acres of rolling grass and mature trees the township designated for off-leash dogs in 1997. 


I go most afternoons. So do the same 15 or 20 people, which is how I ended up tangled in someone else’s very long leash on a Tuesday, concentrating hard enough on my own feet that I stopped talking and just listened.


Two conversations were running at once. In one, a regular who is having a rough year was getting gently harassed about the weight he’d put on against his doctors’ advice — first by me, then by three other people who piled on uninvited. In the other, someone was arguing about Dr. Anthony Fauci, and the regulars chimed in on both sides. Gossip, complaints and dogs greeting dogs became the backdrop.


As I worked to free my ankles, it clicked: The dog park, like the local knitting club or the Saturday pickleball group, does the job a corner bar used to do. There are regulars and running jokes, and once a person is known, a spot in the conversation is reserved for them.


What makes these places work is that a shared focus on one small part of a life opens into something fuller. Regulars may share a taste in dog breeds or beer, but they are not colleagues, political soulmates or relatives. They differ on favorite restaurants, income, age, religion, values and beliefs. They are together because a golden retriever and a nervous rescue mutt need to run in the morning, and there is a field nearby.


Chance encounters can increase empathy


Sociologist Ray Oldenburg called places like this third places and defined them as “public places that host the regular, voluntary, informal, and happily anticipated gatherings of individuals beyond the realms of home and work.” Oldenburg noted the erosion of places that once manufactured accidental encounters, such as main streets, neighborhood pubs, general stores and even the drugstore soda fountain.


Off-leash parks have been among the fastest-growing amenities in U.S. city park systems for two decades. A study in the Journal of Urban Affairs found dog park users reported higher social capital and neighborhood cohesion.


The park is not a utopia. It’s a corner bar without the booze.


Thomas Pettigrew and Linda Tropp’s meta-analysis of 515 studies provides the best evidence for why these accidental connections matter. They found that contact between groups generally reduces prejudice, but the quality and circumstances of that contact matter. The more interesting finding came later, when they tested how it works: The effect runs less through learning facts about the other group than through reduced anxiety, more empathy and more perspective.


That is exactly what the park does. The man I disagree with about nearly everything hasn’t changed his mind, and neither have I. What changed is that his politics is now maybe the eighth thing I know and appreciate about him, behind his dog’s bad hip, his sense of humor, the awful year he had and his love of what Philadelphians call “wooder ice.”


That shift, from opinions to a person, is why “just show people the other side” keeps failing online. When sociologist Christopher Bail and colleagues paid Republicans and Democrats to follow bots representing the views of the opposite party on Twitter, the Republicans came out substantially more conservative than they went in. Democrats shifted slightly left, though not significantly. Exposure to opinions is not the same thing as exposure to a person. The feed gave people arguments. The corner bar gives people other people.




Making room for tolerance and trust


If the places people gather shape their health, as a growing body of research suggests, then the shift from communities set by geography to communities assembled by algorithm creates a slow burn of intolerance and mistrust. 


There are now decades of research on social media and anxiety, and a growing body of experimental work about what algorithmic curation does to what people see. Almost none of it treats the encounter pattern as a health exposure.


Social platforms have mastered what German American sociologist Herbert Gans called selective homogeneity. They sort people by interests, identities, tastes and grievances, then make it easy to stay among people who feel familiar.


They are like virtual Levittowns – the postwar suburban developments outside Philadelphia, among other places in the Northeast, where thousands of identical houses went up on farmland and were sold to buyers screened by price. In early Levittowns, covenants barred Black families outright.


In 1958, Gans moved into a Levittown in New Jersey and stayed two years doing research on its residents. He found that although original settlers and those who moved in by choice were happy, their rebellious teenage offspring, who had the fewest places to go and the least to do in those communities, were not. 


This was an early, real-life sorting of the type that algorithms would make all too common 60 years later.


By contrast, repeated, low-stakes, in-person contact like the interactions between regulars at a dog park or corner bar creates room for tolerance and trust. People come back. They notice an absence. They share attention around a task, a place or a dog, rather than around presenting themselves or defending a position.


Deficiency diseases are easily treatable. Nothing has to be taken away; instead, something has to be given back.


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

Kevin B. Johnson receives funding from the National Institutes of Health.


Original: https://theconversation.com/dog-parks-are-an-antidote-to-the-isolation-and-divisions-that-social-media-can-fuel-290213
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Taxpayers don’t want to pay for new NFL stadiums – so why did politicians approve billions in subsidies to fund six new ones?

theconversation.com · J.C. Bradbury, Professor of Economics, Kennesaw State University

Beginning in 2027, the Tennessee Titans will play their home games in the new Nissan Stadium in Nashville. Over $1 billion in public dollars have been committed to the project. Wesley Hitt/Getty ImagesWhen the Buffalo Bills play their 2026 season home opener in the newly built Highmark Stadium, it will mark the first game to take place at one of six new NFL venues scheduled to open over the next six seasons.


The Tennessee Titans will move into a new dome in 2027. The Cleveland Browns’ stadium is on track to be ready for the 2029 season, while the Washington Commanders are planning to inaugurate their new stadium the following year. The new homes for the Kansas City Chiefs and Denver Broncos are scheduled to open in time for the 2031 season.  


When the Bills stadium was announced in 2022, economists called the US$850 million public contribution from New York and Erie County taxpayers a terrible deal. 


That public expense would soon be eclipsed by subsequent NFL stadium projects, with subsidies averaging more than $1 billion and totaling $5.74 billion for the venues whose budgets have been announced. The Chiefs, recipients of $1.8 billion from Kansas taxpayers, lead the pack. Denver’s stadium costs are not yet known.





Economists have been studying the public financing of stadiums and their escalating costs for decades, consistently finding that the meager economic benefits to host communities simply don’t justify the massive public outlays they receive. 


My recent book, “This One Will Be Different: False Promises and Fiscal Realities of Publicly Funded Stadiums,” summarizes and explains the dour findings. Stadiums fail to generate economic growth because they mostly reallocate existing spending from elsewhere in the community, rather than stimulate new commerce. And any localized development and intangible benefits tend to be limited – nowhere near enough to justify the subsidies provided. 


But I also consider another important question: If research demonstrates that sports venues are unwise public investments, why do state and local governments continue to subsidize them?


New stadiums a no-brainer – for owners


Even though many of today’s stadiums are in good enough shape to last for decades longer – the Green Bay Packers, for example, are about to play their 70th season at Lambeau Field – stadiums tend to be replaced in 30-year cycles. 


This corresponds with typical lease lengths that teams sign with municipal landlords. When facility leases expire, teams often seize the opportunity to push for publicly funded improvements.




The NFL’s last building wave peaked around the turn of the millennium, so the current uptick in new venues is expected. This trend will likely continue over the next decade, as leases for the many venues that opened in the 2000s expire.  


Rather than sign a new lease for an existing stadium, team owners have every incentive to build newer, more costly structures. 


For one, they benefit from the temporary surge in attendance and revenue that comes from opening a new venue. It’s a phenomenon that economists call the “novelty effect” – as fans clamor to experience the modern amenities that new venues offer. Teams also directly benefit from moving their operations to upgraded state-of-the-art facilities.


But a public contribution doesn’t only reduce the owner’s cost of replacing a venue. It also promotes lavish spending. When a government partner is sharing the financial burden, teams tend to design more expensive structures, since owners bear only part of the cost but receive all the benefits. This results in the “gold-plating” of facilities with extravagant features – like upgraded luxury suites, private clubs or a dome – that owners might not be willing to pay for on their own. 


Though the Buffalo Bills’ Highmark Stadium may be the only new NFL stadium without a dome, its stacked design includes heated concourses and a specially designed snow-melting roof that covers a majority of seats. It also includes three new exclusive clubs for patrons who are willing to pay extra for added amenities, like climate-controlled spaces, field-level patio access, premium food and beverage options, and a private whiskey locker.   


Waning public appetite


When economists began scrutinizing stadium financing in the 1980s, they concluded that the monopoly power of sports leagues was driving subsidies. 


The thinking went that by restricting the total number of franchises, owners were generating greater public commitments by creating bidding wars among various municipalities. Elected officials were then forced to commit tax dollars to keep their hometown teams or risk losing them to another state or city and angering their voters.


However, that’s not exactly what has happened. 


The NFL, the NBA, the NHL and MLB have each added between three and 11 new teams since 1990, which has reduced the number of relocation targets. Yet in that period, subsidies have only continued to grow. 


Many teams received new public facilities without threatening to move anywhere. And though relocation may have been mentioned as a possibility in public discussions, none of the NFL franchises slated to open new venues over the next five years dangled offers from competing markets as an implicit threat to move.


Furthermore, when the question of using tax dollars for stadium improvements is put on the ballot, voters have often opposed them. 


The Chiefs’ initial request for public funds to renovate its current stadium was soundly defeated by a Jackson County referendum in 2024. And surveys of voters in Nashville and upstate New York found that a majority opposed the Titans and Bills stadium deals.


Politicians versus the people


Public financing for stadiums doesn’t always fail at the ballot box. 


Voters in Oklahoma City and San Antonio recently approved new arenas for their NBA franchises.


But elected officials are far more likely to approve public subsidies. 


A recent review of public stadium votes found that only 58% of referendums put before voters passed. When they did, the support was slim: just 51%, on average. 


In contrast, 96% of the proposals considered by representative bodies were approved with 80% support.


Teams realize that cutting voters out of the decision-making process is the most effective way to obtain public financing.


After the Chiefs’ Arrowhead Stadium renovation proposal was rejected by voters in Kansas City, Missouri, the team turned to lawmakers one state over, in Kansas, where the electorate wouldn’t have a direct say in its new stadium request. The Titans employed a $1.6 million lobbying campaign to help get subsidies approved by state and local representatives. The Bills similarly sought funding from its county and state legislatures. 


It’s no surprise that none of the new NFL venues were considered by referendums. In fact, only six of 39 public subsidy proposals for new stadiums that were considered between 2005 and 2017 were decided directly by voters.


The perks of office


So why might a representative favor a project that the majority of their constituents oppose? 


It’s difficult to get inside the minds of elected officials, but it likely helps that politicians tend to be male and educated – a demographic that likes sports.


By supporting and promoting venue projects, elected decision-makers may personally benefit, while passing the costs to taxpayers. Wooing public officials with playoff tickets and luxury boxes is a strategy that teams have openly employed.


Government representatives often have access to exclusive events and premium spaces that sports venues offer. For example, New York officials have been criticized for attending Bills games in a publicly subsidized luxury suite.


It’s understandable that stadium proposals may seem more persuasive when presented over cocktails in a private suite, sitting among other prominent citizens and surrounded by a buoyant crowd cheering on the hometown team. 


Owners appear to have learned that even though they may not be able to fit a majority of the electorate into the owner’s box, there’s plenty of room for the municipal council.

J.C. Bradbury 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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06

Puerto Rico is rationing water, but many residents stopped trusting the tap long before the drought

theconversation.com · Ivis García, Associate Professor of Landscape Architecture and Urban Planning, Texas A&M University

Residents collect water from a tanker truck amid government-imposed water rationing in San Juan, Puerto Rico, in August 2026. Ricardo Arduengo/AFP via Getty ImagesImagine turning on your kitchen faucet and nothing comes out. Not for an hour, but for two full days. Then the water returns, only to stop again two days later. 


That is what more than 180,000 customers in San Juan, Puerto Rico, and six nearby municipalities have been dealing with since Aug. 7, 2026, and officials expect 48-hour rotating outages to continue at least through August.


The official explanation is drought that has depleted the island’s reservoirs. July was the driest month San Juan has recorded in more than 120 years. The Superaqueduct, a large, aging pipe system that carries water to the metro area, also ruptured in June, severely reducing water supplies.


“This situation is out of our hands,” Gov. Jenniffer González said in early August as water rationing began.


But as a professor of urban planning who has spent years studying water in Puerto Rico, I know that a great deal of the problem Puerto Rico is facing has been in someone’s hands. And for many households I’ve spoken with, the announcement changed less for their daily lives than you might expect.


People were already living without water


Puerto Ricans have dealt with water-rationing before, including during a drought in 2015 that left 400,000 customers receiving water service every third day, and again in 2020. After Hurricane Maria in 2017, parts of the island went nearly five months without dependable service. The water interruptions never really stopped for many Puerto Ricans after that.


Residents of one San Juan neighborhood counted 123 days of water outages over the 13 months before the latest rolling outages began. Some brought their unwashed laundry to a protest in the capital in August 2026. A community leader in another town told The Associated Press the rolling outages schedule did not mean much, because her neighborhood had been experiencing water outages for several months.


Filling buckets, keeping jugs by the door, checking the faucet each morning – for many Puerto Ricans, that routine was in place long before now.



            [image: A woman washes her hair under a faucet from a natural spring]
            
              A woman washes her hair using water from a natural spring on Aug. 6, 2026, during mandatory water rationing imposed amid a severe drought in Puerto Rico.
              Ricardo Arduengo/AFP via Getty Images
            
          

The government-owned water company, Puerto Rico Aqueduct and Sewer Authority, or PRASA, is responsible for the water system. But no agency publishes how often households lose service, and Puerto Rico has no independent water regulator. Past engineers’ reports for PRASA have counted reported leaks and overflows, but not how many homes were affected. Much of the information about the latest outages has come instead from residents and investigations by the Puerto Rico House and Senate into repeated water interruptions.


Losing half its water to leaks


Part of Puerto Rico’s water problem is the large amount of water lost between water treatment facilities and customers.


Two aging systems are failing at once: large transmission mains like the Superaqueduct, where a break can cut off an entire city, and roughly 15,000 miles of distribution lines that leak continuously.


This is not a new problem. PRASA lost 267 million of the 513 million gallons it produced each day, close to half, to leaks from pipes before it reached anyone in fiscal year 2024, according to Puerto Rico’s federally appointed Financial Oversight and Management Board, which certifies the utility’s budget. The utility’s fiscal plan includes investing in leak detection, but shows only a 6% reduction in water losses since 2019.  


Overall, the costs have been estimated at nearly US$100 million annually in wasted water production and over $200 million in lost revenue.
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              A Puerto Rico Aqueduct and Sewer Authority pumping station in Loíza.
              Ivis García
            
          

The island, which has been battered by severe storms and earthquakes in recent years, relies heavily on disaster recovery funds from the Federal Emergency Management Agency and funding from other federal and state agencies for its water system repair work. To secure those funds, it prioritizes projects that FEMA will reimburse – treatment plants, meters and hurricane reconstruction – rather than the thousands of miles of small pipes where most of the water is lost.


The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has put Puerto Rico’s need for distribution and transmission pipe work at $2.2 billion, far more than the funding it receives for water systems or the amount it gets from customers. 


Mistrust of the system


In addition to the outages, water quality problems over the years have created widespread mistrust of Puerto Rico’s water system.


An analysis of U.S. Environmental Protection Agency data found that in 2015, water systems serving the island had more health and other violations than in any other U.S. state or territory. 


In 2021, researchers analyzing EPA compliance data found that 17 of Puerto Rico’s 78 municipalities had systems the agency classifies as serious violators. However, that label does not tell a household whether the problem is contamination or paperwork, which is part of why people stop trusting what comes out of the tap.
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              Some communities have never had public water service. An open cistern serves one community-managed water system.
              Ivis García
            
          

I worked on a research team led by engineers at Iowa State University that studied how Puerto Rican households get their drinking water. In 2022, we surveyed and interviewed 154 residents in the Loíza, Comerío and Aguas Buenas regions.


Sixty-four percent said they mistrusted their tap water. They talked about taste, color and smell, and their own history with the utility. One said the water tasted like the ocean. Another said that, after Hurricane Maria, the pipes smelled of dead animals. A third boiled the water as recommended, got sick anyway, and didn’t go back to using tap water.


Some residents said they rely on bottled water when they can, even when the taps are running. One told us she uses municipal water when her bottled water runs out because she has no car and will not keep asking her children to bring more. A few said relatives shamed them if they used water from the faucet.


These households are paying for water whether it arrives or not. The published residential rate starts near $30 a month on top of the cost of the water actually used. But buying bottled water is more expensive than tap water, and the median household income in Puerto Rico is $26,297, compared to roughly $82,000 nationally. The poverty rate is 37.3%.


A separate survey our team ran with 208 older adults in Loíza found 86% using bottled water and 71% also drinking tap water.


Paying for repairs


A utility that cannot hold its customers will have an even harder time financing its repairs.


The system’s $1.1 billion in annual revenue can’t cover the roughly $1.3 billion in operating costs and $240 to $270 million a year in debt service on about $3.8 billion in long-term debt. That is why the capital program is mostly federally funded.


But that federal funding is paid as reimbursements, and the work has been slow. Puerto Rico’s most recent congressional status report found it slowed even more after FEMA added new procedural requirements in 2025.


In Puerto Rico, the money for repairs mostly exists on paper. Some is obligated but not disbursed, some is committed to court-ordered wastewater work instead, and almost none of it is aimed at the small pipes losing the water. A utility that has spent two decades under federal consent decrees for breaking Clean Water Act rules and releasing raw sewage into waterways still cannot cover the island’s water system’s actual needs.

Ivis García received funding from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, Assistance Agreement No. 84004001, and the National Science Foundation, Award 2302205. The research was conducted with colleagues at Iowa State University and Bradley University, with local field research assistants in Puerto Rico. The views are the author's and have not been reviewed by the EPA, NSF or the rest of the team at ISU.
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Colorado River water conservation efforts get only halfway to a solution

theconversation.com · Sarah Porter, Director of the Kyl Center for Water Policy, ASU Morrison Institute for Public Policy, Arizona State University

A view over Lake Mead shows how far the lake's level has fallen. AP Photo/Ty ONeilIn August 2026 the nation’s two largest reservoirs, Lake Mead and Lake Powell, both on the Colorado River, hit their lowest levels since they first began to be filled in 1936 and 1963, respectively.


The federal government and the seven Colorado River basin states – Arizona, California, Colorado, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah and Wyoming – have been unable to reach an agreement about who should reduce water usage by how much to avoid catastrophic declines in lake levels.


And the existing plans and commitments, including a federal outline announced in late July 2026, don’t get close to achieving what’s needed to keep the river flowing. Here’s a look at the key issues making an agreement so hard to reach.





Big cuts are needed


To stabilize the Colorado River system, seven states and Mexico need to reduce annual consumption of Colorado River water by at least 3 million acre-feet (980 million gallons), and probably more like 4 million acre-feet (1.3 trillion gallons), each year.


The Lower Basin states – Arizona, California and Nevada – have been using less water, even as their populations have grown.


They have proposed to further reduce water use in 2027 and 2028, and Mexico has, too. Those decreases, coming only from the Lower Basin states, would be the biggest-ever reductions of Colorado River water use, but they would amount to only about 3.7 million acre-feet over two years, about half what is likely needed.


Unless more water is conserved, the reservoirs that have stored surplus water over the decades could shrink to the point that only the water that naturally flows into the river each year would be released downstream. That’s a condition called “run of river,” which could result in drastic cuts to the Lower Basin’s water supply.


If the winter of 2026-27 is like the winter the West had in 2025-26, the river and reservoirs will likely be at that point by mid-2027. A really good winter with lots of snow might push the timing out a year or two, but it won’t solve the problem: People are using a lot more water from the reservoirs than nature is replenishing each year with rainfall and snowfall.





Why is there so little water?


Water was first divided among the Upper and Lower Basins in 1922, using an overoptimistic estimate of how much water there would be. In the past quarter century, low snowpack and reductions in the amount of snow that converts to surface water have meant that flows can’t keep up with demand. 


The other key problem is evaporation. These massive reservoirs are in a hot, dry region. The U.S. Geological Survey estimates that annual evaporation is about 1.5 million acre-feet. That’s about 10% of what the seven states expect to be able to use each year – and about half of the overall cuts in water use that would be needed to keep the river flowing.


Even if sufficient water were released from Lake Powell to Lake Mead to cover the Lower Basin’s and Mexico’s apportionments, Lake Mead would continue to decline because of evaporation. 


What would deep cuts mean for people?


Farmers and ranchers in the Upper Basin have had less water available in 2026 because the winter was extraordinarily dry. 


But if water levels at Lake Powell and Lake Mead fall too low to allow dam managers to release stored water, the effects would be on the Lower Basin.  


Entities that receive water from the Central Arizona Project have junior priority in the Lower Basin. Central Arizona cities have years’ worth of groundwater they could access – not a forever supply, but enough to use for some years while they work on developing new water supplies. 


If cuts go deeper, tribal and nontribal agriculture along the main stem would arguably take the hardest hit. They may have higher-priority rights, but if there’s no water they’re still in trouble. And there isn’t an alternative water supply for agriculture along the river’s main route. 


Across the nation, people would notice higher costs and limited availability of some produce, especially in the winter. At times of year when those crops can’t grow in colder parts of the country, Yuma County, Arizona, and Imperial County, California, are key suppliers of vegetables. Other products would be affected too, including Desert durum wheat, a high-gluten wheat that is preferred for pasta.





What would those cuts mean for electricity?


The federal Bureau of Reclamation has made clear its commitment to continuing hydropower production by keeping reservoir elevations above the minimum level needed to generate electricity.


As a result, the reservoirs will likely not reach the point called “deadpool,” at which no water can move through the dam. But they may reach levels at which no water beyond what’s required to generate power – or what arrives as rain or snow – would flow downstream. 





What are the states’ positions?


The Lower Basin states have said they would reduce water use by 1.6 million acre-feet a year, effectively handling the reduction due to evaporation. But the Lower Basin has remained insistent on the Upper Basin states’ sharing in additional conservation measures.


The Upper Basin states say they’re already using much less water than they are apportioned under the Colorado River Compact and that the shortfall is due to overuse in the Lower Basin.


Without a negotiated way forward, there are two potential legal fights on the horizon, which could happen at the same time.


One is a Supreme Court fight over how to interpret the Colorado River Compact. It tends to take about a decade to resolve interstate water-sharing fights in the Supreme Court. If that happens, the region will face years of uncertainty regarding the amount of water available to different users.


At the same time, negotiators, tribes and others in the Lower Basin have made clear that they don’t agree with the approach to the crisis the Bureau of Reclamation announced in late July 2026. The specifics of how that plan will be carried out have not yet been released, but Arizona and Nevada have already threatened to sue.
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              The Central Arizona Project canal brings Colorado River water to cities, tribes and industry in the Phoenix-to-Tucson region.
              Jim West/UCG/Universal Images Group via Getty Images
            
          

What’s required to achieve the water-use cuts that are needed?


Agriculture uses somewhere between 70% and 75% of the water in the Colorado system.


The reductions needed to protect the system can’t be achieved by getting people in Phoenix and other cities to turn the water off when they brush their teeth. Even if people ripped out all the grass that’s watered with Colorado River water, it wouldn’t save enough.


Ideally, farmers would be encouraged – and even paid – to permanently stop irrigating some land. My colleague Kathryn Sorensen and I have called for people to start talking about how to permanently eliminate some agricultural water demand across the entire Colorado River basin. The scope of the problem is too large: There’s no other way to balance the system.


I think it’s going to require federal leadership. In the 1930s a national effort set out to improve farming efficiency all around the nation, but especially in the South and West. Under the Bankhead-Jones Act of 1937, the federal government bought millions of acres of marginal farmland to take it out of production. 


Farming is important, but not every acre of farmland should stay in production. If it’s a choice between making sure some water goes to cities or keeping every possible acre of farmland irrigated, we have to be able to discuss both options.

In the past, Sarah Porter's organization has received funding from Walton Family Foundation. In addition, Sarah serves as a volunteer appointee of Arizona Gov. Katie Hobbs's Water Council. 
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Cursive is making a comeback. But does it deserve one?

theconversation.com · Mary Jean Tecce DeCarlo, Clinical Professor of Literacy Studies, Drexel University

More than 25 states currently require students to learn cursive.  PeopleImages/iStock via Getty Images Plus Learning to read and write cursive was once a rite of passage for practically every American schoolchild.


Until the early 20th century, children in the U.S. were generally taught to write in cursive or script, rather than the print writing typically taught to young children today. Some people at the time thought a person’s character could be evaluated based on the quality of their cursive.


In the first half of the 20th century, penmanship was often taught as a distinct subject in American elementary schools, where children could spend as much as 45 minutes a day on handwriting instruction and practice. 


Students during these years generally learned print in kindergarten, first and second grade. Cursive was typically introduced in third or a later grade, in part because some child development researchers at the time believed that writing in print was easier for young children to learn and aligned with the fonts they found when reading. 


I am a product of this system, learning cursive in third grade and winning awards for my excellent cursive penmanship from the retired nuns who once worked in my Catholic school. Now, I am a clinical professor of literacy studies and a teacher-educator, who researches reading and writing. 


My experience is no longer typical, though, as cursive instruction has become less popular over the past few decades. Some states and schools, though, are reconsidering the value of cursive for today’s students.



            [image: A black and white photo shows a group of children standing near a woman in a white shirt at a large blackboard that is covered in white chalk cursive writing.]
            
              Elementary schoolchildren watch their teacher write cursive at a blackboard in Washington, D.C., in a 1899 photo.
              Heritage Art/Heritage Images via Getty Images
            
          

A shift away from cursive


By the 1980s, the instructional time dedicated to cursive instruction in some schools had been reduced from 45 minutes a day to 30-60 minutes per week. 


And the time allotted kept falling, in part because of the 1990s standards-based movement, which created school curricula overcrowded with content. 


The new math standards called for data analysis and probability to be incorporated into mathematics education beginning in the early grades, including kindergarten. The social studies standards, meanwhile, reflected a broader approach to history that brought greater attention to figures such as Mansa Musa, the leader of the Mali empire in the early 1300s. 


At the same time, computers became more widely available in schools and in homes, making the ability to type on keyboards seem like a necessary skill. 


Cursive began to seem antiquated. 


The Common Core state standards, a nationwide set of academic learning standards for K–12 students, were adopted in some fashion by 45 states between 2009 and 2014. These standards called for kids to learn how to type on keyboards, ensuring that whatever valuable teaching time was left for transcription would be spent on learning how to type.  


A return to cursive?


It did not take long for the pendulum to begin to swing back in favor of cursive in the early 2010s.


Framed as a back-to-basics issue, North Carolina passed the first cursive law in 2013. It required students to read and write in cursive by the end of fifth grade. 


The law also required children to memorize their multiplication tables. 


By 2015, 14 other states had some kind of cursive instruction requirement on the books. 


As of 2026, more than 25 states, including Pennsylvania, Florida, California and Michigan, require cursive instruction.


Lawmakers cite several reasons for mandating cursive in schools. 


Pennsylvania and Florida legislators argue, for example, that an informed citizenry needs to be able to read historical documents, which are often written in cursive script. 


In 2025, a Michigan representative suggested that reading cursive was also essential to preserving family history. Her granddaughter was able to read a letter that her deceased father, the lawmaker’s son, had written in cursive only because her school still chose to teach the skill.


A California assembly member had more modern realities in mind, suggesting that cursive could be used to ensure students aren’t using artificial intelligence to complete their schoolwork. 


Benefits of cursive


Being able to write in cursive can have benefits for learners. 


A 2020 study conducted in Norway hooked up 12 adults and 12 preteens to brain-imaging devices while they wrote in cursive, drew and typed. 


They found that writing in cursive activates the brain waves and neural pathways used for learning and for memory. Learning to write in cursive is also associated with better outcomes for learners with dyslexia and dysgraphia, a neurological learning disability that makes writing difficult. 


Other studies have shown cursive’s impact on writing fluency and quality. Some studies show that cursive can help people write faster, while other studies have found that children writing in cursive may not have a speed advantage.


First graders in Portugal who were taught cursive wrote in longer “bursts,” which the researchers attributed to the unbroken flow of cursive writing. 


There’s even research suggesting that cursive gives an early boost to students’ reading skills, not just their composition skills. A 2019 study of 141 first graders found that children taught cursive read better by the end of the school year than classmates who weren’t. 


One theory is that learning cursive trains the brain to process letters more effectively. 
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              Learning cursive has various benefits, including being able to easily read and understand old documents and letters.
              Douglas Sacha/Moment via Getty Images
            
          

Cursive in today’s world


Not everyone is convinced cursive deserves a comeback tour. 


For starters, the science is shakier than cursive’s champions let on. There’s solid evidence that handwriting beats typing for learning and memory. What’s much less clear is whether cursive specifically has an edge over ordinary print. 


It is possible that much of the recent brain research getting cited in statehouses from Pennsylvania to California was done on kids printing their letters, not looping them together. 


Still, teaching cursive in today’s schools is not necessarily simple. 


Many of today’s teachers, and many of tomorrow’s, never learned cursive themselves, which means states are now asking educators to teach a skill they don’t have. Then there’s the question of time. Teaching cursive properly can eat up roughly 70 minutes a week, as children learn to master the skill. How does this fit into busy school days? Also, not every kid is going to love learning cursive. 


Just ask any teacher who’s tried to get a room full of 7-year-olds excited about learning how to properly form a capital G in cursive.

Mary Jean Tecce DeCarlo receives funding from Drexel University, National Science Foundation, Al Qasimi Foundation for Policy Research and Sesame Workshop.
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New therapies help people with schizophrenia – but access is woefully inadequate

theconversation.com · Matthew Kurtz, Professor of Psychology, Neuroscience and Behavior, Wesleyan University

Schizophrenia is among the top 10 leading causes of disability, according to the World Health Organization. ATHVisions/E+ via Getty ImagesIt’s common to hear casual descriptions of “schizophrenic” behavior, describing a person oscillating between two extremes.


“I really want that luxurious Italian cashmere sweater,” followed by “What am I saying? I can’t even afford a $20 polyester top right now!”


I’m a professor of psychology who studies cognition and rehabilitation in schizophrenia, and I have found that these misunderstandings are not limited to the public. Health officials and political leaders who make critical decisions about funding and resources for schizophrenia can also hold these poorly informed views.


Better awareness is needed as researchers around the globe are actively studying a suite of innovative, non-drug treatments targeting the cognitive and social challenges common to the disorder.


Initial results from this research show great promise for therapeutic benefit. Unfortunately, few people with the disorder ever gain access to these treatments.


What is schizophrenia?


Schizophrenia as it is currently known by specialists was first described in 1899 by Emil Kraepelin, a German psychiatrist who combined several disorders previously thought to be separate under a single label. He called it “dementia praecox,” or early-onset dementia.


According to Kraepelin, schizophrenia could be recognized by several key symptoms. One was hearing illusory voices that often commanded the patient to take specific actions like “throw the cup of water you are holding into the face of the psychiatrist trying to interview you.” Another was holding strange beliefs, such as “A communication device has been placed inside my brain and is transmitting my thoughts to the police.” 


Kraepelin also defined the disorder by its trajectory, which he thought was an inevitable worsening of daily living skills over time. 


Today, schizophrenia in the U.S. is diagnosed using the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual for Mental Disorders, or DSM, which is the gold standard for classification of psychiatric conditions. The DSM’s definition criteria are based on many of the same signs and symptoms that Kraepelin described more than 125 years ago. 



            [image: Black-and-white headshot of a bearded man in a white lab coat.]
            
              German psychiatrist Emil Kraepelin (1856-1926) first described the characteristics of schizophrenia, many of which still hold today.
              Hulton Archive/Getty Images
            
          

Troubling statistics


While many of Kraepelin’s observations were spot on, his views on the disorder causing inevitable worsening were incorrect. Studies following people from the onset of symptoms show that approximately 40% of those diagnosed with the disorder have mild or no symptoms, hold jobs within their community and have significant social relationships for sustained periods of their lives.


For the majority of people with schizophrenia, however, the condition is persistent, disabling and isolating.


The World Health Organization lists schizophrenia among the top 10 leading causes of disability.


Some estimates suggest at least 1 in 5 homeless people suffer from a severe mental illness, often schizophrenia.


Other data shows that 15% of inmates in U.S. state prisons have severe mental illnesses like schizophrenia.


The public health challenges are vast, and effective treatments are desperately needed. 


Overlooked cognitive struggles


Kraepelin alluded to difficulties with concentration in his description of schizophrenia. But research since the early 2000s has revealed that difficulties in cognitive and social processes are among the most central – yet most overlooked – aspects of the condition. 


The vast majority of people with schizophrenia suffer from some level of cognitive difficulty: paying attention, like tracking a conversation with a friend; actively retaining information, like remembering a new password while a website’s login page refreshes; or forming new memories, such as what one ate for breakfast, at what time and with whom. These difficulties persist even when the acute phase of illness has passed and the person is stable.


Some schizophrenia patients I work with may describe in rich detail how they are the son of Jesus Christ, how their internal organs have been forcibly removed from their body and replaced by someone else’s, or how they will soon part the waters of a local river. When they struggle to pay attention to my clinical advice or fail to remember something I said just a minute before, I am struck by how cognitive difficulties like memory and attention would be easy to miss in the face of such dramatic symptoms.


People with schizophrenia also struggle socially. They are not always able to recognize others’ emotions through facial expressions or tone of voice, place themselves in another’s shoes to understand motivations, or recognize that friends and family are not trying to sabotage their goals.


New treatments, new hope


The good news is that over the past 15 years, mental health experts have developed new therapies to address difficulties with cognition and memory among people with schizophrenia – and scientific studies are increasingly showing that the treatments are effective. 


One treatment, called cognitive remediation, includes exercises to improve mental sharpness. For example, a person may practice remembering the location of items in a refrigerator, with the goal of eventually linking the skill to finding items in a supermarket.



            
            Cognitive remediation techniques can help people with memory retention, attention and problem-solving, among other skills.
          

In more than 100 controlled trials, cognitive remediation has been shown to improve cognition and function in daily living skills. 


Other therapies focus on teaching strategies to better understand the emotions and motivations of others and help people with schizophrenia avoid jumping to negative conclusions. For example, a relative’s benign remark about the texture of a turkey dinner at a family gathering might be interpreted by someone with schizophrenia as a statement meant to embarrass them. Training in social cognitive skills makes people with schizophrenia less likely to assume that others are trying to hurt or undermine them. 


Both cognitive and social cognitive therapies teach people with schizophrenia to think more flexibly and use a broader range of strategies to understand their world.


While no therapy is a cure, the new behavioral treatments offer hope even for those with the most severe forms of the disorder.


Unfortunately, few mental health treatment centers currently have the expertise or resources to offer these time- and effort-intensive therapies. A 2025 report from the WHO found that roughly two-thirds of people with schizophrenia around the world do not receive any kind of specialized mental health treatment – let alone the novel therapies described in this article.  


Until these treatments become more accessible, improvements in functioning in mild to more severe forms of the illness will be poorer than they should be, and people with schizophrenia will fall short of their potential for living richer and more satisfying lives.

Matthew Kurtz has received funding from the National Institutes of Health and the Brain and Behavior Research Foundation. 
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Nearly 1 in 4 students are chronically absent from school – kids who feel happy and safe are less likely to miss class

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

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


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


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


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


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


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


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



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

Understanding the evidence on absenteeism


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


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


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


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


This finding is not unique to Georgia. 


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


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


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


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


What schools can do


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


Some school leaders are clearly taking the problem seriously. 


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


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


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


Redirecting educators’ focus


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


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


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


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


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


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



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

Not losing sight


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


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

The authors do not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and have disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/nearly-1-in-4-students-are-chronically-absent-from-school-kids-who-feel-happy-and-safe-are-less-likely-to-miss-class-289195
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