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dIsTorTed defInITIon of beAuTy 

Media a bad influence  
on girls and young women
Editor’s Note: As a final project, high school seniors in 
Lauren Eckstein’s journalism class at The Solebury School 
were asked to write an editorial and submit it to a local 
newspaper. Several students chose The Intelligencer. Their 
work will appear over the next few days.

In crafting their editorials, students were asked to think 
about what bothers them, ponder what they wish to change 
about the world, share what’s on their minds or write about 
what should be on people’s minds.

by erIKA hIPle 
I can’t miss the magazine cover with neon-lettered 

“Lose 20 pounds fast!” that adorns the airbrushed 
model with a slimmed, Photoshopped waistline. “Turn 
to Page 23 to get the perfect beach bod you’ve always 
wanted!” She, with her digitally manipulated cheek-
bones and triangular jaw line, is what many girls and 
young women have been programmed to see as the 
sociocultural definition of beauty.

The media’s image of beauty affects how millions of 
girls and young women see their self-worth. According 
to a fact sheet from the National Eating Disorders Asso-
ciation, 69 percent of American elementary school girls 
who read magazines said the pictures influence their 
concept of the ideal body shape. Nearly 50 percent said 
the pictures make them want to lose weight and achieve 
that “perfect body shape.” Some features of this “perfect 
body shape” include a flat stomach, space between the 
thighs when standing with feet together and defined 
collarbones and facial-bone structure.

In a technology-crazed age, we have access to all 
types of media at our fingertips. From social networks 
to TV programs and commercials, the media’s negative 
influences are everywhere. Today’s films and TV shows 
also tend to suggest that a model-ready body is what 
defines “beauty.”

The media present false portrayals of the “average” 
woman and implant the idea in any media victim’s 
mind that her worth is equal to the space between her 
thighs. Being such a powerful force in our society, the 
media should not be presenting images of airbrushed 
models to a generation so vulnerable to diet gimmicks 
and unrealistic ideals of beauty.

On a subliminal level, these unrealistic ideals seem 
to draw a connection between the number on the scale 
and the health of one’s body without taking several 
important factors into consideration, like frame size and 
genetics. This false portrayal of a “healthy” body leads 
to body image distortion.

Today, exercise and a change in diet is merely a 
weight-loss method for many girls and young women. 
They are seldom used to improve overall health. The 
problem is not that the media advertise dieting and 
exercise; the problem is how the media portray diet-
ing, exercise and body image. The problem is that the 
media’s standard of beauty and perfection is inhuman 
and unattainable, and presented in a way that leads 
society to believe that those who do not meet those stan-
dards should take specific measures in order to be con-
sidered beautiful.

The more our generation becomes obsessed with 
these unrealistic ideals, the greater the chance that the 
upcoming generation will inherit these standards. With 
every picture, the media influence millions. It’s time 
that it becomes a positive influence and instead pro-
motes healthy lifestyles, self-confidence and unedited 
photos of models.

I can’t count how many times I’ve heard my friends 
say, “I’m going on a diet”; some weeks or months later, 
I hear it again. Diets seem to be on a timer. Once time 
runs out, so does the daily extra serving of vegetables. 
Instead of going on a diet, we should think about chang-
ing our diets.

It’s time for the media to help young girls and 
everyone realize the real goal of diet and exercise. It 
shouldn’t be about being skinny or perfect or beautiful. 
It shouldn’t be about flat stomachs, bony hips or thigh 
gaps. It should be about being healthy, being real and 
being yourself.

by K.c. cole
Los AngeLes Times

What’s wrong with this 
picture?

Exonerations of wrongly 
convicted prisoners are at an 
all-time high. Last month, the 
governor of Washington put 
executions on hold because, 
since 1981, when the state last 
updated its capital punish-
ment laws, a majority of the 
32 death sentences that were 
imposed were overturned. 
More than a dozen other states 
have also called a halt to execu-
tions, for various reasons.

And yet, three former Cali-
fornia governors — George 
Deukmejian, Pete Wilson 
and Gray Davis — are urging 
the state to speed up a clearly 
flawed process of deciding 
who’s to die. Their approach 
could theoretically limit the 
state appeals process, which 
now generally takes 12 to 15 
years, to five years.

It may be easy for most 
people, even former gover-
nors, to ignore or dismiss 
these injustices. Many of the 
wrongly convicted are poor 
black men, invisible to the 
majority of Americans. Too 
many of us buy into what’s 
on TV detective shows: irre-
futable scientific tools that 
identify the guilty beyond 

a shadow of a doubt. Plus, 
nobody wants to admit that 
blameless people have died 
at the hands of the state. 
Humans will do almost any-
thing to preserve their self-
regard, including avoiding the 
implications of exonerations, 
every one of which, as social 
psychologist Carol Tavris says, 
“is stark, humiliating evidence 
of how wrong you are.”

The facts should send 
chills up anyone’s spine.

Take eyewitness testimony. 
According to the Innocence 
Project, which uses DNA 
evidence to challenge wrong-
ful convictions, eyewitness 
misidentification is the culprit 
in more than 70 percent of 
the cases. Researchers have 
pinpointed the way misidenti-
fications increase dramatically 
across class, age and racial 
lines. A recent Stanford study 
found that an interviewer’s 
perception of whether subjects 
were white or black changed 
depending on such circum-
stances as where the subjects 
lived and whether they had 
been imprisoned.

Memory, an obvious 
aspect of eyewitness evi-
dence, is just as insidious. 
“I remember what I saw” is 
a misleading illusion. And 
despite what instinct tells you, 

those who tell very detailed 
and consistent stories are 
more likely to be liars than 
those who are uncertain or 
self-contradictory.

Memory is malleable. It 
can be easily “primed” or 
implanted, when statements 
are heard again and again. As 
Nobel laureate in econom-
ics Daniel Kahneman points 
out, “familiarity is not easily 
distinguishable from truth.” 
That phenomenon may 
explain why innocent people 
confess, usually after hours of 
persuasive talk from prosecu-
tors. Up to a fifth of those later 
found to be innocent con-
fessed to the crime.

Popular television crime 
shows suggest that mispercep-
tions and flawed memories 
don’t matter because “scien-
tific” evidence trumps all. In 
truth, what witnesses see and 
hear and experience is still 
often the only evidence pre-
sented. Worse, “scientific” evi-
dence isn’t necessarily reliable 
or even scientific.

A single fingerprint can 
land you in jail, and yet the 
notion that everyone possesses 
a unique set of prints has not 
been proved beyond a doubt. 
Ballistics, hair sampling, 
matching teeth marks — all 
seemingly solid evidence 

— are potentially unsound. 
Even the gold standard 

of evidence, DNA, is only 
as good as the lab handling 
it. DNA samples are often 
small or degraded or simply 
misidentified. It’s sobering to 
note, as the National Research 
Council did in a report in 
2009, that only 60 percent of 
publicly financed crime labs 
even employed a certified 
examiner.

All forensic evidence is 
only as strong as its weakest 
link. The good news is that 
the reliability of all this evi-
dence can be improved.

The Justice Department 

and the National Institute of 
Standards and Technology 
this year created panels of 
scientists and legal experts to 
finally set federal standards for 
forensic science and training 
practices. Eyewitness identi-
fication is more reliable if the 
officer conducting a lineup 
doesn’t know who the sus-
pect is, or if witnesses see the 
potential suspects separately 
rather than all at once. The 
forces behind false confes-
sions become all too clear 
when interrogation sessions 
are taped. More research and 
more oversight are crucial.

Yes, the U.S. justice system 

ranks as one of the fairest in 
the world. But that doesn’t 
exonerate it from the terrible 
mistakes it has made.

If exoneration rates tell 
us anything, it’s that some  
of those on death row could 
well be innocent: the victims 
of bad science or wrong tes-
timony. Justice will never be 
perfect, but until the state 
acknowledges the gaps in 
the process and institutes 
reforms, it shouldn’t be in a 
hurry to speed up the pace of 
executions.
K.C. Cole is a journalism professor 
at the University of southern 
California and a former science 
writer for the Los Angeles Times.

fast-track executions?
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Former California gov. Pete Wilson signs a document for death penalty reform in Los 
Angeles. standing with Wilson are former governors george deukmejian (left) and gray 
davis. The signature gathering efforts hope to put the reform matter before the voters in 
november. davis and deukmejian also signed.

The high number of exonerations points to a flawed process  
for deciding who will receive the death penalty. 

In the war between 
the rich and the poor, I’m 
enlisting on the side of the 
underdog, the rich. What a 

drubbing 
they’ve 
been tak-
ing. Across 
the nation, 
but par-
ticularly in 
cities such 
as New 
York and 

Washington, the rich are 
incessantly accused of being 
slyly manipulative and self-
serving. For instance, they 
support charter schools. 
Apparently, there is noth-
ing worse.

I am mystified. Char-
ter schools are not private 
schools. They are free pub-
lic schools that are open to 
any student, usually by lot-
tery. Some very rich people 
support them, provide extra 
funds for special programs 
and, in return, get vili-
fied for their efforts. One 
columnist, citing the pay 
package of charter-school 
CEOs, referred to a “gilded 
crusade,” another to an “all-
out campaign by the elite.” 
You would think we’re talk-
ing about the “gilded” and 
“elite” getting their own 
kids into some fancy school. 
Instead, they’re helping 
poor children.

Take Carl Icahn. You 
know him as a corporate 
raider, which he is. Less 
well-known is that he cre-
ated and supports seven 
charter schools in New 
York City, all of them in the 
Bronx — all of them with 
student bodies reflective of 
the city’s poorest borough.

Or take the Harlem 
Village Academies. Katie 
Couric is on the board. 
So are Hugh Jackman, 

John Legend and Rupert 
Murdoch. It pays its CEO 
$499,000 annually, but this 
is private money and Har-
lem Village has been rais-
ing test scores — in other 
words, giving student after 
student a better chance of 
succeeding. What’s that 
worth?

“Giving back” is a tire-
some cliche, but you’d be 
surprised how many people 
have made it a personal 
obligation. I’ve met Icahn 
just casually, and yet I know 
a bit about him. We both 
attended an unheralded 
genius factory named Far 
Rockaway High School. 
(Three Nobel Prize win-
ners!) He’s just a product 
of the middle class who 
was fortunate enough to 
get a great public education 
and wants to re-create the 
conditions that made him 
a success. This is hardly a 
moral failing.

As always with the rich, 
they want things done 
their way. When it comes 
to schools, they want either 
no teachers union or a 
pleasantly pliable one. I 
understand. Charter schools 

are very tough on teach-
ers — a schoolroom version 
of survival of the fittest. 
The union is out to protect 
the weakest teachers, even 
miserable ones. Like the 
NRA, the union fears the 
slippery slope: Ban assault 
weapons and next it will be 
handguns. Fire a teacher for 
poor performance and next 
comes dismissal for some-
thing trivial.

When the rich insist 
that lower taxes would do 
wonders for the poor, the 
orphaned and the griev-
ously widowed, I detect the 
faint aroma of self-interest. 
But when they plump for 
charter schools, the only 
ulterior motive you can find 
is that down the road, years 
from now, society will ben-
efit and so, as night follows 
day, will they. I can live 
with that.

America has always 
had a love-hate relation-
ship with its rich. But 
lately, there’s been more 
hate than love. Some of 
this is deserved — tell me 
again what’s moral about 
short selling stock, and 
why should hedge-fund 

managers enjoy a lower tax 
rate than their secretaries? 
But some of it reflects mid-
dle-class stagnation and 
the widening gulf between 
the rich and everyone else. 
Bill de Blasio ran for mayor 
of New York promising to 
narrow the gap. He won 
going away, and the rest 
of the country has paid 
attention.

De Blasio seems cool 
on charter schools. He has 
said they have a “destruc-
tive impact” on the school 
system and in his campaign 
demanded that they pay 
rent for using public school 
facilities. As a result, char-
ters have become emblem-
atic of the “two cities” 
mantra: one really rich, the 
other disproportionately 
poor. The rich are charac-
terized as having their way 
with the school system for 
their own benefit. The hos-
tility is so illogical it has 
to be based on raw resent-
ment. Pardon me for sus-
pecting that some charter 
school critics would rather 
hurt the rich than help the 
poor.

New York is witnessing 
progressivism run amok. 
So far the damage has been 
minimal and the push-
back has been fierce. But 
charters are in a real fight. 
Say what you will about 
New York or Washington 
charters, by the usual mea-
surements — test scores, 
etc. — they are succeeding, 
some of them stunningly 
so. Maybe in time the gains 
will prove ephemeral and 
failure is just over the hori-
zon. Still, that’s better than 
the old system. With it, 
failure was a certainty.
Richard Cohen writes for the 
Washington Post Writers group. 
send email to cohenr@washpost.
com.
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by AMInA KhAn
Los AngeLes Times

LOS ANGELES — You 
may not have known it, but 
Earth barely missed the 
“perfect solar storm” that 
could have smashed into our 
magnetic field and wreaked 
havoc with our satellite sys-
tems, electronics and power 
systems, potentially caus-
ing trillions of dollars in 
damage, according to data 
from NASA’s STEREO-A 
spacecraft.

If the solar onslaught 
described in the journal 
Nature Communications 
had occurred just nine days 
earlier, it would have rivaled 
the 1859 Carrington event, a 
solar storm that zapped the 
telegraph system, delivering 
shocks to telegraph opera-
tors, and triggering aurorae 
— a typically polar light 
show in the sky — as close 
to the equator as Hawaii and 
the Caribbean. Today, such 

a storm would have caused 
far more damage in our now 
highly wired world, utterly 
dependent on electronics. (As 
further comparison, a much 
weaker geomagnetic storm in 
1989 caused Quebec’s power 
grid to fail.)

There are multiple dan-
gers to a solar storm. A mas-
sive eruption of material from 
the sun, known as a coronal 
mass ejection, can release 
roughly a billion hydrogen 
bombs’ worth of energy. This 
sends a magnetic cloud of 
material at extremely high 
speeds barreling into space. 
And if this cloud slams into 
Earth’s magnetic field, the 
resulting mash-up may cause 
a geomagnetic storm that can 
disrupt satellites and power 
grids. Such solar eruptions 
can also hurl out a super-fast 
blast of energetic protons 
traveling near the speed of 
light that can disrupt radio 
communications, including 

those made by airline pilots.
On July 22, 2012, STE-

REO-A spotted what looked 
like an enormous solar erup-
tion sending out a coronal 
mass ejection at blazing top 
speeds of roughly 1,800 miles 
per second, the fastest ever 
recorded by the spacecraft. 
By the time it actually passed 
STEREO-A a mere 17 hours 
later, the magnetic cloud was 
still traveling at 750 miles per 
second. That’s about three 
times faster than your typical 
coronal mass ejection, which 
runs into Earth at an average 
speed of about 280 miles per 
second, the authors wrote.

This above-average event 
was the result of a perfect 
storm in outer space, accord-
ing to an international team 
of researchers. There was 
actually not one but two 
coronal mass ejections that 
erupted from the same region 
of the sun within 10 to 15 
minutes of one another that 

tangled close to the sun and 
then barreled into space. 
And while most storms tend 
to slow down pretty quickly, 
this one didn’t, because an 
earlier coronal mass ejection 
four days before had blazed 
a path through space and 
cleared out any obstacles that 
would have slowed it down.

At the time, STEREO-A 
was sitting about 89 million 
miles away from the sun, 
roughly the same distance as 
the Earth, which is about 93 
million miles away. Luckily, 
the storm was pointed away 
from Earth, in the direction 
of STEREO-A.

“Had the event hit the 
Earth, it would have pro-
duced a record geomagnetic 
storm,” the study authors 
wrote.

A recent study indicated 
that a storm like the 1859 
Carrington event would have 
caused up to $2.6 trillion in 
damage here on Earth. 

‘Perfect solar storm’ could have caused chaos on Earth


