
By Joelle A. Murchison

“Freedom isn’t free.”
We hear this phrase quite a bit, espe-

cially around Independence Day and other 
patriotic holidays. It recalls the sacrifices of 
our military fighting for the right through-
out history to ensure our freedom.

But fighting is not always with weapons.
Often the fight for freedom is demon-

strated by ensuring that people get equal 
access to opportunity. Now that the fire-
works are spent and the picnic leftovers are 
gone, I urge everyone to consider what are 
you willing to do, not just for your freedom, 
but that of others?

Real freedom is the ability to choose, 
to thrive, and to build a better world for 
those who come after us. I still don’t think 
most people have that freedom. Societal 
inequities –  built in structures that refuse 
members of certain groups opportunities 
– regularly curtail the freedom of many 
Americans.

My work in Diversity, Equity, and Inclu-
sion, DEI, a field I have worked in for more 
than two decades, the last five leading my 

company, EMG, has been about working 
towards a world in which everyone has 
access to equitable opportunity. People 
should have access to the tools and oppor-
tunities they need to thrive. And those of 
us who knowingly – and unknowingly 
– create barriers to that access need to 
actively work to dismantle them.

Presently, we are experiencing a back-
lash against DEI. Perhaps we DEI practi-
tioners should have expected this because 
there are costs associated with working 
toward a more equitable nation. These 
costs can range from salaries for DEI 
professionals to discomfort with a cultural 
shift. I prefer to call them investments, as I 
passionately believe the adage that a rising 
tide raises all boats. As more people pros-
per, our entire society benefits. For some 
that is a concept that is hard to embrace.

To gain the benefits of a society with 
equitable opportunity and true inclu-
sion we must ask ourselves why we are so 
fixated on having more, while others lack 
basic needs.

For example, I went to Mardi Gras 
for the first time last year and got fully 

invested in the tradition of catching beads 
and other trinkets thrown from the floats. 
I was determined to get as many beads as 
I could. I held up my hands and yelled for 
them; often squeezing myself between 
others so I could get a prime spot. I had to 
have it all. I didn’t want to miss anything. 
However, in the process of making sure 
that I had it all, my phone was stolen from 
my pocket. Now granted, there had been 
a crime alert about phone theft, but I 
figured, I’m just putting it in my pocket for 
a minute. After, I thought why did I need 
those beads so badly that I risked losing my 
phone, which is my life? In the moment, 
my human nature of wanting everything, 
even the things I don’t really need, took 
over. I admit, I got caught up. Today those 
beads and trinkets are sitting in a bag in 
a spare room. And my phone was never 
recovered.

That is how we as humans are wired. We 
believe we should have all the things, yet 
often we don’t even need everything we 
have. How do we get to the point where 
as a society we can acknowledge that we 
don’t need all the things and our quest to 

have it all can stand in the way of others 
getting what they need?

We need to get back in touch with our 
humanity and our empathy.

All of us play a part in ensuring our peers 
and colleagues are free to thrive. To this 
end, we must think beyond ourselves. We 
can enjoy success for our families and do 
our part to provide a path for others. We 
must challenge systems that have bene-
fited some yet leave others on the margins. 
We, the beneficiaries of this freedom, at 
times caught up in our own success, must 
be the ones who use our voices to facilitate 
freedom for all. That is an everyday cost of 
freedom.

So again, ask yourself what you have 
done to make the way more accessible for 
all the people around us and the genera-
tions to come. Because in fact, if you only 
grab the beads you need, and forego grab-
bing all the beads you can, you will see that 
there are plenty of beads to go around.

Joelle Murchison, is CEO of EMG LLC, a 
diversity, equity, and inclusion and leadership 
consultancy in East Hartford.

OP-ED

What are you willing to do for freedom?

TELL US  
YOUR STORY
Please send us your true stories,  
written in your voice.

Love Etc. Stories from  
the heart — your essays 
about emotional life in the 

21st century.

Why I… In which you 
explain why you feel so 
strongly about something 

in Connecticut.

First Person: In which you 
explain a deeply private 
issue against the backdrop 

of social and economic forces.

Living Here: What is it 
really like to live in 
Connecticut?

We welcome all submissions and 
will publish the best. We especially 
look for younger writers and those 
whose voices aren’t heard often 
enough. Essays should be 600-700 
words, written in the first person and 
emailed to oped@courant.com.

By Jo Ann Freiberg and Pat A. Ciccone

We’re at a critical crossroad … fast 
approaching a dangerous cliff. This 
impending crisis caught us all off guard but 
is upon us and without swift and imme-
diate action could well become the next 
public health crisis impacting everyone.

Children are growing up differently.  In 
the past two generations, more than ever 
before in centuries of human history: chil-
dren have moved away from play-based 
childhoods to phone-based childhoods. 
Children born after 1995 are the subjects 
of two grave, impactful mistakes:  the over-
protection of their lives in the real world 
while simultaneously having unfettered 
access to the virtual world, including the 
dark web, pornography and everything 
else imaginable.

The smartphone was born in 2010. 
In 2011 23% of teens had smartphones, 
but by 2016, that number grew to 79%. 
In 2016, 28% of children aged 8 – 12 had 
one. Access to the virtual world is now in 
children’s backpacks and pockets; foster-
ing the addictive tendency to check their 
social media posts liked and retweeted.  
Youth are spending countless hours of 
their leisure time staring at their phones 
instead of pursuing real world relation-
ships and activities.

Since human beings are biologically 
and psychologically hard-wired to be in 
synchronous relationships to thrive, in 
their absence, there is documented, stun-
ning and troubling increases in anxiety, 
depression, self-harm, feelings of worth-
lessness, alienation, loneliness and trauma 
in youth.

These increases are exacerbated during 
sensitive periods of growth, particularly 
during puberty. Gen Z is the first gener-

ation to go through puberty in a phone-
based world and this reality illustrates 
the impact of this crisis.  In the Decem-
ber 19, 2023, Atlantic, an article titled, “It 
sure looks like phones are making kids 
dumber” adds to the worry by theorizing 
that beyond mental health issues, smart 
phones may also be contributing to the 
back sliding in growth of academic 
achievement.

Over the past six months, in the 
national and local press, there 
has been a clear increase in the 
amount of coverage given to 
this current screen time threat.  
Most recently in the June 12, 
2024, the Hartford Courant 
published a feature arti-
cle, “Navigating adoles-
cence offline: Life as a teen 
without social media isn’t 
easy, but some families manage.”  
Shortly after this article was printed the 
Surgeon General demanded that warn-
ing labels be placed on social media sites 
because of the increasing adolescent 
mental health problems.  We know we 
have a problem, and its impact is irrefut-
able.  What we do about it is complex and 
we need to follow the researched guide-
posts.

Our children are suffering and Jona-
than Haidt author of the well-researched 
book, “The Anxious Generation: How the 
Great Rewiring of Childhood is Causing 
an Epidemic of Mental Illness,” acknowl-
edges that our children are suffering and 
offers four foundational recommenda-
tions, that we should all – legislators, 
educators and parents – take very seri-
ously.  He stresses the need to work collec-
tively as a village to achieve these reforms 
and pull our children back from the 

edge of the cliff.
Those foundational reforms are: First, 

no smartphones before high school. 
Second, no social media before the age of 
16.  Third, phone-free schools (not just 
phone-free during instruction).  And, 
finally, Far more unsupervised play and 
childhood independence.

Haidt ends his book with, “The most 
important lesson here is to speak up.  If 
you think the phone-based childhood is 
bad for children and you want to see a 
return to play-based childhood, say so.  

Most people share 
your suspicion, but 

they are not sure what 
to do about it.  Speak to 

your friends, your neigh-
bors, your coworkers, your 

social media followers, 
and your political represen-

tatives. If you speak up and 
support the four foundational 

reforms, you will inspire many 
others to join you.” This is a clear 

call to action.
Our hope is that in all segments 

of society we will wake up and 
take this as seriously as we did the 

COVID-19 pandemic.  Legislators 
need to act with sound policies and 

statutory requirements; Educators need 
to work collaboratively with parents to 

limit access to smartphones and social 
media until children are mature enough to 
handle it.

And, as adults, we need to understand 
that we are role-models…we might as well 
be good ones when it comes to how and 
when we use technology, the internet and 
social media.  Let’s heed the warnings of 
our own children.  A class of fifth graders 
were asked in a recent class exercise, “if 
you could change one thing in the world, 
what would that be?”  One young man 
answered without hesitation, “that my 
mom would get off her phone.”

Connecticut leads the nation in so 
many arenas, let this be the next bold 
and impressive step to lead and model 
Connecticut and the national through this 
child development crisis.

Pat A. Ciccone, CAGS, LPC, and Jo Ann 
Freiberg, Ph.D., School Climate Consultants 
LLC
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State should get 
smartphones  
out of schools

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

We have choice this election
We live in scary times. Just a few months 

before our presidential election, Joe Biden, 
presumptive Democratic nominee is show-
ing signs of cognitive decline due to his age.  
Never before has there been a call for a new 
candidate this close to an election. The 
Democratic Party, showing its wide diver-
sity of interests and ideas is going through 
a difficult process as opinions fly around. 
It’s a messy process, but one that mirrors 
messiness of an active democracy.

For the Republican Party, the opposite 
appears to be true.  For that party, there is 
no question who their leader will be. They 
are all lined up behind their presump-
tive nominee, Donald Trump. The prob-
lem is that Trump is a narcissistic twice 
impeached grifter, who has been found 
liable for sexual harassment, and election 
finance fraud.  He is the first president in 
our history to request immunity for his 
actions as president and our Supreme 
Court inexplicably granted him that immu-
nity. That same Supreme Court recently 
stripped many government agencies of the 
ability to enforce regulations that protect 
food, environment, transportation systems, 
financial institutions and places of work.

The sudden shift in power is with-
out precedent and the way Republicans 
are quietly lining up behind it is unnerv-
ing. Since Trump has entered politics, his 
many critics within the Republican Party 

have left in frustration, been voted out of 
office or have suddenly and dramatically 
switched from outrage to full support as 
they apparently covet power more than 
the pledge to protect our Constitution. The 
base of Trump supporters have ignored 
or repudiated every impeachment, every 
guilty verdict, verbal abuse and transparent 
lie with stunning consistency.  While the 
Democrats fret over their nominees’ recent 
performance, Republicans blindly kiss the 
ring of the most unworthy candidate in our 
history. Young men and women have died 
in wars to protect our freedom. Now, many 
of our citizens are willing to give it away 
over easily refuted lies, unfounded fears 
and the price of a gallon of gas.

We have a choice this election. That is 
abundantly clear, but the outcome is not. 
Indeed, these are scary times.

John F. Berky, Windsor

‘Tough on crime’  
needs new look

Is “tough on crime” a bad choice?  Bad 
drivers must be ticketed and fined for there 
to be a deterrence to making poor choices 
on the state’s roadways.  In order for the 
threat of ticketing and assessing fines to 
be a deterrent for poor decisions made 
by bad drivers, it would be beneficial if 
people were fined accordingly when they 
speed, run a stop sign or red light, or drive 

a vehicle in a pedestrian zone.  We have 
laws, we choose to not enforce them.  Some 
in politics would place the blame for lack 
of enforcement on diminished person-
nel and funds.  This is sometimes the case.  
However, my experience has been that 
even when law enforcement is available 
and the perpetrator is stopped, the individ-
ual may not be ticketed, upon discretion of 
law enforcement. This discretion is neces-
sary as there are occasions when assess-
ing penalties will not deter future actions. 
But this does not always work. My vehicle 
was recently struck by a driver running 
a red light. The driver didn’t receive a 
written reprimand. Is the inconvenience 
of the accident enough of a deterrent for 
this driver to alter driving decisions?  The 
driver admitted running the light inten-
tionally to be on time for an appointment.

I feel badly and angered by the need-
less loss of life we see on our highways. 
The senseless loss of loved ones such as 
the young DOT employee recently killed.  
Prior to retirement, I experienced the loss 
of a fellow state employee who I knew 
in passing. A state trooper, he was on the 
side of a highway, hit by alleged impaired 
drivers. Yes we need enforcement, yet in 
this newspaper I see a piece about our 
culture moving to a “second chance” soci-
ety.  Perhaps we need to reconsider some 
aspects of “tough on crime” options, in 
some instances.

Barry R. Cerreto, Vernon

The authors want Connecticut 
to lead the nation in getting 
smartphones out of schools. 
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