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The results 

Winner: 
Chisangalo Makiyi, The Waid Academy 

Powerful personal testimony of the challenges involved with  growing up in Scotland as a black girl. 

Joint runners-up:  
Daniel Gunn, Banchory Academy 
Evocative account of a character-building experience and the importance of teamwork. 

 

Sihan He, Hutchesons' Grammar School 

Entertaining investigation of procrastination and how we can all overcome it.. 

Highly Commended:  
Katie Clempson, Dumbarton Academy 

Mature review of a performance of 'Birdwatching' by the Black Bright Theatre. 

Michael Crump, Portobello High School 

Thoughtful review of Young Offender Institutions, calling for compassion, mercy and forgiveness. 

Lewis Fitzpatrick, Douglas Academy 

Gutsy and well-researched entry on Netflix's exploitation of victims of true crime. 

Sam Gardner, Portobello High School 

Intriguing investigation of our obsession with avocados and the detrimental impact of their trade. 

Ella Kalkman, The Glasgow Academy 

Personal account of being diagnosed with dyslexia and the struggles encountered through the 

education system. 

Emma Kelly, Our Lady's High School, Cumbernauld 

Spirited evaluation of the architectural style of brutalism and how it manifests in her home town. 

Vesper Murray, Glenalmond College 

Lively and educational journey taking us through the history and highlights of Kenya. 

Greg Wardlaw, Stewart's Melville College 

Original entry looking at the potential of replacing juries with AI in the justice system. 
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Commended: 
Lily Bolam, Dalbeattie High School 

Illuminating entry on the dangers of excessive screen time and misinformation on social media. 

Ganna Gebely, Douglas Academy 

Authoritative paper suggesting that romcoms be given a second chance. 

Blair Henderson, Stewart's Melville College 

Passionate entry highlighting the many dangers of an ever growing menace: single-use plastics. 

Rory McClounan, Strathaven Academy 

Lively paper on the progression and development of gaming, from the 1980s to present day. 

Syd Mackintosh, The Mary Erskine School 

Gutsy and uncompromising paper on the extensive misogyny in modern politics. 

Connie Macleod, Hutchesons' Grammar School 

Educational entry exploring the strange romanticisation of medieval Europe. 

Mary Morrison, Nicolson Institute 

Lyrical paper on the significance of Gaelic in our lives and the importance of keeping the language 

alive. 

Isla Rippiner, Banchory Academy 

Thoughtful and entertaining glimpse into growing up with siblings –  and the daily challenges faced.  

Fraser Saville, Belmont Academy 

Informative and invigorating paper outlining the colossal challenge of climbing K2. 

Holly Stewart, Beeslack Community High School 

Compassionate and unique paper on our long symbiotic relationship with pigeons. 
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Background 

The brief 

The competition was organised by the Young Programme (YP) charity. It was open to pupils in 

Scottish schools who were between the ages of 15 and 18 on 5 December 2024. 

It was a condition of entry that work should be that of the author alone, unedited by a 

teacher (or anyone else), and that it should be a work of non-fiction. Pupils were asked to 

imagine that they were writing a feature or column for an intelligent magazine or serious 

newspaper. Examples given in the briefing were: a commentary about something in the news; 

thoughts about a cultural experience; an account of a personal experience of some kind; a 

piece about a sports event; or a profile of, or an interview with, an individual. The articles 

were required to be between 900 and 1,300 words in length. No entries outside of these 

margins were considered. 

The adjudication 

A short-list of 11 papers was sent out to a panel of seven judges, with no identification of 

author, age or school included. Members of the panel were asked to vote for their winner 

and two runners-up, and also append comments on their selection. 

The awards 

The winner will receive £600 and each of the two runners-up £300. Eight highly commended 

and 10 commended writers will receive a certificate of recognition and book token. Our 

congratulations to all 21 long-listed pupils for their outstanding work and to the many other 

promising young writers who entered the competition. All pupils who took part in the 

competition, whether awarded or not, should be extremely proud of taking up this challenge. 

Your hard work and enthusiasm is greatly appreciated. 

The judges 

Keith Aitken, journalist and broadcaster; Fiona MacDonald, trustee, YP; Alan McIntyre, 

management consultant and trustee, YP; Islay McLeod, director and trustee, YP; Sally 

Magnusson, broadcaster and writer; Josh Moir, artist and member of YP organising team; 

Mairi Clare Rodgers, communications professional and trustee, YP. 
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Winning paper 

Chisangalo Makiyi 
The Waid Academy 

Growing up in Scotland as a black girl is tough when everyone around me doesn't look like 
me, apart from my family. I struggle to love myself and not in the way of insecurities in my 
body that if I started going to the gym would disappear in the next month. Love myself in the 
way of things I cannot change no matter how much I may want to: the texture of my hair, the 
way it grows, how it looks; the colour of my skin, how it glows, how it 'cooks in the sun' as 
the boys in my class would say. 'Burnt' as if I'm a piece of toast you have in the morning. 
Black like I'm the shadow that appears in your night light before bed. I 'disappear in the dark' 
that's what they tell me, and my smile is the only thing present in that moment yet by the end 
of their sentences it disappears. The smile that was once plastered across my face has been 
wiped completely. 
 
It would be easy to love myself if others didn't think of me as a Barbie doll they can 
accessorise. The feeling of being told that if I 'wore a wig', I'd look prettier or if I wasn't black 
boys would like me. Finding ways to change myself so boys would like me to then realise 
that I don't even like myself. Being black is a series of challenges, you throw in the standards 
for women, and it becomes impossible. I find it very hard to accept compliments. I say a 
simple thank you and I start disagreeing with what they have just said in my head. People 
always say, 'I wish I was black' or 'I love your hair, I wish I could have it'. When my hair is 
nothing but nappy, coiled, dense wool.  
 
A boy, four or five years younger than me from my primary school, asked me if my hair was 
made from wool. How do you let a child dictate how you see yourself? I dream of having 
hair which grew down to the core of the earth rather than reaching for the stars outside the 
atmosphere. 'Can I touch it?' If by me flinching isn't your cue to stop then what is? I am 
vulnerable as if trapped in a box or a cage. I'm not a toy in a claw machine that you keep 
putting pennies in to try and grasp, and I'm not an animal in a zoo, with your hands pressed 
upon the glass just so you can get closer. I didn't say stop just for you to go. It gets to the 
point where I give in and say yes, tilt my head and their fingertips poison my hair. I feel 
worthless and in that moment the glass is no longer there, and they have stopped spending 
their money, the machine has played an anthem for them yet there is no zookeeper to take 
them away. 
 
I am black. It's in my skin as the melanin blends with the sun to create a majestic glow. It's in 
my lips as their two-toned colours kiss every word. It's in my blood flowing with the lives of 
my ancestors. I am black? I am Scottish, my parents are from Malawi, making me Black 
Scottish but why does that make me any less black? 
 

4



'You don't speak an African language?'  
 
Yet you can't speak Gaelic.  
 
'You don't have an accent.'  
 
I do, just not the one you wanted.  
 
'You are from Nigeria.' 
 
Not every black person has a Nigerian heritage.  
 
'Have you ever had jollof rice?' 
 
You take the most known African country and expect every black person to have something 
to do with it.  
 
'Do you get beat?'  
 
I'm sorry the fact I don't get abused isn't enough for you. 
 
Somehow now there are qualifications for being a black person. You have to say the N word 
no matter how disgusting the history behind it is. You have to have grown up in the 'hood' 
and experienced gangs and drive by shootings. You must be good at sports – basketball 
especially. Having a dad isn't the usual black family look, you and your mum must struggle 
to pay the bills. How can I do this when knowing the history makes me feel nauseous? When 
I grew up safe with the loveliest neighbours? When I prefer netball? When my parents went 
through half their life struggling in a developing country just so I didn't have to. So how can 
you, as a white person set me a black person a checklist on how to be black? 
 
Standing up for myself is the hardest part. I am a very forgiving person, and everyone knows 
it. I've started to guess that's why they walk all over me. They know that by the end of the day 
I'm going to be their friend, whether they act like one to me or not is none of their concern. I 
can argue that what they said was wrong, but they always fight back rather than own up to 
their actions. 'It's just a joke, I thought we were the kind of friends that could joke.' I mean 
they didn't mean it like they said it was just a joke. 'I really am sorry I won't say anything like 
that again.'  
 
Now I feel bad – maybe I was too harsh, I'm overreacting. I have been walked over so much 
to the point where it's my shoes dirtying the carpet. I listen to their sad excuse of an apology 
and say it's okay even though I know it's going to happen again. I put my shoes on the rack 
and turn the carpet over to hide the stains, so why don't I feel any cleaner? I wish I was 
stronger, had the ability to hold grudges without making it feel like I was in the wrong.  
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Being black is no matter how hard you try nothing ever leaves, it builds. Tiny comments 
linger in your mind till you go to sleep. All the things you would've said if you had a second 
chance, could've said if you had thought about it, should've said because it wasn't fair. They 
disappear for a while, build on each other, come back 10 times stronger and it feels. Brand. 
New. It's learning to embrace, knowing that as long as you are around white people you will 
always be the black sheep. Being black is standing out in a crowd and never feeling like the 
star. 

***** 

Comments from adjudicators: 

Sally Magnusson: 'A cogently argued piece that flings open the gate to empathy, as only good 
writing can. Wonderful immediacy and mastery of the telling detail.' 

Keith Aitken: 'What I admired about this paper was that it said unexpected things about a 
very familiar topic. The anger is deep, but skilfully controlled, through rich metaphor (much 
of it fresh-minted) and internal dialogue. This writer has original things to say in a discussion 
everyone thinks they know inside out.'  

Mairi Clare Rodgers: 'A personal and confronting paper. Building powerful image upon 
image, the author paints a complicated and painful picture of what it feels like to be black in 
Scotland - while prompting the reader to reflect on their own unconscious – or conscious –
 bias.'  

Alan McIntyre: 'An emotional subject but written with a detachment and self awareness that 
really spoke to me. The paragraph about resisting her hair being touched and then 
acquiescing was memorable with its zoo metaphor, as was the image of her smile 
disappearing in a dark room. A sad piece but it felt very authentic and wise for a secondary 
school writer.' 

Josh Moir: 'The writing was full of powerful uses of language and evocative imagery which 
helped us take an empathetic step into the writer's shoes and give us a glimpse into their 
world.' 

Fiona MacDonald: 'A heartfelt paper full of striking imagery. Painful, powerful and well 
written.' 

Islay McLeod: 'This was a striking piece of writing, with great description and emphasis. A 
memorable entry written with personality and style.' 
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Joint runner-up paper 

Daniel Gunn 
Banchory Academy 

The rain plummeted from the heavens, each drop hitting the ground with its own tat, coming 
together like the sound of an angry machine gun. My arms felt like lead – tired and sore from 
the weight they carried. I forgot about it all. The importance of the task at hand was at the 
forefront of my mind. I would not mess this up. I would not let down my team. We stood in 
our immaculately pressed uniforms, few trickles of light crept through the grey blanket of 
clouds above; the little light that did get through glinted off the glossy shine found on 600 
shoes, shining like mirrors. Adorned in pure white gloves and pristine ceremonial belts 
complete with golden brass buckles, we were Number Three Squadron – Number One Flight 
of the RAF Air Cadets Drill and Ceremonial Camp, and we were about to put on a show. 
 
Standing to attention, with rifles at the slope to round off the look, we awaited the command 
to go. It hadn't been an easy week; a group of 30, who had never seen one another before, 
had become one. There were individual struggles for all, I had learnt a lot about myself – and 
about how to get the best out of others. The snare drums rattled signalling the start of 
proceedings – quickly followed by the eruption of the trumpets. It was go-time. 'By the 
centre!' The whole week had led up to this moment. 'Quick...' the word dragged on for what 
felt like forever. 'MARCH!' Thirty of the 300 left feet present on the parade square stepped 
off, heels striking the ground with purpose – bang on the beat of the drum.  
 
It hit me – the warm feeling of being part of something far bigger than me. In taking that first 
step of the parade we were honouring the final sacrifices of thousands. Thousands who had 
worn, and died in, the same uniform. Hundreds who had stepped off on the same parade 
square we stood on. Thousands who deemed their lives less important than those of future 
generations – who had the bravery to give the future a chance – in doing so making the 
ultimate sacrifice themselves. The sacrifices paid off, they secured our freedom today. 
Everyday freedoms that we take for granted; the freedom to freely express our opinions; the 
freedom for all to receive an education no matter who they are; the freedom to carve who we 
want to be out of who we are now. I will be forever thankful. 
 
'HALT!' We came to a smart and uniform stop. I glanced around me. I saw 300 others, 
dressed the same as me, standing the same as me. We were in this together. We were split 
into nine individual 'flights' (each dead-certain they were the absolute best) – we trained 
together, dined together and laughed together. When teams form they tend to go through five 
stages: forming, storming, norming, performing and mourning; as a unit we had experienced 
them all. Consisting of members from all four corners of the United Kingdom (and even one 
from Cyprus), we must have looked funny to any onlookers – a bunch of teenagers all 
endlessly wandering in circles, with a range of accents 900 miles wide, dressed in green 
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camouflage trousers and shirts, with arms that seem to swing excessively. Most of us 
(especially me) were shy at first – feeling out-of-place and awkward, engulfed in a 
completely new environment and far from my own bed.  
 
However, some did not seem to be so frightened of meeting new people. A young 
Glaswegian, possessing self-confidence that seemed endless, earned a very creative, original 
nickname – 'Glasgow'.  A title derived from his stereotypical accent that proved fundamental 
in tearing down the walls within the team. A passionate discussion soon erupted after our 
formation, a rather silly question was asked: 'Is Scotland near here?' Sitting on a large 
concrete square on the outskirts of London, this question somehow made Scotland seem a 
little bit closer. The 'heated conversation' that followed provided the foundation for our team 
to build from. From this point a bulletproof camaraderie and close bond formed; we became 
an effective unit, we strived for excellence, but still managing to not take ourselves too 
seriously either. 
 
The rain continued its assault on our big day. The 300-strong parade stood formed up, 
awaiting the arrival of the Reviewing Officer – a man decorated with more silver and gold 
than the average Swiss bank. As he stepped out of his car and advanced onto his dias – 
elevated for all to see – the command to Present Arms was given. The satisfying click of 300 
rifles being struck as they were brought down centrally in front of each individual filled the 
air. Earlier in the week, we had been informed that this movement was done in the presence 
of senior officers, every individual offering up their weapon, as if to say 'Shoot me if I am not 
worthy', a bleak reminder of the high standards we were to uphold. The sacrifices warriors 
were willing to make seemed crazy. But nobody wanted to let their team down – not then 
and certainly not now.  
 
I stood, in my best blues, proud of how far I had come, how far we had come. The whole 
reason behind all this marching and shouting was to build confidence in those participating. 
It worked for me. I doubt I would be who I am today if it wasn't for that rainy morning. A 
whole week had culminated in that moment, everything was planned, rehearsed time and 
time again – I had heard the commands, practiced the movements, whacked that ungainly 
hunk of a rifle against my shoulder hundreds of times – the bruises on everyone's shoulders 
united us – we all faced similar struggles. The shy 15-year-old who had to, rather 
embarrassingly, ask for a spare toothbrush since mine lay in its comfortable little pot back 
home – quite inconvenient when my teeth were on the other end of the country – seemed to 
be long gone. 
 
I had not only, obviously, developed confidence in the drill though; I learnt how to build 
relationships with others. The key I found was to not be afraid to make a fool of yourself, 
there is no point in being uptight and cold (that's what the drill was for). Being someone who 
you are not, in order to 'fit in', is downright stupid. If you are unable to be yourself around 
people, they are the wrong people. Of course, not everyone will get on with everyone – I 
definitely did not become life-long friends with anyone that week. I didn't have enough time 

8



to realise all this then – but upon reflection it made sense. Having a common goal, and 
common interests, are essential – we were determined to make that parade perfect – 
however, I realised it wasn't about the endpoint. It was about how we got there. I aim to 
apply these realisations day-to-day now, and I believe I have been successful. I might even 
say I look forward to meeting new people now – you would never have caught the shy 
toothbrushless me saying that. 

***** 

Comments from adjudicators: 

Mairi Clare Rodgers: 'This account is shot through with dazzling imagery. The short bursts of 
sentences capture the staccato march of the parade and deliberate use of repetition builds 
and reinforces the author's points. A well-written exploration of what it means to be part of 
something bigger than the individual.' 

Josh Moir: 'The writing was full of personal testimony and emotional language describing the 
writer's experiences, while also providing explanation for the uninitiated. The language is full 
of strong imagery and punchy audio cues which make the reader feel like they are on the 
parade ground with the writer.' 

Fiona MacDonald: 'An atmospheric and well-written account of a personal experience. Set 
in the highly disciplined atmosphere of the parade ground, the author manages to include 
glimmers of humour.' 

Sally Magnusson: 'An unusual coming of age moment, described with clarity and insight. 
Keeps you reading to the end.' 

Keith Aitken: 'An engaging meditation on the psychology of drill, and how it supplants 
individualism with cameraderie.' 

Islay McLeod: 'An evocative and original entry on a character-building experience – taking 
part in a parade – highlighting the importance of teamwork. I felt like I was there, in the 
pouring rain, spectating the event.' 

9



Joint runner-up paper 

Sihan He 
Hutchesons' Grammar School 

'I'll do it tomorrow…' but that's a lie – and you know it. 
 
You would think that you've learned your lesson after the countless times you've repeated 
this phrase to yourself like a devout believer, but no. Time after time again, you've found 
yourself stuck in this predicament, yet nothing seems to work. Well, don't worry, that's the 
whole reason why you're going to sit down with a nice cup of tea (or whatever your preferred 
beverage) and read this foolproof method of mine on how to put an end to the 
procrastination demon, without skimming or skipping to the conclusion. 
 
You're going to read it with undivided attention. Please, and thank you. 
 
Right now, you're probably fighting what seems like a losing battle, but all battles can be 
won with a strategy. Sun Tzu states in The Art of War that 'if you know the enemy and know 
yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles'. This means that you can't defeat 
an enemy unless you first know its nature. So, to successfully plan a counterattack against 
procrastination we must first gain a clear understanding of what it truly is. 
 
Consulting a dictionary for absolutely vital purposes, not simply an excuse to deviate from 
the task at hand, will tell us that procrastination is an 'irrational delay or postpone of action, 
despite expecting our behaviour to result in negative consequences.' Ironically enough, 
procrastination occurs when our bodies attempt to protect us from a task that it deems as 
'threatening'. 
 
This whole cycle of procrastination begins with your amygdala (a complex structure of cells 
nestled in the middle of your brain) releasing hormones which initiate a fear response. Now, 
this reaction can dominate the impulses from your prefrontal cortex — an important part of 
your brain which helps you to think long term and regulate your emotions. 
 
When faced with this 'fight, flight, or freeze' response, most of us ultimately choose to avoid 
the perceived threat by opting for something less stressful — such as scrolling through our 
phones. However, research shows that we're most likely to procrastinate tasks that stir up 
negative emotions, which unfortunately creates a vicious cycle as the more we delay these 
tasks, the harder and more daunting they seem to become (thank you, a few totally 
worthwhile, definitely not off on a tangent TEDx videos for the information…). 
 
Breaking free from this cycle requires us to understand procrastination, to understand that it 
isn't just laziness. Mel Robbin, author and founder of the number one educational podcast in 
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the world (listening to this was NECESSARY!), describes procrastination as a coping 
mechanism, a form of stress relief. The fact is that you and I, we're not procrastinators nor 
couch potatoes, we've just formed an extremely bad habit over time. According to Robbin, 
there are essentially three steps to deal with this habit of procrastinating: 
 
The first, most simple, yet daunting step is to just forgive yourself. Those who forgive 
themselves are less likely to procrastinate again, so, the next time you find yourself binge 
watching cat videos online for three hours instead of washing those annoying dishes, say to 
yourself: 'wow, I must be really stressed out, but it's okay! The day's not over yet! I'll just do 
the best that I can now'. You see, when you're hard on yourself, all you do is create more 
stress, and one of the main reasons why you procrastinate in the first place is due to stress, so 
do you see the issue here? All you have to do is just take a minute to have a talk with yourself 
– and don't worry, there won't be anyone eavesdropping on your conversation through the 
walls, just freely acknowledge the stress and don't blame yourself. 
 
The second step is to identify the root cause of your stress, because as we said before, stress 
is one of the driving factors of procrastination. When you pinpoint what's bringing you all 
this negativity, it loosens its grip on you. Let's call stress a shadow: a looming mass of 
blackness that's always silently following you. You don't think about it, but it's always there. 
However, when you identify the origins of that shadow, you're bringing it right in front of 
your face, and suddenly, wow! Because you thoroughly analysed the pitch darkness and tore 
through it, it doesn't seem that scary anymore. Did you like my analogy? Me too. Now, 
moving on, think about future you – does your future self want you to do an all-nighter 
writing a report that you were meant to do 10 hours ago? I think not. 
 
The final step is to interrupt the procrastination habit and wake up your prefrontal cortex. 
That sounds hard, but all you need to do is... pause, clear your mind, and count. Five, four, 
three, two, one. Don't think, don't falter, just do it (over 80% of people will keep going). 
Even if you don't believe you can complete the task, even if you don't think you can do a 
good job, just start. When you start, you've automatically already started believing in 
yourself. We must act before we feel ready because to act is to take the biggest step. And as 
the saying goes, a journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step. 

Now, starting is essential, but staying on track requires ongoing effort and preparation. You've 
learnt how to put a stop to the procrastination demon, and now it's over to you. I believe in 
you! 
 
Remember, procrastination is not an innate part of who we are, but rather a habit that can be 
understood and overcome with the right approach. By forgiving ourselves, identifying the 
root cause(s) of our stress, and just taking one simple but effective action, we can break free 
from the cycle of delaying important tasks. It's very important to remember that 
procrastination stems from a natural response to fear and discomfort, but with tricks such as 
breaking tasks into manageable steps, being more organised and picturing our success – we 
can regain control. Remember, 'you don't have to see the whole staircase, just the first 

11



step.' (Thanks, Martin Luther King, Jr. Everyone knows that one – I was not scrolling 
inspirational quotes…) 
 
The next time you're tempted to put something off, take a deep breath, count down, and just 
start – you might be surprised at how capable you truly are.  

***** 

Comments from adjudicators: 

Keith Aitken: 'I liked the humour of this entry, particularly the running gag about why the 
author's researches were not the featured sin of procrastination.'  

Sally Magnusson: 'No danger that you'll put off getting to the end of this treatise on 
procrastination. Written with enormous verve and self-confidence.' 

Josh Moir: 'The writing was fun and witty. The piece was well-researched and demonstrated 
self-awareness, which built as the paper developed. The moments of humour were offset by 
some tender moments which developed a balanced piece of engaging writing.' 

Alan McIntyre: 'I loved the writing and, in particular, the meta theme of procrastination, both 
in the process of reading and the process of writing this paper. It had the type of New Yorker 
humour column feel that I like.' 

Mairi Clare Rodgers: 'This piece of writing hits hard! Cleverly written, it takes us through 
what prompts procrastination and secures the reader's attention immediately by chiding us to 
not skim or skip to the end. Funny, well-written and warm.'  

Islay McLeod: 'A clever and entertaining dip into the world of procrastination - a habit that 
we can all overcome. Full of personality and useful tips!' 
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Highly Commended papers (in alphabetical order) 

Katie Clempson 
Dumbarton Academy 

The Black Bright Theatre Company's return to the Edinburgh Fringe in 2024 with 
Birdwatching is nothing short of gripping. This new folk horror piece transports us into the 
eerie, isolated woods of Northumberland, where three school friends – Amelia, Poppy and 
Lauren – are attempting a wild camping trip. But as darkness falls, tensions creep up and 
something more sinister than the setting begins to loom over the camp. Birdwatching is a 
powerful exploration of paranoia, superstition and adolescent insecurity, seen through the 
eyes of young women navigating their complex identities. 
 
The play revolves around the three characters, each with their own set of struggles. Amelia, 
Poppy and Lauren are all dealing with different aspects of their lives – identity, mental issues 
and the challenges that come with growing up. But when they arrive at their campsite in an 
ominous, uncanny forest, with many scary myths that have been repeated over and over to 
the point at which no-one could recall the original tale, they find themselves haunted by 
something far more unsettling than they expected. A presence watches them, and as the 
paranoia grows, so does the sense that the friends are no longer alone. The play builds 
slowly, taking its time to develop a simmering tension that becomes unbearable as the night 
drags on. 
 
At the heart of the story is the question: Who is watching who? The constant presence of 
surveillance is felt throughout the play, but it's not just about physical watching. There's a 
more psychological element at play here. The characters are all intensely aware of how 
they're seen – not just by the others in the group, but by society at large. Their insecurities are 
amplified by their fears of being judged or misunderstood, especially by each other and as 
the night progresses, their relationships begin to unravel under the weight of this constant 
self-consciousness. 
 
What makes Birdwatching stand out is how it takes this sense of being watched and uses it to 
explore themes of identity, sexuality and mental health. The three characters are diverse in 
their experiences and identities, and the play doesn't shy away from presenting these 
perspectives with honesty and complexity. Amelia portrays herself with a false sense of 
bravado – but slowly throughout the play, the truth of her character begins to leak through 
the cracks in the mask she's been wearing all night. Poppy is queer, but won't admit it as she 
is being questioned by her friends and thinks it would make her seem weak as she's clearly 
the one that is easily argumentative and confident. Lauren is autistic, and her way of 
processing the world around her adds a layer of depth to the play as she is mostly quiet but 
whenever she speaks, it has a definite impact.  
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With all their personalities and fears, this clearly shows the suspense and growing paranoia 
that the girls are facing themselves. The woman who played Poppy, Madeleine Farnhill, who 
also wrote the play, said in a video about Birdwatching: 'The limits of our friendship were 
being tested', showing how the sense of being watched is impacting the girls and their 
friendships. 
 
The lighting design in Birdwatching masterfully mirrored the creeping tension of the story, 
adding a chilling visual element to the unfolding drama. At the start, the stage was bathed in 
an eerie, cold blue light, casting long, unsettling shadows across the thrust stage, where the 
audience surrounded the performers on three sides. This design brought the audience into the 
heart of the woods, making them complicit observers of the escalating paranoia. As the play 
progressed, one by one, the lights dimmed and faded out entirely, as though the forest itself 
were swallowing the campsite in darkness. Each extinguished light deepened the sense of 
isolation and unease, until, in the final moments, the stage was plunged into complete 
blackness.  
 
This gradual extinguishing of light, coupled with the intimate thrust staging, amplified the 
sense of surveillance and claustrophobia, leaving the audience as unnerved as the characters 
they watched. Only the audience that were paying enough attention to the visual effects 
would notice and understand the chillingness of the lights fading out. But seconds after the 
lights went out, the whole room was drowning in darkness, and instantaneously, the 
audience were lit with big, white lights, as if they were the ones watching the characters 
throughout this play.  
 
Birdwatching is a gripping and unforgettable piece of theatre that combines folk horror, 
psychological tension and social commentary to create an experience that is both chilling 
and thought-provoking. The Black Bright Theatre Company has done an incredible job of 
crafting a story that feels intensely real, even as it delves into the supernatural and uncanny. 
Set in the isolated woods of Northumberland, the play uses its eerie setting and unsettling 
myths to create a backdrop where the characters' personal struggles and fears are amplified 
to the point of breaking. The performances from the three characters – Amelia, Poppy, and 
Lauren – bring the story to life, each grappling with their own insecurities and identities. 
Amelia's unraveling bravado, Poppy's guarded confidence, and Lauren's quiet strength all 
add layers of depth to the tension, making the audience feel like they're right there in the 
campsite, experiencing the fear and paranoia alongside them. Themes of surveillance, 
identity and mental health are explored with honesty, as the play raises the haunting 
question: Who is watching who?  
 
The staging and lighting further amplify this tension. The thrust stage puts the audience on 
three sides, making them feel like part of the action and adding to the sense of exposure. The 
lighting, which starts as a chilling, cold blue and slowly fades out one light at a time, mirrors 
the unraveling of the characters and the growing dread. By the end, when the stage is 
plunged into complete darkness, the audience is left holding their breath, sharing the 
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characters' terror of the unknown. Birdwatching is more than just a play – it's an intense and 
unforgettable experience that stays with you long after the lights go out. 

***** 

Michael Crump 
Portobello High School 

There is a problem with young offenders in the UK. Nay, a crisis. The UK's system for dealing 
with juvenile delinquency is in an utterly abysmal state. We are facing disaster in the number 
of juvenile delinquents, the inability of our current associated infrastructure to achieve what 
it is solely for – changing lives – and our utter failure to address the bigger picture that results 
in the UK's unique problem with young offending. This issue deserves far more attention and 
the solutions we need are the further expansion of 'secure school' styles of young offenders 
institutions and careful consideration for deprived communities. 
 
The number of young offenders in Britain is deeply depressing. Speaking in the House of 
Commons, the then MP for Huddersfield told the House that: 'we imprison four times as 
many young people as Portugal, 25 times as many as Belgium, and 100 times as many as 
Finland'. In 2022, Whitehall's public spending watchdog told us that the numbers of 
incarcerated children are set to double this year from that year's figures. Why is this 
happening? 
 
This issue's complexity, wickedness and expense is precisely why governments have failed to 
solve it after decades of trying. Austerity, the pandemic, and the bureaucratic nature of the 
Ministry of Justice are just a few of the many, many pieces of the puzzle. And before we even 
reach the point where young offenders reach an institution, there is the primary reason young 
people will offend – deprivation. For instance, let's look at my home city Edinburgh. 
Deprived areas have far greater problems with young offending. Niddrie, Gilmerton and 
Muirhouse are among Edinburgh's most deprived areas and suffer the highest rates of 
joyriding. 
 
Further evidence comes from the University of Edinburgh's Law School, which tells us that 
rates of juvenile delinquency are highest in the most deprived areas. It's no secret that the 
reckless, poorly thought-through council estate planning that spanned the 20th century, 
created areas with inescapably high levels of deprivation. Sprawling ghost communities with 
isolated high-rise tower blocks inevitably result in much higher rates of juvenile delinquency. 
Create a culture of crime in an area and that area is doomed to suffer from that crime for the 
foreseeable future. 
 
The problem of the sheer volume of young offenders would be watered down somewhat if 
Britain led the way in turning the lives of young offenders around. We don't. Newspapers 
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from across the political spectrum consistently describe our young offenders institutions with 
such pointed adjectives as 'hellholes', 'torturous', and 'a stain on national life'. Violence is 
constant. In His Majesty's Young Offenders Institution (HMYOI) Crookham Wood, 228 
weapons were discovered in the six months before an inspection in April 2023. In London's 
HMYOI Feltham, (notoriously violent), prison officers frequently have to deal with brawls, 
with one resulting in 14 prison officers being hospitalised. In 2023, Werrington's HMYOI was 
crowned the most violent in England and Wales and the majority of inmates feel unsafe. Such 
stories (and there are many, many more of them) are unacceptable. Britain's young offending 
situation is a source of national shame. So, what can we do about this intolerable 
catastrophe? 
 
The essential medium-term solution is the expansion of secure schools. Historically, we have 
favoured a 'tough stance' on the issue and when you don't examine the bigger picture you 
might understand why. Young offenders are deeply frustrating. Their reckless, mindless, 
feckless crimes slash communities, their own and others' futures, result in major economic 
losses, and result in a general sense of shame at this gout on our country. We feel a natural 
inclination to teach them a lesson with harsh sentences. Appealing as this might be, it simply 
does not work. The tough approach increases drug use, violence, and mental health issues. If 
we want to transform these people into responsible citizens, we must acknowledge the vast 
majority have existing mental health problems and that almost none will come from a stable 
home.  
 
In London's primary YOI – Feltham – the excessive use of solitary confinement has resulted in 
inmates suffering from 'significant' mental health problems and self harm rates tripled in 
2019. Measures like these ensure that a life of crime and prison is the only life an offender is 
taught. 
 
Ought we not teach them something else? Keep children in a school and not in a prison? 
Secure schools offer an ideal compromise between appropriate restriction and guiding 
offenders to a new path. Such institutions are still HMYOIs, but they do not seek to mimic the 
environment of a prison. There is only one secure school in the UK and it was opened last 
year by Oasis and the Ministry of Justice. Oasis are an award-winning charity tackling all 
sorts of humanitarian issues from fighting human trafficking to child hunger. Their secure 
school has a focus on 'relentless love' and seeks to be a 'school with security as opposed to a 
prison with education'.  
 
Head of the Oasis charitable trust, and famous Baptist minister, Stephen Chalke, assures that 
secure schools will use neuroscience to address the serious problems associated with young 
offenders' institutions. His staff hold lengthy CVs, boasting years of experience with youth 
psychology. This approach offers a chance to truly turn the lives around of our young 
offenders. 
 
Opponents may say that this will be ineffective – violence will continue and released inmates 
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will continue to reoffend. Well, yes, 0% rates of recidivism and violence are unrealistic 
targets, but there are numerous success stories of international examples of these institutions. 
Spain, for instance, has a world-renowned youth justice system and secure school-style YOIs 
are central to their success. The BBC highlights a specific example of a dual-national young 
offender who suffered in a British HMYOI, remaining violent and disruptive. When moved to 
a Spanish secure school, the boy was transformed into a gentle, considerate responsible 
citizen. Even if there wasn't such convincing evidence as there is, what else can we do? The 
current system is disastrous, and it is with great urgency and desperation that we must 
implement reforms. We are failing vast numbers of young people. If we approach this in the 
right way, we could prevent incalculable numbers of crimes from occurring. 
 
Longer term, as well as working on how we treat young inmates, we also need to solve the 
macro-sociological cause of young offending. We must trample upon the link between 
deprivation and juvenile delinquency until it is no more. I am the first to acknowledge the 
gargantuan nature of this challenge and achieving genuine progress may take decades, but it 
must remain a priority. I genuinely believe that if we can solve this problem, a Britain where 
young offending is a negligibly small problem would be in sight. 
 
We can eliminate this problem for good – and we are heading in the right direction. Our 
existing secure school was built upon the rubble of one of many failing YOIs – what's to say 
we can't do the same with other inadequate examples like Feltham and Crookham Wood? As 
for funding, we need to think of this as an investment. Youth justice for the UK is very 
expensive (a cell in an average HMYOI costs more than a place at Eton) and if we can 
effectively reduce the number of young offenders our long-term costs will be significantly 
reduced allowing more funding for mainstream education. Longer-term, we need to give real 
thought to how we organise the most deprived areas of society, to ensure that we can release 
innocent children who are falling into the deep pit of criminality when they have so much 
potential. We need to look upon young offenders with compassion, mercy, forgiveness and 
even love, and refuse to give up fighting for them. 

***** 

Lewis Fitzpatrick 
Douglas Academy 

'Over 200 confirmed kills.' I halted almost instinctively as I was swallowed by feelings of 
visceral disgust. A Netflix advertisement for their newest binge worthy show Griselda! I feel 
inclined to remind everyone this show is about the Godmother of Cocaine herself. Griselda 
displayed a brazen ruthlessness when she turned Miami into a violent wasteland during the 
Cowboy Cocaine Wars, so forgive me for not being ecstatic when she is slapped on a poster 
with her murders glorified like an Olympic athlete's record. Unethical, exploitative and 
simply grotesque. 
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This is not Netflix's first tango exploiting victims of true crime to make their billionaire CEO 
Reed Hastings some quick cash to add to his dragon's fortune. Netflix has just decided to 
make their second season of Monster, a series in which they make gross dramatisations of 
criminals and killers that entirely disgrace the victims to milk a generation's thirst for true 
crime. The first season of Monster, DAHMER, as you would expect, covers Jeffery Dahmer, 
otherwise known as the Milwaukee Cannibal. Dahmer's fame comes from the heinous sexual 
and violent acts he committed against 17 young men between 1978 and 1991. Many of 
these crimes would include necrophilia or cannibalism after he'd kill his victims, who were 
usually gay men who had been seduced. 
 
So, what separates these from documentaries? Presentation, consent and advertisement. 
These Netflix dramatisations have repeatedly not obtained permission from the victims' 
families, entirely disgracing the victim's legacy just so they can be reduced to another 
number on our protagonist's 'kill count'. Real people, who suffered the most gruesome and 
wicked crimes, reduced to a number on a billboard. Furthermore, these shows transport us 
into the body of the criminals rather than the victims. Many of these serial killers crave 
attention like a drug, hooked on their own narcissism. By focusing on the killers and not the 
victims we adhere to exactly what these sick individuals deeply desire. Let Luka Magnotta be 
the only case study needed. 
 
Luka Magnotta, failed model, compulsive liar, kitten killer. A narcissist who after failing as a 
model in Toronto decided he'd get that little boost of fame he craved by sucking the air out of 
a kitten's lungs on YouTube. The video had people in chokeholds as they shot useless death 
threats into his inbox. However, renowned documentary Don't Fuck with Cats follows the 
tale of a Facebook group as they track Magnotta. As the narrative progresses it becomes clear 
the more the group chases, the more sinister Magnotta becomes, until a young man from 
Toronto is carried out in a body bag after a night with Magnotta. This causes Magnotta to lie 
about why he killed the young man, claiming a fictional alibi, 'Manny', was forcing him to 
commit these acts. This was quickly disproven. Magnotta truly killed him for the thrill of the 
hunt. There is strong evidence to suggest that Luka Magnotta was pushed further into his 
desires by the people attempting to find him.  
 
At the end of the documentary, Deanna and John, our two main protagonists in this search, 
have lunch together and discuss if they were the reason why Luka was finally pushed to 
murder someone. This is why we must stop endorsing these dramatisations. How long is it till 
the next Luka Magnotta starts fantasising about killing someone so they can get Evan Peters to 
play them on TV, and you will sit back with a salty bag of popcorn licking your fingers while 
another innocent person is butchered? 
 
That's right, you too are part of the problem whenever you watch that new episode of 
Monsters on Netflix. But it's all A-ok isn't it? Because it's not like watching real gore, it's fake! 
Tell me that again after Netflix makes a dramatisation of your family being filleted on TV 
while Netflix parties having made another horrid show without a family's consent. Imagine 
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your daughter, son, maybe a lover, or a grandma? A full family deal! Don't worry, Evan Peters 
stepping up to collect his shiny big Emmy on stage and not mentioning the victim once 
during his speech is also included. Netflix may be massively at fault for creating these media 
massacres but we, the consumer, play our own exploitative role in this blood sport. 
 
In the second week of its release, Netflix announced that Dahmer was its ninth most popular 
English-language TV show of all time, with 56 million households having viewed all 10 
episodes. This isn't a hostage situation, none of us were forced to watch it. None of us had to 
binge this grisly story. Most importantly, none of us should have been salivating over Evan 
Peters in this role. No, you read that correctly, several people have publicly admitted they 
empathise with the killer while others confessed that having a conventionally attractive actor 
play the role led to them having a crush on Dahmer. One fan even wrote publicly on the 
social media platform X that 'I have a crush on Evan Peters now and it's because of 
#Dahmer'.  Furthermore, Ariana Grande admitted that she once said in an interview with 
young fans that she would love to have dinner with Jeffrey Dahmer and added that he's 
pretty. This presents not only how sick human nature can be, but I would further accuse 
Netflix of attempting to capitalise off this, and I'm not alone in this line of thought. 
 
While Evan Peters seems to neglect addressing these issues, You actor and Hollywood 
heartthrob, Penn Badgley, has been incredibly public about people having a crush on the 
serial killers within true crime fiction or non-fiction TV shows. Badgley plays Joe Goldberg on 
the award-winning TV series, a complicated and beloved young man who stalks and kills his 
way around the globe. While Joe is generally very well-liked by the audience, Penn Badgley 
himself has been particularly vocal in criticising those who have a crush on his character and 
other serial killers. In an interview with Entertainment Tonight, Badgley was asked: 'What is 
your message to people who are finding themselves attracted to serial killers?' 'You need to 
look at that, inside,' Badgley replied. Badgley also stated that 'Jeffrey Dahmer, that is on…' 
and Badgley appeared to start saying 'you', before changing his mind, continuing: 'That is on 
Netflix! That is squarely on the shoulders of Netflix'. Penn Badgley, the actor of a fictional 
murderer for a Netflix show is more than willing to call out the real exploitation that his own 
employers are willing to partake in. So, why won't you?  
 
We all sit back and convince ourselves our voice will never be heard. Maybe you believe 
yourself to be too shy, busy, or even lazy to be the lead of a cause. None of these are an 
excuse. You don't have to emerge from the ashes and become some beacon of morality; all 
I'm asking you to do is to turn off some immoral TV. Trust me, with Netflix's infinite library 
you will find something else to watch, don't be so selfish. If we continue to watch this kind of 
content, we actively endorse it. After that, how long is it until we begin to pay for live killings 
just for some sick thrill? How long until serial killers start walking free because a jury thinks 
they have nice eyes? I know you're thinking that this will never happen but let me leave you 
with one final message. Next time you sit down to watch an episode of the newest crime 
dramatisation because everyone at work or school won't stop ranting about it, remember that 
just because it's a TV show doesn't mean it wasn't real.  
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***** 

Sam Gardner 
Portobello High School 

Avocados: the latest food fashion, popularised by millennials brunching on their avocado 
toast and swarming Instagram with images of their new healthy snack. Harmless right? Quite 
the opposite. Society seems to be unaware of the detrimental impact of our avocado 
obsession, and we're not just talking about the impact on our wallets. The description of 
avocados as the 'blood diamonds of Mexico' was coined by chef JP McMahon who banned 
them from his Michelin-starred restaurant, Aniar, in Galway, Ireland. So how do you like your 
avocado: smashed on toast, whizzed into a smoothie or maybe sliced on a bagel? Whatever 
avocado dish you prefer, the negative impact on our environment is just as severe. Yet with 
over 12.6 million #avocado posts on Instagram, it appears our demand for the green gold will 
not be stopping any time soon. 
 
Avocados have led to monstrous abuse of our fragile planet. The main producers are Central 
and South America, especially Mexico, who provide the US with over 75% of all avocados 
consumed. Mexico is suffering the most from the impact of extreme farming. Mexican 
farmers are known to plant avocado trees beneath forest canopies; they then tear down any 
vegetation preventing their valuable plants from receiving sunlight. But that is not as bad as it 
gets: many Mexican farmers intentionally burn down forest land, to exploit a Mexican law 
which authorises farmers to switch the land use permit to commercial agriculture rather than 
forest land, if said land is lost to fire. The problem is so severe that in the Mexican state 
Michoacán, avocado production is to blame for up to 40% of deforestation. The loss of their 
natural forest habitat has a devastating impact on the diverse range of wildlife indigenous to 
the area. Because the crop is so valuable, avocados are grown as a monoculture, which 
means the same crop is grown on the same land, repeatedly, year after year. This method is 
harmful in many ways, but to cut a long story short, monoculture crops strip the soil of most 
of its mineral properties. So please, next time you sit down to indulge in that delicious, 
nutritious avocado, picture the forest fires, the fleeing animals, the barren soil. Indigestion 
anyone? 
 
Further environmental damage is being wrought by the woeful water wastage involved in the 
cultivation of these crops. A staggering 9.5 billion litres of water are required to hydrate 
avocado plants around the world, per day. Yes, per day. That's equivalent to 3,800 Olympic 
swimming pools every 24 hours. The source of this water is usually an aquifer, which is an 
underground body of water. The excessive extraction of water from these has many 
consequences: the most extreme of which being small earthquakes. All this, just for an 
avocado – it's hard to believe. 
 
In addition to this, avocados also have a large carbon footprint. A carbon footprint is the total 
amount of greenhouse gases that are generated by our actions. There is a staggering 846g 
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CO2 in a paltry two-pack of avocados. For comparison, one kilogram of bananas has a 
carbon footprint of just 480g CO2. This is due to the logistical difficulties of planting, 
producing and shipping to the UK. Peruvian avocados are currently the favoured choice in 
the UK, as a result of this avocados are flown thousands of miles to reach our supermarket 
shelves. Whilst travelling, avocados require precise conditions and temperature to trigger 
ripening. This is achieved by the use of ripening chambers. These factors combined result in 
high emissions rates. The carbon footprint is shockingly high – other desirable foods which 
match the avocado's absurd tally of air miles have significantly lower footprints: one avocado 
is five times the footprint of a banana and three times that of a large cappuccino. 
 
In Mexico, drug cartels have begun to realise how valuable the avocado industry is. In 
Michoacán, authorities have identified at least nine cartels in the area, all eager to take a bite 
of the avocado industry profits. These career criminals will stop at nothing to secure their 
slice: allegations of kidnapping farmers, enforcing child labour, theft and protection rackets 
are rife. 'Self-defence groups' (collectives of armed civilians set up at checkpoints in an 
attempt to retaliate) are springing up in response, leading to further civil unrest. One member 
explains why: 
 
'They threatened us, kidnapped us, took our money, stole our cars, raped our women. They 
did whatever they wanted, the government never supported us.' (Courier Journal). 
 
The cartels rely on intimidation – what chance does a farmer have against a whole cartel? 
These gangs are smart: the farmers they mistreat and abuse cannot go to the police, as the 
gangs often control them too. In a feeble attempt to stand up to the cartels, former Mexican 
President Enrique Peña Nieto, legalised self-defence groups back in 2014, resulting in an 
upsurge in violence. Gangs are all too aware that 11 billion avocados are consumed annually 
worldwide, with that number rising each year. The gangs' profits are growing, along with the 
world's appetite for avocados. Yet when we bite into our brunch most of us are blissfully 
unaware that we are helping to finance organised crime. 
 
Despite the overwhelming evidence of the environmental cost, many stubborn avocado fans 
simply mutter, 'So what?' as they splurge the last of their student loan on fresh guac. The most 
ardent avocado aficionados may argue that there are worse things for our environment such 
as single-use plastic and our reliance on fossil fuels. However, we won't tackle our climate 
catastrophe by blowing the smaller issues off. 
 
Over the past few years, the fashion for avocados has spread over the world, like a deadly 
virus. Our obsession is destroying our fragile planet and facilitating organised crime. Is there 
a solution for the avocado addicts? Yes – the fair trade sticker should be a requirement for the 
sale of avocados, reassuring the consumer that the avocado has been grown safely and 
sustainably. For the culinary adventurous, desperate for their guacamole fix, there are a 
number of environmentally kinder alternatives such as the Mexican restaurant chain, 
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Wahaca's wahacamole made from fava beans, green chilli, lime and coriander. So let's buy 
local, think ethically, and ban the avocado from our brunches. 

***** 

Ella Kalkman 
The Glasgow Academy 

Is, in, it, of, on. A simple start for all primary one students. Words with just two letters, how 
could this be so challenging? We were all in the same boat, after all, navigating choppy 
waters, and spelling was new to everyone. We just had to make it to the calm. But for me, the 
calm never came; I was anchored in the storm. Not only was my boat being tossed from side 
to side, but the words on my page also had a mind of their own. 
 
I was five. School was full of new experiences. My reading and spelling struggles seemed 
confined to my seat at the kitchen table, where my mum would yell at me every week while 
trying to drill my five spelling words into my head. Everyone else got 10 so I was already at 
an advantage, but it still wasn't easy. At school, I felt free, and my worries could drift away. 
But not for long. Soon even in the classroom, I was feeling frustrated. When we were given 
work to do everyone else got through it with ease, but I was still chained. I remember every 
parents' evening, my mum and dad asked teachers if there was more that could be done to 
help me, but the usual response was, 'Don't worry, she'll get there eventually', and 'Give it 
time'. But the time never came.  
 
My frustration grew and I started to compare myself with my brothers. In my eyes, they were 
perfect. They just got it. It didn't feel fair. Everything seemed to come easily to them, instead 
of being slower than everyone else they were racing ahead. While I was struggling with the 
fundamental subjects, they found them too easy and added extra on. I can see now that 
teachers have to deal with big classes, lots of children learning at different speeds so maybe 
their focus was on the class as a whole and not individuals, and maybe they did believe I 
would get there. They probably didn't want to worry my parents, maybe they didn't want to 
worry me. 
 
In primary seven I moved school – a fresh start. I was terrified, but my new teacher seemed to 
care. Genuinely. He was the one to create a weakness in the anchor holding me back. It 
could have been a stressful time, being the new kid, but he helped me settle in and my 
confidence grew. Thanks to him, I was put into a before-school support group with a small 
number of other children who were like me. Instead of feeling different, I felt connected. 
Everyone there already knew how I felt and I didn't have to explain myself to anyone. 
 
My breakthrough moment came in s1. The learning support programme in my school 
assessed my ability: I was two and a half years behind where I should have been for my 
reading age, and the basics of spelling seemed alien. Everything pointed to dyslexia. With 
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this came, first, relief. I understood myself more than ever, I finally knew why I was behind. 
Beyond this, adaptions to my learning environment would be implemented. With each of 
these, a weight was lifted off my shoulders. Extra time in tests, two inches taller. One less 
subject, another two inches. Incorrect spelling ignored, two inches more. My chain finally 
snapped. I found my calm water. My peers were no longer silhouettes on the horizon and I 
was catching up. But I also felt dread. I felt I was going to be different forever, always close to 
the others in my classes but not quite on their level and always in their dust. 
 
Even after all this, reading, comprehension and spelling was still exhausting. For the effort I 
was putting in I didn't seem to get much back. However, there were things that I did find 
easier, such as maths and sports. In my rowing, I could progress like my brothers. I followed 
the performance programme as they had done. I went to the intensive pre-season training 
camp, and I could see my achievements in the times and distances I was accomplishing, as 
opposed to the test scores from school. In the competitions I went to I won medals, and 
sometimes more medals than they did. From this, I have learnt that I will never be great at 
everything, but I can flourish in the things I am good at, and so can everybody else. 
 
But it's not just reading and writing that I find hard. Dyslexia comes with other symptoms as 
well that are often forgotten about. Some of these forgotten symptoms are trouble with 
memory, speaking, and getting thoughts onto paper. I can't even describe the frustration of 
having a good idea, but when I try to write it down, nothing comes out. My brain is buzzing 
with thoughts but they can't travel down my arm to my fingers and onto the paper.  
 
Despite all this, dyslexia can have its perks. Dyslexic minds are some of the most creative 
and complex. They might be a few steps behind others, but our steps are steeper, and harder 
to climb. Having dyslexia is not an excuse, it is more a reason to persevere. Just look at 
Albert Einstein and Steve Jobs: they had dyslexia yet achieved incredible advances in 
innovative thinking that changed the world. They became my role models, and I think it's 
important for everyone to have role models, to look up to, and to help them on their path to 
success. 
 
Dyslexia has no cure. There is no 'magic pill' you can take to make yourself 'normal'. Not 
that I'm sure what normal is. Even if there was a magic pill I wouldn't take it because I am 
me with dyslexia and am stronger because of it; I have learnt to work with it. This difficult 
struggle has helped me learn key life lessons: to be honest about how you are coping, to look 
for and accept help, not to give up, and to accept who you are. My dyslexia has also taught 
me resilience because the best things in life are challenges, and even though I may not 
always be the fastest boat on the water, I can always be the most hard-working. 

***** 
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Emma Kelly 
Our Lady's High School, Cumbernauld 

Sometime around the mid-1950s, a change was brewing in the British architectural world. A 
shining vision of the future, the space-age, humanity moving forward, or I guess you could 
say: tomorrow. Raw concrete was drawn up, obscure shapes were pieced together carefully 
to form almost extraterrestrial looking buildings. What is this strange architectural style, you 
say? Why, none other than brutalism! The glamour of tomorrow, the optimism of today, all 
wrapped in one in a town near you.  
 
Of course, it's not hard to imagine its often drab reality now. 'What were they thinking?' says 
almost everyone as they drive past my personal favourite brutalist monstrosity, Cumbernauld 
Town Centre. What could be worse than Scotland's grey skies, on grey concrete, on grey 
pavements and tarmac? Well, to the population of Cumbernauld, nothing. For them, there is 
truly nothing uglier than brutalism.  
 
But I believe that brutalism is commonly misunderstood and can actually be a thriving 
environment. To understand brutalism, we need to put ourselves into the minds of the 
architects. A trip down memory lane, per se.  
 
You're living in post-war Glasgow, a large family crammed into small tenement housing. You 
don't have a bathroom, or many amenities at all. City life is crowded, unsanitary and unsafe. 
Pretty miserable, right? Well, believe it or not, brutalism once provided an escape from this 
reality, a haven of concrete new towns, ready to house post-war Glaswegian families. The 
exposed concrete was cheap and efficient to build, and allowed for innovation. And so, it 
began. The beginning of the brutalist dream.   
 
For the first time in history, working-class families were provided with the luxuries of modern 
life, the tomorrow they were so promised. Multi-bedroom houses, private toilets, and all the 
space in the world. And to top it off, a brand-new architectural style to marvel at from your 
window. Wasn't it just brilliant?  
 
Well, it certainly didn't last forever. An unfortunate series of mismanagement and neglect has 
led most brutalist buildings in the UK into a state of doom. Walking through Cumbernauld 
town centre today will fascinate you, and if you know its history, will leave you wondering 
'what went wrong?'.  
 
My fascination with the town's architecture led me on a mission around Cumbernauld town 
centre to discover brutalism's failings in person, and to the opposite end of the country, 
where brutalism has faced an unlikely success. 
 
It's cold, it's dark, it's inhuman. 
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As I walked up to the bus bay, awkwardly stationed between the dual carriageway, I noticed 
one glaringly obvious sight. The building is no longer grey. At some point it has been painted 
an ugly shade of navy blue, the entire building now sticking out like a battleship, marooned 
deep underwater. Perhaps a small symbol of its descent into chaos, its complete loss of 
identity, of its brutalist self.  
 
The inside isn't any better. Brown brick walls, tiled over with sterile white tile. 1960's 
coffered ceilings, covered with metal grates. I can see where the innovation would have been 
marvellous, however. Shops, a bus station, a library, entertainment and housing all in one 
building? It would have been nothing short of incredible, and something only brutalism 
could offer at the time. 
 
The library is stowed away on the third floor, the original and once grand Phase One, now 
almost inaccessible and perhaps the most derelict area of the centre. Pigeons rule the third 
floor, they flutter about the ceilings like experts, but they too are trapped in a building unfit 
for their needs. Adjacent to the library are murals depicting Cumbernauld in all its brutalist 
glory. Vivid images of the town bustling with life, the open-air city in the sky, the utopia it 
was meant to be. A reality where community, life and culture came together and was tied 
with brutalism at its core. 
 
The grass is greener on the other side. 
 
I had the pleasure of visiting the Barbican Centre whilst on a trip to London, an opportunity I 
certainly could not pass up on. I saw reflected in the Barbican what Cumbernauld used to be. 
Two brutalist 'mega structures', built in the 1960s/70s to house people after World War II. The 
Barbican is a stark contrast to Cumbernauld today, however, with its bustling atmosphere and 
beautiful gardens filled with ducks who fly freely along its open skyline. The Barbican is filled 
with enticing smells of fancy restaurants and bars, thriving art institutes, and a tropical 
garden, enhancing its aesthetic appeal. Perhaps the largest difference between the two, is that 
the Barbican has been lovingly maintained and well-kept. The coffered ceilings are proudly 
exposed, the tiled flooring is polished, the concrete exterior is untouched. 
 
On the other hand, Cumbernauld town centre has failed to maintain its 1960's brutalist 
charm that it could have harboured so proudly. But it is not the fault of brutalism. It's easy to 
see why the Barbican has flourished all these decades later, when millionaires inhabit the 
flats and city money flows abundantly through the building's fancy establishments, and rings 
through the tills of its martini bars. 
 
Rip it up and start again! 
 
In 2022, North Lanarkshire Council announced plans to demolish Cumbernauld town centre, 
starting in 2032. 'Finally!', I can hear people cheering, a sure win for the community of 
Cumbernauld, right? Brutalism finally gone! Well, Cumbernauld town centre only joins a 

25



growing list of brutalist buildings in the UK currently on death row.  Brutalism remains a very 
controversial topic in the public eye, an architectural style often discarded as 'ugly' and 
written off entirely. But the Barbican shows that brutalism can be beautiful and functional.  
 
I can't help but wonder, are disparities between the two very similar buildings merely a 
reflection of a wider issue of wealth inequality in the United Kingdom? If investment and love 
were paid to Cumbernauld Town Centre, might it have fulfilled its brutalist vision of 
tomorrow? 

***** 

Vesper Murray 
Glenalmond College 

'Africa is a living laboratory of evolution, and its landscapes hold the secrets to our past and 
the clues to our future.' – Louis Leakey, Kenyan Palaeontologist 
 
I suspect that most people's ideas about Kenya are based around stereotypes like coffee, tea, 
animals and landscapes. However, I am here to inform you that there is definitely more to 
this beautiful country that not many people know about. Having lived there since I was born, 
I grew up running around barefoot, climbing trees and appreciating all of the exotic wildlife 
up close (a leopard even jumped on the bonnet of my car!). When I moved to Scotland for 
secondary school, not only was I shocked by the weather but also the questions with which 
my peers bombarded me: 'Did you ride elephants to school?' was a very popular question. (I 
didn't, by the way. Who rides an elephant to school?) To truly understand a country, you must 
also understand its past, and the history of Kenya doesn't feature highly on a lot of school 
curriculums. So to save you the trouble of looking it up, I'll cover some of it presently. 
 
But speaking of the present, let's start with now. The first thing that Kenya is mainly 
associated with is the animals. Along with many other animals, the 'big five' are able to be 
sought out and spotted: lion, leopard, rhino, elephant and buffalo can be found in their 
native habitats across Kenya. However, it does not follow that these majestic creatures are 
easily found. Numbers of all five species are rapidly decreasing due to poaching. Leopards 
are a very rare sight and elephants continue to be shot for their ivory tusks. Furthermore, 
there are only two white rhino left on the planet, both of which are females, meaning that 
reproduction is impossible. In spite of that, there are grounds for optimism because 
organisations and communities are working harder than ever to prevent these extraordinary 
animals from becoming extinct. Many charities and conservancies have been set up which 
are there to give animals a safe and protected habitat away from the cruelty of poachers. An 
example of this is For Rangers – an organisation that aims to train rangers to patrol on 
horseback and preserve the wildlife. To put all this into perspective, imagine telling your 
children, or even grandchildren, that there used to be these wonderful animals called giraffes 
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that roamed the plains of Africa, galloped in slow-motion and stood 17 feet tall. These 
experiences, these breath-taking sights, are what we are hoping to maintain.  
 
Now, let's take a moment to dive back into the past. As you may know already, the human 
species originated in Africa. However, what you probably didn't know is that the world's 
largest permanent desert lake and the world's largest alkaline lake, Lake Turkana, was the 
birthplace of mankind. Koobi Fora (located on the eastern shore of Turkana) is famous 
internationally since the world-renowned archaeologist, Richard Leaky, discovered a two-
million-year-old skull of Homo Habilis, which is some of the oldest remains of human 
existence. Lake Turkana is the habitat for a great variety of fish and reptiles including Nile 
perch and Nile crocodiles. The people that inhabit Turkana venerate one godly figure called 
Akuj, whom they believe to be the god of the skies and heaven. To address Akuj, they must 
pray to him with no other interaction from another human. The Turkana tribe is known to be 
part of the Nilotic tribes and is regarded as the third largest community in Kenya.  
 
Now you may be thinking that this is a lot of random information for a casual read; but it is 
very important for people to know and understand the bigger picture of Kenya: people are so 
caught up in the new and developing world that they forget to reflect on everything that 
happened to get us to this point. Without the evolution of humans we would literally not be 
where we are today (we wouldn't even be here at all today). 
 
Moving on, one of the most sacred and significant features of Kenya is Mount Kenya. To start 
off, the name 'Kenya' was given to the country and mountain by Dr Johann Ludwig Krapf, 
after spending some time with the Wakamba tribe. He stated that he heard the name from the 
people who gained much of their language from Kikuyu (one of the main languages in 
Kenya). However, the Wakamba people did not pronounce their 'r' and 'g' letters meaning 
that 'Kenya' was derived from the word 'Kerenyaga' meaning 'mountain of whiteness'. This 
all made sense as the people of England were in disbelief at there being a mountain that had 
snow all the way down on the Equator. This is powerful because it shows that it was in fact 
the native people who named their country, not the British who ruled the country at the time. 
It serves as a reminder that everything is unique in itself and people should not try to change 
the way things were intended to be.  
 
Now, I know that people love a good story so I would like to jump onto some mythology. It is 
known that Kenya is filled with various different cultures and tribes, but I will focus on three 
main groups: the Maasai, the Meru and the Mwimbi.  
 
These three tribes all have one thing in common: their belief in a God living on Mount 
Kenya. The Maasai worship a supreme goddess named Ngai. In their language, Ngai means 
'black' which they associate to be good and they believe her to be responsible for the rains 
linking to the quality of their crops. The Meru people have a theory that Mount Kenya is 
where the human race was generated from. They believe that God is white and that envy led 
the first people to make a perilous climb to bathe in a lake at the foot of the mountain. The 
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first people to emerge appeared white and were the ancestors of the Europeans. The second 
group were the ancestors of the Indians because they emerged brown due to the muddy 
water the first group had left. Finally, the last group only found a muddy puddle so remained 
black with only pale palms and soles of their feet. Lastly, the Mwimbi tribe believed there to 
be evil spirits called 'Ngoma' that roamed the mountain and which would cause anyone who 
encountered them to fall immediately into convulsions.  
 
Furthermore, they were convinced that the leader and chief of Ngoma was Ngai, who 
inhabited the highest peaks of the mountain, punishing any creature that entered into his 
kingdom. I find all of this very fascinating because it demonstrates the differentiation 
between cultures around the world and what they believe in, making me question what the 
real story of creation is. Moreover, this is a fundamental message for the world today: to not 
judge anything before you understand everything there is to know otherwise it will end in 
conflict and misfortune. 
 
I have spent a lot of time writing about Mount Kenya and all the myths that were associated 
with it. However, I have not really said why I have written about it. Mount Kenya is not only 
my home but also stands as a symbol of serenity for my family and me. It is a place where we 
are able to travel into the forest and moorland with no other human contact and feel 
completely free from the burden of other people. Just one of a myriad reasons why Kenya is 
so very special. There's so much more to learn about a place than what you think you know.   

***** 

Greg Wardlaw 
Stewart's Melville College 

Picture a courtroom, filled with the heavy tension of human lives hanging in the balance. The 
wooden benches creek under the weight of anxious families. Looking up, you see 12 
ordinary citizens, many distracted, their focus drifting to what they might be missing. These 
12 jurors – randomly selected from the public – hold the fate of the young man on trial in 
their hands. Will he be locked away for life or sent back into society? Days turn into weeks as 
he sits in his cell, while the jury, clouded in bias, debates his future. This is the reality for over 
20,000 people each year in the UK, where the judgement of a few can alter the course of 
many lives. 
 
For over 900 years, the justice system has been riddled with error, discrimination and bigotry. 
With AI developing faster than ever, why not embrace this change to give justice to society. 
The new AI jury intakes all the information from a trial and analyses facts with cold, objective 
precision – free from prejudice or predilection. Artificial intelligence, operating with speed 
and impartiality, promises not only faster trials but also a form of justice immune to human 
error and bias. 
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The introduction of AI into the courtroom not only promises a revolution in speed and 
accuracy but offers a justice system that could outpace human juries in efficiency and 
quality. Innocent 'criminals' are locked away for the entire duration of their trial; as of 2022 
more than 2,000 people had spent over a year in prison before being tried. By significantly 
speeding up the judicial process, AI would not only reduce the burden on the legal system 
but also alleviate the emotional strain on defendants waiting for their fate. If you knew you 
were innocent, imagine spending a year of your life trapped, missing fun, family and most 
important for some, finance. 
 
In 2022/23, the average cost of a prison place in England and Wales was £51,724 a year, so 
not only will faster trial outcomes help individuals, but they will also allow colossal funds 
from the UK budget to be moved to help in much needed areas. In 2016, Estonia introduced 
plans to use AI in its judicial system to help streamline small claims cases. This AI would 
manage simpler disputes, reducing the burden on human judges and ensuring faster 
resolutions.  
 
This introduction of AI into legal systems across the world proves as a pivot in the relation of 
humans and justice, so why not embrace the change? 
 
Emotion. Human juries provide the key skill in deciding whether the crime is justified 
because of a particular reason. AI currently lacks empathy and moral judgement, a key skill 
in determining the fate of many. While justice is reliant on factoring in human emotions, 
could AI as it advances be able to have empathy and consider these feelings? This dramatic 
shift towards AI would address the inefficiencies and inconsistencies inherent in human 
juries, proving that AI is a superior alternative for delivering justice. 
 
Building on the promise of speed and efficiency, AI's most critical advantage is its ability to 
ensure consistency and objectivity, delivering verdicts free from human biases such as 
gender, race, or appearance. A Harvard Law Review study showed that 'Human jurors are 
often swayed by physical appearance, demeanour, and racial stereotypes in their decisions'. 
AI, on the other hand, can make consistent, objective judgements based purely on evidence, 
offering a more impartial approach than human juries. Bias can sometimes be good, such as 
confirmation bias where we feel we need to check facts as we don't feel we trust the source, 
but most of the time it is detrimental to minorities.  
 
The case of George Stinney Jr (1944) serves as a key example of clear, unaddressed bias in 
the courtroom. The 14-year-old African American was convicted of the rape and murder of 
two young, white girls. After being arrested for talking to them briefly the day before, George 
was put through hours of intense interrogation. The prosecutor only presented testimony from 
the local sheriff, who described Mr Stinney's alleged confession though no admission was 
ever recorded. After just 10 minutes of deliberation, an all-white jury sentenced Mr Stinney 
to death for rape and murder. This abhorrent racist act was later reversed in 2014, for the 
clear bias due to the colour of George Stinney's skin.  
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But this isn't an anomaly in case outcomes. It was found that mock jurors who endorse 
statements such as: 'too many obvious guilty persons escape punishment because of legal 
technicalities' favoured conviction more frequently than those who did not endorse such 
statements. This isn't them being consciously bias, but it is the way they are brought up, the 
people who surround them, what they watch on television. AI offers a clear, impartial view of 
justice, where the only thing that matters is the evidence presented. By eliminating bias and 
ensuring a fair trial for all, AI strengthens the argument that it is a more just and equitable 
alternative to human juries, reinforcing the need for its integration into the judicial system. 
 
While AI promises efficiency and fairness, concerns about transparency and accountability 
must be addressed to ensure the justice system remains trustworthy and open to scrutiny. 
One major issue with AI in judicial processes is the opaque nature of black box algorithms, 
where the decision-making process is hidden. For instance, the COMPAS algorithm used in 
US courts to assess reoffending risk has been criticised for being unexplainable and biased in 
its outcomes.  
 
The transparency of AI decisions is essential to maintaining public trust. If the workings of AI 
are not transparent and understandable, it may lead to distrust in the system, particularly 
when errors occur. It's crucial that AI systems in the courtroom are designed with 
accountability measures, such as explainable AI models, where the reasoning behind 
decisions can be traced and reviewed by legal professionals. While AI has the potential to 
transform the courtroom, its implementation must be transparent and accountable to ensure 
it delivers on its promise of a fairer and more efficient justice system. As we currently hold a 
judge accountable for their ruling, the same would have to be applied to AI. 
 
As we look to the future of our justice system, AI presents a compelling opportunity for faster 
and more consistent verdicts. However, while it promises to address the biases and 
inefficiencies of human juries, we must prioritise perfecting these systems before 
implementation. Until AI is fully transparent, explainable and rigorously monitored for 
hidden biases, it cannot be entrusted with such critical decisions. The potential for a fairer 
justice system is within reach, but we must ensure that AI operates under strict ethical 
standards and accountability to truly enhance, rather than undermine, justice. If you found 
yourself in the defendant's chair, facing a life-altering verdict, would you feel confident 
entrusting that decision to an AI system?  

***** 
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Last year's results 

Winner 2023/24: Izzy Clark, High School of Dundee, for an entertaining guide on how to 

survive in Greek mythology if you're a woman. 

Joint runners-up: Orlaith Clinton, St Maurice's High School, for a touching account of sharing 

a room with a sibling and the challenges faced; Stuart Mackenzie, Douglas Academy, for an 

expressive travel piece on a memorable holiday to Tunisia and its lasting impact. 

Highly Commended: Eva Baker Gostelow, Strathaven Academy; Nina Chen, The Glasgow 

Academy; Ava Leitch, Strathaven Academy; Paul Mackay, Dollar Academy; Matthew Meek, 

Renfrew High School; Hope Orbegozo, The Mary Erskine School; Georgie Steven, Banchory 

Academy; Justine Wrigglesworth, Bucksburn Academy. 

Commended: Emma Beatty, Dollar Academy; Anna Brown, The Glasgow Academy; Eilidh 

Coates, Bucksburn Academy; Ruby Foss, The Glasgow Academy; Aria Fraser, Arbroath High 

School; Grace Halliday, Kilmarnock Academy; Ahmed Mohieldin, Cleveden Secondary 

School; Hana Nadeem, The Mary Erskine School; Jago Stevens, Banchory Academy; Matilda 

Van de Peer, Ardnamurchan High School. 

Previous winners 

2022/23: May Bruce, Tynecastle High School 

2021/22: Holly Helbert, Douglas Academy 

2020/21: Amy Campbell, Hutchesons' Grammar School 

2019/20: Changshi Tang, High School of Dundee 

2018/19: Harriet Sweatman, The Royal High School 

2017/18: Shannon Henderson, St Maurice's High School 

2016/17: Jonathan Tevendale, Mallaig High School 

2015/16: Gemma Grier, Our Lady's High School 

31



The Young Programme Limited 

Suite 221, Liberator House, Prestwick Airport, Prestwick KA9 2PT 

Tel: 01292 478510 

Email: schools@youngprogramme.org web: www.youngprogramme.org 

Company No.: SC282589 Charity No:. SC036433
32

mailto:schools@youngprogramme.org
http://www.youngprogramme.org

