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The results

The winner: 1zzy Clark
High School of Dundee
Entertaining guide on how to survive in Greek mythology if you're a woman.

Joint runner-up: Orlaith Clinton
St Maurice's High School
Touching account of sharing a room with a sibling and the challenges faced.

Joint runner-up: Stuart Mackenzie

Douglas Academy

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

Highly Commended (in alphabetical order)

Eva Baker Gostelow
Strathaven Academy
Bold and controversial entry on the failure of liberal feminism.

Nina Chen
The Glasgow Academy
Rallying call to ditch takeaways for the good of our health and the planet.

Ava Leitch
Strathaven Academy
Compassionate and humane study of child poverty in Scotland.

Paul Mackay
Dollar Academy
Energetic paper on the phenomena of pre-workout concoctions.



Matthew Meek
Renfrew High School
Thorough and persuasive investigation of the impact of modern-day activism.

Hope Orbegozo

The Mary Erskine School

Spirited paper calling for schools to shelve Shakespeare and use more diverse
literature.

Georgie Steven
Banchory Academy
Charming commentary on the relationship between humans and spiders.

Justine Wrigglesworth

Bucksburn Academy

Original assessment of the damaging depiction of Asian women in Western
media.

Commended (in alphabetical order)

Emma Beatty

Dollar Academy

Unique piece on the need to scrap fairytale endings and include realistic stories
in literature.

Anna Brown
The Glasgow Academy
Touching and frank account of family relationships and grief.

Eilidh Coates
Bucksburn Academy
Mature analysis of society's problem with physical and behavioural addiction.



Ruby Foss
The Glasgow Academy
Personal account of accepting and living with a medical condition.

Aria Fraser
Arbroath High School
Thoughtful piece on the power of daydreaming and imagination in daily life.

Grace Halliday
Kilmarnock Academy
Expressive essay on experiencing and surviving a natural disaster.

Ahmed Mohieldin
Cleveden Secondary School
A heartfelt reflection on identity and sense of belonging.

Hana Nadeem
The Mary Erskine School
A forensic analysis of the fine line between empowering women and feminism.

Jago Stevens
Banchory Academy
Gripping account of a life-changing event and its after effects.

Matilda Van de Peer
Ardnamurchan High School
Scathing evaluation of the modelling industry and its lack of diversity.



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 7 December
2023.

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 11 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 a cheque for £600 and each of the two runners-up a cheque
for £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 dedication is admirable.

The panel of adjudicators

Keith Aitken, journalist and broadcaster; Magnus Linklater, journalist and former
newspaper editor; Fiona MacDonald, managing director and trustee, YP; Alan
Mclintyre, former management consultant and trustee, YP; Islay McLeod, programme
director and trustee, YP; Sally Magnusson, broadcaster and writer; Barbara Millar,
former trustee, YP; Josh Moir, artist and YP young leader; Marie Richmond, senior
NHS manager and volunteer member of YP team; James Robertson, writer and poet;
Mairi Clare Rodgers, communications professional and trustee, YP.



General comments
There was much praise for the short-listed entries.

Magnus Linklater: 'A very impressive entry this year, with a wide range of subjects
and some very sophisticated research.'

Islay McLeod: 'All authors should be extremely proud of this showcase of papers.
They boldly probed some big issues with flair and confidence. It's impossible to read
the entries and not be energised and motivated!"'

Keith Aitken: 'Once again, all the entrants can be justly proud of their work. The
overall impression was of writing more mature, more confident and better supported
by hard information than in previous years. There was plenty of originality in the way
information was marshalled and presented. Interesting too to note the wide diversity
of topics chosen, and the very different styles deployed to deal with them. A very
enjoyable read.'

Fiona MacDonald: 'The standard was impressively high, as ever."'

Barbara Millar: 'A rich and diverse range of topics, with mature writing. They were
clearly passionate about the issues they chose to write about."'

Alan Mclintyre: 'A great crop of papers. All of them were well written and high
quality.'

Mairi Clare Rodgers: 'An eclectic collection of writings that covered everything from
life to death, and the wide world in between. All the authors explored their subject in
thoughtful, knowledgable, surprising and often entertaining ways.'

Josh Moir: 'The standard this year was very high with a broad scope of topics covered:
from the personal and emotional, to papers that covered wider social issues. The
strength of the writing made choosing the winner an exceptionally difficult decision.'



Winner: Izzy Clark, High School of Dundee

Comments from adjudicators:

Sally Magnusson: 'A hugely entertaining guide to being a woman in Greek mythology. Lively,
inventive and readable from the first paragraph to the last. Confident wit and understatement
drive home the serious point about how appallingly women are used in those ancient tales."

Magnus Linklater: 'A warning not to get involved with Greek gods and heroes. Genuinely
funny and well researched by someone who really knows their Greek mythology. It made me
laugh."'

Keith Aitken: 'Cleverly sustained, beautifully paced and genuinely witty. The author clearly
knows the source material well, but wears the learning lightly enough to deliver sardonic
punchlines effectively. A classy piece of smart comedic writing.'

James Robertson: 'This paper had the great merit of being entertaining. It demonstrates a
wide knowledge of classical mythology and its inherent misogyny, and made me laugh while
appreciating the broader critique being made.'

Fiona MacDonald: 'A pacey survival guide for women trapped in Greek mythology, this
paper is overflowing with panache. Written with confidence and strewn with humour. A
delight to read.'

Mairi Clare Rodgers: 'The clever writing clips along at a rapid pace, covering just about
every Greek myth you're familiar with (and lots you won't be). The use of humour makes this
an enjoyable read but doesn't distract from the point: misogyny, whether dressed up as
mythology, religion or the ministry of Andrew Tate, has been used to control and subdue
women since the dawn of civilisation. Knowledgable, nimble and full of verve.'

Islay McLeod: 'Hilarious but packed full of research and wicked wit. Made a potentially dry
subject effervescent and entertaining.'

Alan MclIntyre: 'This piece reminded me of a great New Yorker article. Deep knowledge of
the subject was cloaked in humour and stylish prose. The message of misogyny was clear but
delivered in clever packaging as a self-help guide.'

Josh Moir: 'The lighthearted and fantastical approach to this paper highlighted the sometimes
forgotten plight of women in mythology. An engaging and enjoyable read that kept my
attention throughout."'

Marie Richmond: 'This entry showed great knowledge of Greek mythology and the terrors
within, with a solid understanding of survival.'
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Winning paper

Izzy Clark
High School of Dundee

Congratulations! Somehow, you've managed to end up in mythology! If this was
intentional, please take a moment to pat yourself on the back and give yourself a
round of polite applause. If not, and you're frantically scanning this guide in a fit of
panic, fear not, because we are here to help! Whatever your current mythological
predicament may be, we've got the solution in our simple and highly rated guide:
How to Woman.

(If you are not a woman and you are trapped in Greek mythology, this guide is not for
you. Sit back, have some olives, and relax.)

Before you're born, check who your parents are. If your father is also your half-
brother, and your parents are mother and son, it might be better to just not be born in
the first place. (Sorry, Antigone.)

If one or more of your parents is a god or goddess, you might be slightly better off, but
there's still a non-zero chance you'll end up kidnapped, assaulted, hunted down or
brutally murdered. If your father happens to be a king, or a priest, or someone else
remotely important, then prepare yourself to be taken prisoner when your walled city
inevitably falls when you bring a wooden horse inside and enemy soldiers jump out
and burn everything down. If your parents are just ordinary, regular peasants, you
might think you're safe, but you still run the risk of being turned into an island if
you're particularly unlucky. (You laugh, but this has happened multiple times.)

Next: avoid heroes. Avoid strangers. Avoid everyone, really. Do not go within a 10-
mile radius of anyone remotely heroic (read: anyone with a Y-chromosome). Do not
make eye contact with anyone in armour. Forswear the company of men at all costs if
you must.

(Note: just because you try this, does not mean it will succeed.)

You might get the attention of Aphrodite, known hater of single women, who will rig
your brilliantly engineered running race/proposal to force you to marry whoever is

faster than you (unlikely, but still alarmingly possible). Other options include settling
down somewhere with someone nice enough to let you choose your own children's

7



names. However, fate will quite likely have you killing your own husband, killing
your own children, or killing yourself when he leaves you to go and found the city of
Rome.

For the love of all that is holy, avoid gods. This bit is probably easier said than done
because the gods are everywhere and generally don't take 'no' for an answer. Avoid
horses, swans, bulls, snakes and magical showers of gold, because you will get
pregnant. Also — steer clear of flower fields, cupboards and your own house, and if
you think you'd be safe in a temple, be prepared to have your hair turned to snakes or
for no-one to ever believe anything you say ever again.

If you do have the misfortune of attracting Zeus, Apollo, Poseidon or Hades, promptly
prepare for imminent and unavoidable transformation into a bird of some kind. This is
the better option.

Do you want to spend the rest of your life as a plant?

If offered a parting gift by said god, have an answer prepared — either commit to
becoming a man, or to invulnerability, whichever seems more appealing.

Per the last point, do not get pregnant. This is the most important piece of advice here
because getting pregnant is the worst thing you can do. If your husband is human (or
you think he is, and you can never be 100% certain — was it your husband?), then
prepare for your future child to be a raging terror on the Peloponnese, or a princess
who will, in all likelihood, get kidnapped by some strapping young hero and then
launch a thousand ships with the power of being really pretty. If your husband is a
god, the same will probably be true.

However, if your son displays any of the following personality traits: pride, curiosity,
ambition, or basic humanity, please prepare to lose him in a poetically tragic and
sometimes comedic way befitting his fatal flaw.

(Note: if the father of your child is Zeus, run.)

Do not trust old women pretending to be your former nursemaid (you didn't have
one). Do not seek sanctuary in the home of foreign kings, lest they send your teenage
son out to kill a snake-haired monster. Do not give birth, even if you actually can and
the goddess of childbirth isn't being held hostage! And, above all else, check your
baby's bed for snakes that your infant son will probably strangle to death — but not all
babies are Hercules.



All of this, as I'm sure you'll have guessed, is a lot easier said than done.

To best ensure your survival, try to remain inconspicuous. Keep away from ominous
mazes with half-bull half-men living in the centre, opportunities to kill hundreds of
Greeks in a battle you are certain to win, and simple boxes that are far too easy to

open. We're not saying Pandora had it coming, but that was almost too predictable.

Do not do anything to draw particular attention to yourself, such as being pretty
enough to be kidnapped by the Prince of Troy, getting angry at your husband for being
the Prince of Troy, or being a mother or sister to the Prince of Troy. Do not associate
with Paris, the Prince of Troy. Even if you think you're being secretive by hiding out on
a paradisiacal island, do not count yourself out of the equation, because your solitude
will be ruined by, predictably, men.

Do not turn them into pigs. (This should not be your first instinct. We're concerned if
that's your first instinct. Why would that be your first instinct?)

Alternatively, do not show them any kindness, lest you get emotionally attached to
them and live the rest of your life in devastation when he inevitably must leave to go
to his wife and children. Attachment issues are real people.

Having reached the conclusion of this emergency guide, you may be left with the
extremely valid question: 'What am | supposed to do then?' We hear your anguished
cry, wayward time traveller, so fear not!

You have a grand total of one semi-viable option if you are so set on being a woman
in Greek mythology (or if you're stuck) and that is forgoing a mortal form and
ascending to godhood. As a goddess, you may still run the risk of being chased down
as a horse, snake or bear (all by Zeus, so steer clear), but, at the very least, you still
have the power to turn offending men into deer, trees, or birds. Additionally, your
transformative abilities can also be used on women, turning them into herbal
shrubbery, cows or weasels, saving them from the ultimate predicament: being a
woman. At least you'll invent mint this way.

We hope this emergency guide has helped you navigate the dangerous life of being a
woman in Greek mythology. If you're still alive after reading this and haven't been
smote by Hera, consider leaving us a review once you get back to your regular time
zone. If not, please leave this pamphlet in a dry location to ensure its preservation, so
that we can continue to aid the universally displaced for centuries to come.
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Joint runner-up: Orlaith Clinton, St Maurice's High School
Comments from adjudicators:

Sally Magnusson: 'Beautiful writing on the complex beauties of sisterhood. Really
original in the way it uses a shared bedroom (vividly evoked) to reflect on a
relationship defined in childhood and adolescence as it prepares to be tested in the
adult world.'

Fiona MacDonald: 'A coming of age paper which captures beautifully the complex,
complicated and contradictory ties which bind two sisters not just in place, but in
familial love.'

Magnus Linklater: 'Witty, touching and inventive. Well written and well observed.'

Mairi Clare Rodgers: 'As someone who grew up sharing a room with a sister, this
evocative paper captured the sights, smells and experiences of living in such close
proximity to a sibling — as well as the poignancy of growing up and away from each
other. The language paints a vivid picture of two sisters, both alike and different, and
the difficulty of negotiating the ties that bind as they both grow into adulthood, and
their own, separate lives.'

Alan Mclntyre: 'The whole piece felt very authentic and deeply felt, with an elegiac
quality at the end as she imagined the room ageing without them."

Barbara Millar: 'This was a visual treat. The writer really took us into their room, using
words to paint an arresting scene. The room bore witness to the complexities of
childhood and adolescence. The joys and traumas, the good times and the bad. All
there, within four small walls.'

Keith Aitken: 'The prose was attractive and engaging, the humour gentle.'

Josh Moir: 'A highly emotive piece of writing which captures the feeling of sharing a
bedroom with a sibling and the uneasy truces which occupy that relationship. The
writer had great use of sensory description which made me feel like | was an
unwelcome guest in the almost consecrated space of the bedroom. This examination
of sisterhood builds to a climax which examines the changing relationship and the
fear of the future to come."
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Joint runner-up paper

Orlaith Clinton
St Maurice's High School

The room where my sister and | navigated our adolescence and let our curiosity run
wild is probably my most favourite place on the planet.

Walking in, your nose is immediately met with the heady scent of lavender and neroli
from the thousands of candles we insist on lighting, much to my dad's disdain. This is
mixed with the sickening stench of our fruity perfumes which we spray every morning
in a ritualistic manner in hopes of masking the sweaty effluvia that radiates from our
teenage bodies. If you found yourself in there around 5pm, you would also be able to
notice the faint whiffs of day-old coffee coming from the cup that has been sitting on
my dresser since | left for school that morning.

This odd combination of smells may be disgusting to all but me and my sister, who
seem to find great comfort in them. The room itself has grown up alongside me and
my sister and bears all of the scars, like the straightener burns peppered all around the
carpet from the years of rushed hairdos or the walls with countless patches of chipped
paint caused by the relentless taking down and sticking up of posters. The room has
also developed strict guidelines each sister must follow: no shoes on the carpet; no
guests allowed in unless both sisters approve of them; all music that is played has to
be at the agreed upon level. These rules are set in stone and create a sense of balance
and stability that our messy, cluttered room lacks visually.

On first glance, you would see an all-round girlish and dreamy room but on a closer
look you would be able to make out two very distinct sides. Our personalities are
reflected in our own areas of the room. My sister's side, which is barely visible due to
the mountains of books, is perpetually messy. Dirty clothes and underwear hide what
once could have been perceived as a floor and her bed with its excessive pillows and
childishly coloured sheets is forever unmade. Pictures of The Beatles plaster her wall
and old bottles holding pens and paintbrushes litter her desk. Whereas I, the annoying
neat freak, have a side where every little trinket has its own place, my jewellery kept
neatly in little dishes and my books arranged alphabetically on a bookshelf. The
smallest details about this room give the biggest insights into who we are.

I've always thought my sister and | were polar opposites but I've discovered over the
years that we might be the only ones that actually think this. We are so alike to others
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that they often mix our names up but so different to each other that this mistake
causes great offence. Although others sometimes can't tell the difference between us
due to our many similarities, we do both have our own quirks. My sister was blessed
with an incredibly creative mind that results in her room being askew 24/7, and me
with my methodical and analytic ways, resulting in a freakishly clean room.

Inside these paint chipped walls is probably the location of many, if not the majority,
of our biggest milestones and memories. This place is our dressing room, our asylum
and our battleground. For every tooth lost, the room was there to witness the biggest
struggle we ever felt as sheltered children; trying with all the might of our immature
bodies not to fall asleep the night after it happened as we so desperately wanted to
meet the tooth fairy.

Or on those magical Christmas Eves, when excitement kept us up, the walls heard our
prayers to Santa that he would bring us all of the amazing gifts we wished to receive
and how we hoped he would enjoy the cookies we made (I'm going to guess that he
didn't, as messy children we definitely weren't the best bakers). It was also there on
the mornings, not that far apart, that those previously excitable young girls who made
wishes to Santa, became women.

The room matured with us on those mornings, in years to come it would be our haven
to complain about the pains and aches that come with being menstruators. However,
this shared and restrictive room has no doubt been the cause of many of our biggest
fights. The nature of this restraining bedroom makes it that we never have a moment
alone, resulting in times of blind rage. | will never forget the anger that consumed my
body so often as a child, the anger that led a five-year-old me to spitefully ruin my
sister's painting as | could see her getting paint on our carpet, and that also led eight-
year-old me to unravel her half-knit scarf as she just wouldn't stop bragging about
how much better it was than mine and | had nowhere to go to escape this torture.

No matter how much time passes or how much | mature, I still feel that anger at
times. It's so strange to me that she is the only person in the whole world | feel
absolutely comfortable fighting with; we carelessly hurl insults and punches at each
other and then not even seconds later we are laughing and smiling. | guess that's the
beauty of sisterhood and the beauty of our room: all can be forgiven.

As | sit here, writing and failing to encapsulate the room's truly complex nature of
being peaceful as well as suffocating, | reflect on our existence. Does our sisterhood
exist outside of this room? Once we leave, is this unexplainable bond lost forever?
Can we no longer shout at each other with no consequences? The older | get, the
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more | try to hold onto our youth, I'm grasping her hand which is double the size it
used to be (I never even noticed it growing) and I'm praying that she never lets go. |
fear our future, | fear we will treat each other with more respect and when our rage
turns to respect | know we will have lost our youth forever.

Sitting here pondering our future, I also can't help but wonder what will happen to
our room when we leave, when the final poster is taken down, the last candle is
blown out and all that is left is echoes of our childhood and the height marks scored
on the doorframe. | can't imagine anyone else living in our space. When | picture our
room in the future, | see it covered in mould and moss with all of our things left
untouched like we never left, like we died here, and the ghosts of our girlhood
remained, refusing to depart our wonderful woonerf.
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Joint runner-up: Stuart Mackenzie, Douglas Academy
Comments from adjudicators:

James Robertson: 'This paper captures many aspects of Tunisia from the point of view
of a tourist visiting locations used in the original Star Wars film, but the writer is well
aware that that perspective is an incomplete one. The descriptions of the desert, the
souks and the Roman amphitheatre at El Jem are vivid. A very readable and heartfelt
piece.'

Mairi Clare Rodgers: 'A romantic, eloquent love letter to Tunisia. Rich, descriptive
language and beautiful metaphors communicate the author's journey from the
perception of the country as a film set, to that of a complicated, vibrant nation on the
brink of change.'

Magnus Linklater: 'Really well-written piece, with good descriptions of the landscape,
and a personal point of view set against the political and natural environment of a
fascinating country.'

Fiona MacDonald: 'A vibrant paper taking us from the desert to the souks of Tunisia
and memories of the excitement of a childhood trip. Vivid and evocative.'

Alan Mclintyre: 'We don't often get travel pieces in this competition and | thought this
one was very well done. Like all good travel writing, it evoked sounds and smells, as
well as sights, and made me want to go to Tunisia on holiday. An excellent piece of
descriptive writing, with social commentary and political issues weaved in.

Josh Moir: 'An astute and descriptive piece of writing only made possible by the
observation skills of the author. Poetic writing with a social message included make
this a strong piece of travel writing.'

Marie Richmond: 'An excellent opening and use of language gave the reader a feeling
of being there with the author. The passion for Tunisia is strong and the linking

throughout to Star Wars was well done and not overplayed."

Islay McLeod: 'A superb mix of modern culture and history. Writing was expressive
and captivating. A feast for the senses."
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Joint runner-up paper

el
Stuart Mackenzie MDA
Douglas Academy

Tunisia is one of the jewels in Africa's Arabian crown. Locations in its southern desert
were used to film scenes for the original Star Wars movie, portraying the fictional
planet of Tatooine, the childhood home of the film's main protagonist, Luke
Skywalker. From the moment the vast desertscape appeared on screen, | was
captivated. Softly, curving terracotta dunes billowed from flat, barren plains like
frozen waves, buffeted by swirling sand and bathed in an ethereal glow. As an
aficionado of the Star Wars universe, an excursion to visit some of the film's locations
during a family holiday was a highlight of my childhood. However, now | have come
to realise that Tunisia is not simply a stunning backdrop for imaginative film directors,
but a complex, vibrant country with a fascinating ancient past and rich cultural
heritage.

Tunisia's coastal regions boast glorious golden beaches lapped by azure
Mediterranean waters, but to see the myriad of film sets scattered across the desert
you must venture into the parched interior.

| remember pressing my nose impatiently against the glass window of the coach, my
heart thumping in my chest, barely breathing, as | desperately tried to glimpse which
futuristic location we would see next. | marvelled at Luke's homestead, an
incongruous white igloo-shaped structure in perfect contrast to the scorching golden
sands that surrounded it.

Interior shots were filmed inside traditional Troglodyte dwellings. These cave-like
homes were carved from the soft rock and provided shelter from the blistering heat.
Standing in the central, circular courtyard you could see the rooms, cupboards,
shelves and hearths that had been skilfully sculpted from the walls many centuries
before.

My delight at walking in the footsteps of the Jedi was almost matched by my
fascination with the desert itself. The dunes were billowing quilts spun from the most
delicate golden threads. The wind, uninhibited by trees, stirred the sand. Flurries of
dust were whipped into the air, where they coalesced to form shape-shifting monsters
that obscured the sky and migrated the dunes. Sprays of sand struck my face, stinging
like a hundred tiny daggers. Our guide explained that dust blown from the Sahara
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across the Atlantic provides nutrients to the rainforests of the Amazon. Only now,
many years later, can | appreciate how astonishing it is that the world's ecosystems
are so inextricably intertwined.

We stopped to refuel at an oasis. A lush forest of date palms encircled the waterhole.
Resting under the trees, feasting on couscous, the wind choreographed the palm
leaves above us. Their graceful dance produced areas of light and shadow, creating a
dappled chessboard on the ground around us. Here | heard from our guide that the
desert is expanding and encroaching onto arable lands. Again, this was a concept |
didn't fully understand at the time. | appreciate now that haphazard rainfall and
searing temperatures associated with climate change are fuelling the desert's
relentless march. Smothered and suffocated by the stretching tentacles of the desert,
shrinking agricultural lands threaten the food security of millions.

Our desert tour ended at sunset as a fiery sky appeared. The palette that painted the
flames in the sky contained varying hues of orange, crimson and gold. Eventually dusk
summoned the stars and a black velvety cloak adorned with resplendent stars was
draped across the land.

The secrets of the desert are not the only highlights of visiting Tunisia. In the towns
and cities, everywhere you look there is unique architecture as fascinating as anything
created for a fictional galaxy. Medieval walls exist alongside ancient ruins. Parisian-
style boulevards boast patisseries and speciality coffee shops, a reminder of the
country's colonial past. Perhaps, though, the true beating heart of Tunisia's urban
areas are the traditional markets — or souks. | can vividly recall the tightly packed
market stalls that clung to the narrow alleys and passages. A bewildering array of
wares spilled from each stall. A kaleidoscope of colours was created as fabrics,
kaftans and carpets reflected the sun's golden kisses. Jewellery, lamps and ornate
lanterns jangled when nudged by the wind. The aroma of the souks was a heady mix
of mint tea, honey and spices that permeated the air. A menagerie of animals mingled
with the crowds. Cats were everywhere: they slept in doorways, sought shelter under
stalls or reclined on intricately woven rugs. Weary donkeys stumbled as they carried
their heavy loads along the winding cobbled streets.

Tourists could be magnets for persuasive vendors who wanted to shine your shoes,
drape you in glorious fabrics or bejewel you with their sparkling wares. The sound of
bartering filled the air. Tourists attempted to overcome the language barrier to secure
the best prices with flamboyant hand gestures and mimes. Everywhere satisfied buyers
strutted from stalls delighted in having secured a bargain price for their prized item.
However, the twinkle in the eye of the seller and the hint of an enigmatic smile
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suggested otherwise. A visit to the souks offered a glimpse into how the locals lived
and worked, and in the bustle and chaos it almost felt like things had hardly changed
in centuries.

At the end of our visit, Tunisia's deserts had one more surprise in store. Long before
the Empire conquered these lands in the movie, invaders from antiquity left their
mark. Rising majestically from the dune-strewn land is El Jem, a magnificent ancient
Roman amphitheatre. Architecturally similar in style to its Roman cousin, El Jem is
actually significantly more preserved than the Colosseum, having not shared the same
history after the fall of the Roman Empire. The Colosseum was damaged by
earthquakes and plundered for its stone. El Jem has survived remarkably intact and it's
not difficult to imagine the arena in its prime: the curved arches of the blonde facades
adorned with marble, their silhouettes partially filled with ornate statues; the crowd of
spectators gruesomely fascinated by the cruel and bloody spectacle unfolding before
them. It is also possible to walk beneath the arena through a maze of stone tunnels
where gladiators, condemned prisoners and exotic wild beasts were held until the
games began. El Jem is so stunningly well preserved that you can almost imagine
gladiators steeling themselves for the fight to the death in the abysmally dark,
claustrophobic labyrinth. You can almost hear the cacophony that would have
surrounded them: a macabre medley of bellowing beasts, clashing swords and the
baying crowd. You can almost sense the foul stench of sweat, blood and animal
excrement that would have filled the air. It is difficult to fathom how such advanced
inventiveness could go hand in hand with such barbarity.

Tragically, savagery and violence are not just remnants of Tunisia's past but part of its
present. Just as the fragile shoots of democracy were tenaciously taking hold, Tunisia
was rocked by terrorist attacks. Previously, floods of tourists would visit the country
but following the atrocities this was stemmed to a trickle. Bustling resorts were
reduced to ghost towns, with shuttered hotels and petrified forests of straw parasols
lining empty beaches, stripping the livelihoods from many Tunisians. | know its people
will refuse to be bowed by the unspeakable acts of horror that have rained down on
this proud nation. The country stands at the dawn of democracy with hope and

expectation. | pray intolerance and hatred do not derail a bright future for this vibrant
land.

There is a famous scene in Star Wars where Luke surveys the binary suns on the
horizon of Tatooine, desperately longing to leave the desert planet. By contrast,
Tunisia's people and places make me yearn to go back and | won't have to travel to a
galaxy far, far away to return one day.
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Highly Commended paper

Eva Baker Gostelow
Strathaven Academy

'You're one of those man-hating feminists, aren't you?' When | was asked this
question by my peers it made me feel instantly embarrassed when | was younger,
mainly because it wasn't true. The word 'feminist' began to have negative
connotations. | didn't want to hate men, nor did | want people to perceive me as
'radical'. | always named myself a feminist — believing in equal rights was a given.
However, the 'feminism' exposed in modern media does not seek revolutionary
changes, it continues to work within existing structures such as the patriarchy. Liberal
feminism appropriates the aesthetics of feminism, to make it more palatable to
mainstream audiences. It puts a bandage on a bullet wound. It tells society that
cosmetic surgery, makeup, showing off our bodies and even sex work is 'feminist'.
However, don't these things just benefit men?

Some would say no. Many people argue that choice is a vital part of feminism.
Though this is not wrong, the idea of 'if it feels good, if it feels empowering, it's
feminist', is dangerous. Makeup has been promoted as a form of artwork, a way to
'feel proud of the skin you're in'. Yet poking, prodding and painting our natural
features doesn't sound like pride. The beauty industry and big corporations capitalise
on women's insecurities. Young girls are being brainwashed to think their unpainted
faces aren't normal or standard. A study shows that on average girls begin wearing
makeup at the age of 11 and the age continues to drop each year. This is due to the
endorsement of the beauty industry and the rampant normalisation of makeup in
women's day-to-day life, from receiving free blushers in girls' childhood magazines to
being told it will 'make boys like you more'. It's all around us, and we can't escape it.

Without questioning this alarming trend, you are upholding the patriarchal standards
and capitalist perception that a woman's power is dependent on her beauty and level
of femininity. Rebranding the concept of makeup as giving women a 'source of
control and independence' does nothing to make women less oppressed. It merely
convinces women to cater to the male gaze.

The male gaze manifests itself within women's day-to-day life. The objectification of

women's bodies has always been apparent yet a rise in plastic surgery shows that the
famous sexualised celebrities such as the Kardashians and many pop or rap artists do
have an influence on women in society. In an article by plastic surgeon, Anuja (Anu)
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Antony, she argues: 'Being a plastic surgeon has allowed me the opportunity to give
women choice: the right to choose who we are in society, have control of our bodies
and what we look like in the world'. This assumed correlation between 'choice' and
female appearance must be abolished. Is it really 'our choice' to carve and enlarge
our features to conform to Eurocentric beauty standards? There is nothing empowering
about modifying our bodies. There is nothing revolutionary in concealing our
insecurities with dangerous chemicals. There is nothing feminist in enhancing our
sexual features in order to appeal to men, please men and satisfy men. This wave of
liberal feminism has brainwashed women to believe wanting to change our bodies
and faces is acceptable.

Consequently, in 2013, the British Association of Aesthetic Plastic Surgeons carried
out 50,000 procedures, of which the most common was breast augmentation. The
rampant normalisation of plastic surgery procedures gains women nothing but more
oppression, playing into the concept: a woman's worth is based on her beauty and
her body. Society has to ask: why does changing the shape of your nose make you feel
empowered? Is it empowering, or is it relief that you finally fit in with oppressive
beauty standards? There is an obsessive need to constantly maintain appearance,
especially a youthful appearance, as women, which endorses capitalism and
nourishes classism. When we unquestioningly embrace plastic surgery, we embrace
misogyny. We must deconstruct why we reconstruct our faces and bodies. We must
ask if it's for liberation, or if it's merely for sex appeal.

The relationship between 'liberation' and sex appeal has become one and the same.
Just like plastic surgery becoming normalised in the media, the pornification of film,
music and almost all forms of media have become the standard. Some argue this
standard is liberation. In an article by columnist Van Badham, she says 'Where once
the patriarchal structures of cultural production were censorious of women's sexuality
in film, art, literature, now the depiction of it is hypersexualised and explicit — but the
structures of production remain just as patriarchal'.

Women all over the media show off their bodies as a form of having 'choice' and
sexual liberation. Music videos, including pop music videos, are highly explicit and
widely available to children everywhere with access to the internet. Seeing sexual
imagery and profane language coming from our 'idolised' celebrities can be
damaging to young children, both male and female. There is pressure for girls to
aspire to be more like these fake, primed-up princesses dancing on our screen. The
spectrum of 'pornified' media can range from uncensored imagery to glamourisation
of sexual abuse. An example of women being sexualised in the media is Miley Cyrus'
Wrecking Ball music video.
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In 2013, the then 20-year-old, music artist and child actor, Miley Cyrus, released the
controversial music video to her smash hit song Wrecking Ball, in which she appears
naked on top on a wrecking ball lip syncing to her pop ballad. In an interview, Cyrus
said she took inspiration for her music video from Irish singer Sinead O'Connor.
O'Connor then released a blog post in response with an open letter to Cyrus, warning
her about being exploited in the pop industry. O'Connor writes: 'Nothing but harm
will come in the long run, from allowing yourself to be exploited, and it is absolutely
not in any way an empowerment of yourself or any other young women, for you to
send across the message that you are to be valued (even by you) more for your sexual
appeal than your obvious talent'. Here O'Connor makes valuable points as to why
showing one's body off for the world to see is dangerous and not liberating or 'artistic
expression'.

O'Connor was, however, accused of 'bringing down' Miley Cyrus, and not supporting
a fellow woman in the music industry. There is a stigma around disagreeing with
liberal feminism. There seems to be the attitude that if someone challenges the
standard viewpoint, they are infringing on a woman's right to choose. This is simply
untrue.

If you were stuck on a desert island on your own, would your first thought be to
shave? Would you contour your cheekbones and pluck your eyebrows? Would you
even consider having any type of plastic surgery done? If your answer is yes, you may
be one of the few people who are actually 'doing it for themselves'.

Overall, the dangers of conforming to liberal feminist ideology may start out small
with problems such as the beauty industry. Appropriating the principle of 'choice' and
using it as an excuse for the exploitation of women casts a shadow upon the real
issues regarding sexism. Nowadays, lots of people accept that men and women are
equal. However, women can be empowered by enhancing their beauty and men
benefit from this. In order to end this, we must abolish the patriarchy instead of
assimilating into it. We must rip off the bandage and heal the wound. If makeup,
provocative clothing, cosmetic surgeries and the pornification of media was
empowering for women, men would surely be against it.
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Nina Chen
The Glasgow Academy

It is somewhat admirable how inventive our society is when it comes to maximising
laziness. How people, once addicted to cooking shows and celebrity chefs, have
allowed dishes wrapped in plastics delivered by a stranger to win over the traditional
cooking method. This increasing reliance on takeaway has unconsciously changed
our behaviours when it comes to food. The willingness to spend time in the kitchen
has been replaced with clicking 'order & pay' on a mobile phone, but more so, this
has unknowingly damaged our bodies and massively contaminated our ocean and
land. Takeaways are destroying our relationship with food.

The memorable, fun, catchy rhymes of takeaway adverts have been very successful at
concealing the ugly, rotten truth behind takeaway deliveries. Advertisements and
campaigns are likely to be responsible for such popularity with one in three people
ordering repeated deliveries within a week. What's so bad about the increased risk of
cardiovascular disease, diabetes and hypertension when you can recite Just Eat's
jingle word for word?

The increasing occasion of clicking 'order & pay' on a mobile phone rather than
spending time in the kitchen is not just exclusive among adults, it is also an increasing
phenomenon for parents to purchase takeaways for their children. While it does make
sense from a perspective of time efficiency after a long, exhausting day at work, the
health risks are undeniable for young people who are becoming progressively more
reliant on doorway deliveries. Statistics from the National Institute of Health and Care
have shown that there is an increase of 228 calories consumed per day alongside an
increase of 6.14 mm of skinfold thickness for children who eat takeaways once or
more a week. This trend doubtlessly leaves lingering impacts on the child's health
which, to repair these damages, will be like trying to straighten out a crumpled piece
of paper; no matter how much effort has been put in, there will still be wrinkles left.
Prevention is better than cure; balanced nutrition is better than an incompletely cured
illness.

Looking beyond the impacts on our health, takeaway food is also having a devastating
impact on marine animals' habitats and the environment in general. What is
frustrating is that in this wonderful underwater world, where no human has
completely explored, fish are being strangled, trapped and killed by plastic. An
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astronomical amount of rubbish has been poured into the ocean cold-heartedly; more
than 120 million pieces of rubbish are found in the oceans and rivers, with eight out
of 10 items being plastic, and 44% being plastic related to takeaways. Over 100
million marine animals are killed by plastic each year, and though this involves other
plastics, it cannot be denied that takeaway litter plays a vital role. When will the cries
of these animals be heard? Are their lives less worthy than our laziness and
selfishness?

What is astonishing about the capability of takeaway food, is how vast an area it can
affect. It not only impacts the ocean but also the air that every creature on this planet
breathes. Around the world, China used 175,000 tons of disposable chopsticks and
44,000 tons of plastic spoons within a year. The US alone uses over 258 million tons
of municipal solid waste in which 63% is packaging material including takeaway
packaging, and only 35% of which is recyclable. These non-recyclables, releasing
ethylene and carbon dioxide, are disrupting the atmosphere of our planet as the
increase of greenhouse gases is consequentially accelerating the rate of global
warming. The damage made by greenhouse gases is irreversible. Lands and oceans are
being wrecked by our ruthlessness, not understanding that we are burying our Earth's
unique ecosystem with plastic.

Many may think that we have been actively participating in saving the planet, but the
rate of our plastic usage dwarves our rate of recycling. Recycling while ordering one
takeaway a week is like trying to scoop water out of a sinking boat; our efforts may
look useful, but the fate of the boat stays unchanged. Not far from now, Earth will be
covered with plastic. Is that the world we want? Are the prices and speed of
takeaways worth the increase in plastic and the decrease in air quality?

However, these impacts are hidden under the reliability and consistency and rise of
takeaway apps. The convenience, simplicity and deliciousness are packaged like
reachable treasure, but only fat and salt are available within the treasure chest. An
average of £1,320 per year is spent on takeaways and over three-quarters of Brits
consider them a regular part of their diet while the drivers themselves struggle to make
a living, travelling hundreds of miles a day to barely make minimum wage.

Takeaway lovers would perhaps challenge this take as they are simple, cheap and
immediately satisfying; it is a great idea for a quick lunch; furthermore, it frees our
hands for cooking a large family's dinner. The consumer has been tricked by
advertisements with amazing prices that neglects all the negative aspects of takeaway
food. But life without takeaways, what can be an alternative? Fresh food is largely
unaffordable for many due to the inflation rate which is now soaring up to the sky.

22



There are, however, delivery services that have tried to combine takeaway food and
home-cooked meals, such as companies like HelloFresh providing easy-to-follow
recipes for large, quick family dinners. An easy 'meal prep' at the start of every week
also serves as an affordable alternative by using reusable Tupperware boxes and
reheating the meal before eating. The major advantage that takeaway food has over
these alternatives, however, is time efficiency which seems to be valued more in the
UK than a healthier body. Depressingly, in the technological age, instant satisfaction is
king.

Desperate government intervention, campaigns and educational resources are
required to reset the nation's way of preparing food, encouraging young people and
families to change their diet and save money by abandoning the wasteful 'mealtime
classic'. Responsibilities are upon us so that we can escape the vicious cycle of 'order
& pay', and the planet and our marine life can escape their human-controlled fate.
Looking back at the past, ignoring the various damages we create may backfire on us
sooner or later. The cheerful wait for the delivery man, or the uncaring attitude
towards destroying our planet's natural habitats, will soon haunt us after the planet
cannot withstand the pressure. Reducing the intake of flavoursome meals we order
may be the best solution for us and our Mother Earth.

It is unfortunately understandable why takeaway culture has taken the world by storm.
The persuasive campaigns from advertisers, the quickness of the delivery and the
range of foods on offer, but the long-term consequences absolutely outweigh these
short-term benefits. Ordering takeaway from time to time doesn't hurt but if takeaway
became a weekly thing, the damage would accumulate over time and create
something no-one can predict. The disruption of the planet's ecosystem, the
increasing health risk and the unwillingness to handcraft meals are all underlying
threats ignored by takeaway lovers. However, please remember: your health is your
most precious asset, so don't let takeaway be an obstacle to your prosperous future.
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Highly Commended paper

Ava Leitch
Strathaven Academy

Child poverty is an issue that divides the nation as the gap between rich and poor is
now wider than at any time since the Second World War. As a result of the cost of
living crisis, the levels of child poverty across Scotland are soaring. Consequently,
many Scottish children are suffering with a myriad of mental and general health
difficulties as well as risks to their education, posing a threat to their future well-
being. Poverty is a topical issue which requires immediate attention and so calls for
action from us all. Are we going to continue to ignore their cries for help or will we
unlock the solution to saving our country's children? We must call for action to
defend the powerless, innocent children who deserve the opportunity to achieve their
full potential.

Some 250,000 children in Scotland experience poverty annually which equates to 1
in 4 children. Studies show that these children are 4.5 times more likely to be affected
by mental health issues than their privileged peers. Cramped living conditions,
feelings of inadequacy, being ridiculed for their appearance and facing prejudice due
to poor living conditions and lack of costly possessions are all a direct result of
poverty. Children living in poverty also have less access to mental health services. For
example, not having a phone in the house makes it impossible to call a mental health
helpline and so children are left to suffer. Nevertheless, there are ways in which we
can take initiative to improve the situation. Programmes can be introduced in schools
to provide an intervention for those struggling. Namely, The Blues Programme aims to
teach 13-19 year-olds about emotional resilience by helping them apply healthy
coping techniques into their lives.

As mental health is drastically affected by poverty, so too is cognitive development
which has been linked to socioeconomic inequalities by multiple experts. Dr
Kimberly Noble, a paediatrician who specialises in neuroscience, delivered a TED talk
in 2019. She shared her study about the link between household income and brain
development, uncovering that the connection was most predominant at the lowest
income levels. A larger cortical surface area is associated with higher intelligence;
higher family incomes are linked to larger cortical surface area. The study showed the
links to be most prominent in particular regions of the brain, where language skills
and the ability to practise self discipline are controlled. This is significant because it
has been shown that these skills are ones which disadvantaged children struggle with
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as they generally perform poorer on assessments of language and impulse control
under the age of two. Child Poverty Action Group discovered this to be true when its
study revealed that: 'Children who have lived in persistent poverty during their first
seven years have cognitive development scores on average 20% below those of
children who have never experienced poverty'.

Deficiencies in cognitive development in these early stages are extremely concerning
when considering educational attainment. The Salamanca Statement (United Nations,
1994) states: 'Every child has a fundamental right to education, and must be given the
opportunity to achieve and maintain an acceptable level of learning'. However, the
effects of child poverty can jeopardise future prospects meaning equal opportunities
are often unavailable. The attainment gap conveys this with evidence released by The
Spectator showing that 'since 2020, the gap between the proportion of rich and poor
students getting A to C grades in their Highers widened from six percentage points in
2020 to 16 in 2023', which means educational inequalities remain.

Other inequalities that pose a threat to a prosperous future include career aspirations
being interrupted due to pressures of having to provide income for their family at a
young age. Furthermore, a poor diet and consequent lethargy will impact
concentration in class. Therefore, we must question what our government is doing to
reduce these societal inequalities. In 2016, the First Minister spoke on behalf of the
government, vowing to eliminate the attainment gap within the following decade. It's
evident that great progress needs to be made to ensure this promise is fulfilled.

The SNP passed an act in 2017 that required Scottish ministers to ensure that only
18% of children would be living in relative poverty by 2023/24. The government has
reneged on this (with 24% of all children still living in poverty) and therefore must be
held accountable. Despite the government's vital role in eradicating child destitution
we, as the public, cannot sit idle as we also hold power; we can ensure the elected
government prioritises this. We can work to lobby the government to implement
political and economic strategies that will help to diminish child poverty. By taking
action, we are fighting for solutions. Such actions include writing to our local MP
asking for the issue to be debated in parliament, pushing for the benefit cap to be
removed and encouraging the introduction of increased child benefits.

A proportion of the public would argue that individual responsibility is key and that
parents of children should be financially stable without extra financial support from
the state. Perhaps you too believe this. A lack of education surrounding child poverty
was made evident when the Scottish Government carried out research which
uncovered that around 75% of participants believed there was a high level of child
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poverty because 'their parents suffer from alcoholism, drug abuse or other addictions'.
This shows a lack of awareness of the causes of child poverty.

In reality, 69% of children in poverty were living in working households during the
years of 2019-22 and 71% of the children have at least one working parent according
to Child Poverty Action Group. Poor health and childcare issues prevent a parent's
ability to work; they are forced into unemployment as a result of their situation. When
there is no income being brought into the family, poverty is inevitable. This evidence
proves that there are many factors which contribute to a child growing up in poverty,
not just the assumed opinion that all children in poverty have unfit parents due to
addiction.

Initially, we must recognise child poverty as a critical issue, affecting hundreds of
thousands of our children. In doing so, we will be encouraged to unlock solutions to
eliminate poverty. There is hope of us eradicating poverty across the nation but we
must act together now to ensure we protect the lives and futures of our children.
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Highly Commended paper ‘

Paul Mackay
Dollar Academy

'Slothful masses, chained to the computer chair and slaves to the comforts of the
modern day, | present to you the paragons of self-mastery! Behold, the Palestratos!"'
The curtain vanishes and, in an instant, the bodies on the stage are revealed. They are
meant to be beautiful. They appear to be strong. They seem to be posing, or at least, to
be attempting to pose. But their hands, gesturing towards the heavens, won't stop
twitching as if tickling the feet of Zeus as they hang from Mount Olympus, and their
legs jitter until the entire stage is filled with wiggling sacks of flesh instead of athletes
whose graceful stances imitate the marble statues of antiquity. What could possibly be
the culprit? By the twitching feet of each 'paragon of self-mastery' sits a plastic tub of
Sour Watermelon Mike and Ike Pre-Workout.

For those unacquainted with the delicacies of gym cuisine, pre-workout is a
stimulating concoction usually consumed 30 to 45 minutes before a workout to
combat fatigue and increase one's capacity for exertion. It's sold in a variety of forms:
gummies, capsules, ready-to-drink bottles — but is most commonly found as a powder.
What gives pre-workout its stirring effect? The simple answer is caffeine. An average
scoop of pre-workout contains 150 to 300 milligrams of caffeine. By comparison, a
cup of coffee only has about 100 milligrams of caffeine. | know, weak sauce.

As if this wasn't already enough caffeine, many gym rats have adopted the habit of
dry-scooping their pre-workout, and regardless of whether this is driven by an earnest
desire for an even greater stimulus or simply to be part of the wider trend, it's a
dangerous practice, with doctors warning that such high concentrations of caffeine
can leave one's heart a little bit too 'pumped' and on the verge of a heart attack. But if
pre-workout were just extra-strength coffee, it wouldn't be as popular with teenagers.
What really makes pre-workout so popular are its flavours.

'Feeling like some Mike and Ike?'
'What? No! I'm going to the gym to enhance my fitness.'

'Oh, I'm sorry. | meant Mike and lke flavoured pre-workout. You want to get the best
out of your workout, don't you? You're an athlete, after all.
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'Hmm... | guess | do need some Mike and lke after all.'

That's right. Pre-workout, a supplement adopted by the 'fitness' community, comes in
flavours you'd expect out of gumball machine: Strawberry, Sour Watermelon,
Screamin' Sour Cherry and Caribbean Punch are all actual pre-workout flavours made
in a collaboration between MyProtein, a supplement company, and Mike and lke, a
candy brand, and just about every company that sells pre-workout has formulated
their own saccharine flavours. But members of the 'fitness' community are far too
savvy to indulge in what would essentially be soda or juice, just consider all the sugar.
That's why supplement producers use artificial sweeteners instead. Problem solved!

Not so fast... Let's examine one of the artificial sweeteners found in the Screamin'
Sour Cherry pre-workout: sucralose, a staple in many pre-workout ingredient lists.
Sucralose has been found to negatively interfere with the gut microbiome, the
intricate ecosystem of bacteria and other microbes which plays a crucial role in
almost every aspect of human health, from metabolism to brain chemistry. Its impact
on the body is so pervasive that it's often referred to as 'the second brain', so perhaps
messing with this microbiome by drinking a candy-flavoured energy drink isn't the
best idea.

Irony and artificial sweeteners aside, is this exactly a problem though? | mean, if a
tasty drink can help you make more muscle during your workouts, what's not to love?
But that question is precisely the problem. Working out, exercise, fitness — these are
not supposed to be free from sacrifice. The gym should be a place where one
voluntarily submits oneself to pain for the sake of growth, not an anabolic playground
with candy-flavoured water fountains to remove the fatigue from exertion. Yes, your
gains will increase, but as someone who has consistently engaged in resistance
training for two years, | can confidently say that as wonderful as bigger lats and juicier
biceps are, muscle is not the greatest reward of the gym. Discipline is. What begins as
the desire to sculpt a better physique can quickly develop into a pursuit to strengthen
not just the body but the mind and soul as well. As cliché as it sounds, the gym
teaches you to disobey the frail voice inside your head, the voice that says today
ought to be a rest day and dinner a cheat meal.

If you get around that voice only by appeasing it with a sugary energy potion, you're
cheating yourself out of the real gains, willpower and resolve. Even as | say this, many
who have consistently lifted for months or years, even without energising aids, must
confess that the gym no longer requires much discipline from them. It's become one
of the best parts of their day, but that's the beauty of it! What was once challenging is
now pleasurable, and there is now one fewer obstacle in the way of becoming a
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healthier human; what is easy and what is good for oneself are increasingly aligned.
To use pre-workout is to rob oneself of this expansion in capability, to be marginally
more muscular, sure, but take away the crutch and one is left defenceless against the
suggestions of that indolent voice.

If you're going for the Mr Olympia, by all means, use what you have available to you.
At that level, every gram of muscle counts (steroids are a conversation for another
day), but if you're just an amateur gym-goer, try a workout without stimulating
yourself beforehand — no pre-workout, no exhilarating music or motivational videos —
just you, the rack and the bar. See how much you really enjoy it, and if you loved it,
great! Save your wallet and your gut the hassle of pre-workout. And if you didn't,
well, here's your chance to set a new personal best.
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Highly Commended paper

Matthew Meek
Renfrew High School

Picture a protest in your head. What did you envision? I'll guess passionate chants,
witty signs and groups of people gathering to forge real change. | doubt that the silent
vision of someone posting a black square devoid of soul, meaning or relevance on
their Instagram feed comes to mind. Welcome to the world of modern-day activism
where virtue signallers, lazy corporate overlords and teenagers who conduct weekly
Twitter witch-hunts in search of the most problematic celebrities to condemn, gather
to make real 'change'. Social media activism does have its merits, but can it hold a
candle to protests which have stuck in our minds for decades? | am sick of this online
culture. I am sick of seeing countless movements which promise to 'change the world'
fizzle out. | am sick of people acting as if they care about issues to seem 'woke'. |
want real change.

Despite starting with the best of intentions, the message of many movements is lost as
they are filtered through hundreds of social media accounts. Passed from Instagram
posts to Twitter feeds, then over to TikTok for a few videos, delivered to Facebook for
your mum to repost with an appropriately melancholy emoji and back to Instagram
where the message has now been altered completely after being dragged through the
social media circuit. Reflecting on the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement during
2020, there are many moments of outrage, courage and strength which stick in my
mind, one of which is the millions of people protesting globally. In 2020, it was
uplifting to see how much the BLM movement grew and all the inspiring actions
taken by activists... but then there was Blackout Tuesday, the impact of which was lost
among the powerful images from protests.

Despite having 18 million posts on #blackouttuesday on Instagram (2023), the
movement left a small scratch on the BLM movement. Blackout Tuesday started as a
way to draw attention to the mistreatment of Black artists in the music industry but
quickly became a much bigger (and much less meaningful) movement where for one
day, everyone's Instagram feeds were drowned in a tidal wave of boring black
squares. The movement caused backlash among many who saw it as harmful and
pointless because it came at a pivotal time for BLM when stories from protestors
needed to be heard. However, these stories were buried underneath millions of these
pointless posts. Many influential people described their discomfort with the
movement, with world renowned rapper Lil Nas X taking to Twitter to say: 'l don't
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think the movement has ever been this powerful. We don't need to slow it down by
posting nothing'.

Sadly, there were more Blackout Tuesday posts than there were signatures on a
petition calling for justice for George Floyd. UK Black Pride tweeted asking people to
remove their black squares from social media and to instead post 'useful, helpful and
uplifting' information. Clearly what may seem helpful on social media can be
completely misconstrued from the original idea, and just shows that word of mouth is
completely unreliable, with the fast-paced nature of social media only worsening
this.

Social media activism only allows for snippets of change, not long-lasting change.
Where traditional activism screams for change, social media activism mumbles its
done-before ideas. The internet can assemble a large group of people together in a
matter of hours, however, as author Zeynep Tufecki says in her book Twitter and Tear
Gas: 'With speed comes weakness'. Despite swiftly gaining traction, online activism
has become trend-like in its fast decline. 'Online movements can burn out faster than
campaigns that spend months or even years forging in-person connections.'
Ultimately, online movements fail to leave as big an impression as traditional
protesting. Although social media helped spread the word, the protests are what truly
caused the massive impact of the BLM movement. To make a difference, traditional
protesting is the best way and will ensure that changes are more long-lasting.

Just because everyone can be an activist does not mean everyone should be. We have
all seen someone become completely engrossed in the tragedy of the week but just as
they are about to hit the Tweet button on a strongly worded message about the
disgusting state of the world, they become swept up by the next hashtag that will
make them feel more woke. Huffington Post summed up this phenomenon:
'Slacktivism. It's about doing the bare minimum for a trendy cause without putting in
the long-term work to make a change'. A minority's issues are not for people to hijack
and use to make themselves feel better, you don't have to selfishly use a movement for
your own gain.

At best, 'slacktivism' is harmless, although pointless; posting '#gayrights' on Twitter
isn't the worst thing you could do with your account, however, 'slacktivism' can lead
to people spreading videos of intense violence against minority groups just to show
how shocking an issue is. Whilst 'slacktivists' get to revel in their new-found
wokeness, a sense of superiority flooding their egos from their altruistic Instagram
posts of tragic hate crimes against minorities, minority groups must endure a barrage
of footage of violence and hate. People need to think about how they engage with
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activism and whether they are doing things for the right reasons, otherwise
movements will continue to get dragged down by trend jumping 'do-gooders' who
clearly do not know the best way to use their voice.

The most achievable and impactful forms of allyship can only occur in real life. From
awkward dinners with politically-opposed family members to witnessing hate crimes
on the street, there are ways an ally should deal with these situations, and they don't
involve social media. It is hard to get through to someone on a phone and difficult to
challenge someone you know personally, however, vital if you want change to be
made. When faced with micro-aggressions ('a statement, action, or incident regarded
as an instance of indirect, subtle, or unintentional discrimination against members of
a marginalised group such as a racial or ethnic minority': Oxford Languages) it is vital
for allies to speak up. Think about calling out what they did wrongly. As the New York
Times suggests, ask 'What exactly do you mean by that?'

Kevin Nadal PhD, an associate professor of clinical psychology, says that allies must
use their voices as they can be heard louder than the victim of a micro-aggression. At
the same time, however, allies must not speak on behalf of the victim but instead
come from their own standpoint. If an ally witnesses a hate crime, they should keep in
mind that hate crimes are illegal in Scotland and they should contact the police if the
situation calls for it. These forms of activism that help someone in the moment are
solely possible outside of online spaces and show that true activism cannot happen
on Instagram or Twitter or anything which inhibits the possibility of a face-to-face
conversation.

The state of modern-day activism is sorrowful. The endless trends, hashtags and selfish
virtue signallers of today's world are a far cry from the anti-lraq war protests or the
impressive dedication of the protestors at Faslane Peace Camp. However, activism and
allyship do not have to be like this. There are glimmers of strength and solidarity that
are heartening. Hopefully, in the future, more activists will be able to take their online
thoughts and feelings into the real world and make a more impactful change.
Otherwise, the world of allies and activists is doomed for a century of Instagram users
discovering they can make themselves feel better if they hop on a weightless trend of
tragedy.
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Highly Commended paper

Hope Orbegozo
The Mary Erskine School

'To be, or not to be: that is the question.' Heard it before, haven't you? Maybe it was
in a mundane English class or a mind-numbingly impenetrable play. Wherever it was,
it was probably not a defining moment in your life. As soon as the bell rang, you
moved on with your life, the play leaving no impact, apart from a loss of motivation
and a mind full of confusion. Nothing learned, nothing gained. Then later you find
yourself scouring the internet attempting to make sense of one of Shakespeare's many
plays. Only to hand in a monotonous, tick box essay and receive a futile grade. So
why are schools in 2023 so intent on programming each generation to understand this
400-year-old foreign gibberish?

In a time where inclusivity is preached at the forefront of our education system,
should Shakespeare's work really be how we present English literature to future
generations? According to the British Dyslexia Association, it is estimated that one in
10 people suffer from dyslexia, not to mention many other learning difficulties. These
learning difficulties add extra complication when reading and writing, consequently
hindering many students in their quest to pass National Examinations. Adding the
extra hurdle of attempting to understand Shakespeare's English can seem somewhat
impossible to students still struggling to grasp current English. This great feat quite
understandably puts many off studying English. Author Rebecca Reid vehemently
voiced her viewpoint on Good Morning Britain saying: 'I'm dyslexic and learning it
[Shakespeare] was hideous and nearly put me off doing English. | managed to get
through it... just about... and now have two English degrees'. In her own words, all
her English achievements are 'in spite of Shakespeare, not because of Shakespeare'.
Reid's experience is most definitely not an uncommon one, although perhaps her
tenacity is.

Moreover, when scripting his plays, Shakespeare intended for them to be spoken.
Obviously. Research affirms that during the Elizabethan era, around 85% of the
population would have been illiterate, resulting in a public only able to access the
work of Shakespeare through the spoken word. This leaves ample room for confusion
and misinterpretation when reading the plays as they were not incepted to be read
nor written about. As succinctly opined by Salisbury theatre director Mark Powell:
'Shakespeare's language isn't intended to be desk-bound; it's crafted for stage'. In his
article for The Guardian, he explains that fewer and fewer schools are able to actually
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go out and be immersed in Shakespeare's plays at the theatre due to various
constraints. Therefore, many are left with only a partial understanding of the plays. As
with the learning of a foreign language, full immersion is always beneficial over
classroom-bound written text.

Shakespeare's many plays are packed with a plethora of themes ranging from vaulting
ambition to love. However, there is a reoccurring theme in many of Shakespeare's
plays which is rarely studied or spoken about: sexism. The audience time and again
bear witness to aged gender roles and blatant misogyny. Whether it's Lady Macbeth
sharing her desire to be 'unsexed' so that she may become something more powerful,
stripping herself of her 'female weakness'; Friar Lawrence accusing Romeo of being
'womanish' after he cries and expresses the urge to end his life; or indeed Desdemona
kindly permitting her husband to viciously strangle her to death, despite her perpetual
faithfulness to him, ultimately the 'almighty' male character is still seen to have
authority over her life. Repeatedly, the audience observe the ever-subordinate female
in Shakespeare's work suffer (and often die) as a direct repercussion of the ever-
dominant male protagonist's actions. The 'lesser sex' viewed as mere collateral by
Shakespeare, displaying a possible insight into his perception of the female role.

But can we really blame him? His plays were written almost a half millennia ago!
Indeed, in a time described by Writers Theatre when woman were expected to be
'subservient, quiet and homebound'. Shakespeare could be justifiably seen as no
more to blame than a mere product of his time. However, with such outdated biases
subconsciously instilled throughout his many plays it is only acceptable for schools to
update their teaching material to something that reflects the society we now live in.
Do we, a 21st-century population now have a responsibility here?

In America, numerous teachers have already taken a step in a positive direction,
making the decision to teach more diverse books from a more diverse range of
authors. Hartford Public High School, Connecticut, English teacher Liz Matthews
chose to teach her students the books The House On Mango Street by Sandra
Cisneros and Long Way Down by Jason Reynolds, instead of Shakespeare's Romeo
and Juliet. She wanted her pupils to be able to 'make realistic connections' to the
themes and characters in the books. She also articulated how immensely valuable
representation is, saying 'representation matters'. She feels, along with myself and
many others, that the lack of racial diversity in Shakespeare's plays is archaic and
quite frankly unacceptable and unsuited to teach in the present day. Britain prides
itself as a multicultural and vastly diverse, meta-modern society, being LGBTQIA+
accepting, and with high levels of gender equality, yet still the most popular play
inculcated to the next generation is Shakespeare's Macbeth. Is it not time for us to

34



follow in the footsteps of said transatlantic trailblazers and revamp our teaching to
reflect our society of today?

So... where does all that leave us? Do we just docilely submit to modern day cancel
culture in a knee-jerk reaction and throw the 'script' out with the bathwater? Is
Shakespeare all bad and not in any way relevant for today? Not at all! It cannot be
denied that Shakespeare's theatrical works have stood the test of time, performed to
centuries of audiences. Notwithstanding our nation's precedence of free speech and
thought, is the classroom a suitable environment for the Shakespearean vernacular?
Not at all! The plays clearly contain a smorgasbord of anachronous themes which |
feel should not be put on a pedestal nor promoted to the impressionable young mind.

Just because 'parting is such sweet sorrow' does not mean that we should continue to

inflict the study of Shakespeare onto future generations. Let us free Shakespeare from
the page and let him return to the stage!

35



Highly Commended paper

Georgie Steven

Banchory Academy

11 pm. To my 9 o'clock, in the top-left corner of my room. A leg. No, not human. This
was black, spindly, unwanted. Seven others soon crawl out behind it. | freeze; the
spider freezes. He's been caught. Some might say the spider is innocent, that freezing
was a sign of fear, the old 'the spiders more afraid of you than you are of it'. | mean
who told you that? The spider? This spider was a trespasser, and he was aware of it. He
entered without knocking and felt entitled to spin his death-contraptions across my
room. | hated him. | flit through the possible methods of extermination I've acquired
to my arsenal over the years. There's sucking it up with a hoover (clean and effective),
feeding it to my dog (admittedly one of the more brutal ones), the good-old-fashioned
crush it with my hardback copy of the 2015 Guinness Book of World Records (an
absolute classic), or suffocating it with hairspray (a recent discovery). | settled on the
book method. Wielding my hardback, about to close in on the enemy, the spider
bracing for impact. When out from behind him scuttles out a miniature version. Oh.
She was a mother.

The smallest of hesitations. It was the most minuscule moment of hesitation. But that
moment turned into seconds, and those seconds quickly turned into a minute. |
couldn't do it. The spider unfurled its legs, its eight supermassive black hole eyes
staring up at me seemed to be questioning why | couldn't just get on with it. | found
myself unable to answer. | could put them outside instead, | guess, glancing at the
window. Nope. Dark grey clouds sat heavy on the horizon. | couldn't chuck them out
into a storm, it's effectively the same thing as killing them. Oh, that's why she was in
my room in the first place.

| can't kill a mother and her child for the crime of trying to seek refuge in a storm. It
could have been so easy for me to toss the mother and her child outside so that |
could shirk responsibility when the sun rose in the morning and plead not guilty to
their inevitable deaths during the night. A fool-proof testimony, the perfect defence in
my imaginary court of law. But of course, my conscience, the unyielding prosecutor
had to act up at this exact moment. Thud. My book hit the floor. | suppose | could
scrounge up enough humanity to let them stay the night.

The next day, the mother had disappeared. | scoured the house in a panic (what if |
accidentally ate her in my sleep? God forbid). Eventually, | find her at the top of my
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wardrobe, spinning her silky webs. | admire her as she weaves up, down, in, out,
effortlessly retracing a pattern she's probably done a thousand times before. Her child
lay at the top of the web, legs curled protectively around itself in a ball. I'd always
hated spider webs; death traps held together by blood and scrambling flies. But this
silky web strewn across my wardrobe wasn't the mark of a cold-blooded killer, it was
simply the work of a nurturing mother. A blanket of safety ensuring protection for her
young whilst simultaneously being her greatest weapon for catching prey. Truly a
double-edged sword. She senses my staring; her eight eyes blink down at me — | get
the message and it makes me feel sick: 'l must kill to survive. What's your excuse?'

| must seem mammoth to the mother — a looming figure casting shadows over her
daily life. As we stand face to face, human and spider, | realise | judged her too
harshly on her multiple eyes and sprawling, spindly, spinnerets. If she'd been a golden
butterfly fluttering about my room, I wouldn't have thought twice about allowing her
to live, of showing her mercy. If | didn't get a phantom feeling of eight legs crawling
along my skin at the thought of her, | would have been kinder. If she wasn't a spider,
things would have been different. Through things that were absolutely no fault of her
own, | had condemned her to death. | thought | was showing humanity by letting her
stay. In what twisted sense of the word should humanity be the act of permissing
another creature to live? And more importantly, why do | get to choose?

Hours later, | come back to find the mother putting the finishing touches on her web
fortress. It's intricately spun and easily spans almost half my wardrobe. She climbs in
and cuddles up next to her child for the night, her eight legs protectively grasping
hold and pulling him in close. | stay awake that night contemplating the
ridiculousness of the situation. | don't yet fully understand the struggles of
motherhood, but it turns out, of all things, a spider is teaching me how to be
compassionate.

When the sunlight streams in my window to wake me up in the morning, it's clear
that the storm has cleared. | almost consider not letting the mother and her child
leave, wanting to ensure their safety within the fortress of my bedroom. I quickly
assess how that was a stupid idea, the mother has proved to me that she is more than
capable of looking after herself and her family better than | ever could. | grab my
tupperware box from downstairs so | can transport them safely. When | reach my hand
out towards the web, signalling for the baby to jump on, there's the briefest hesitation
from the mother but she soon allows her child to crawl onto my palm. I smile. She
trusts me. She forgives me.
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| find a spot for them in the back of the garden in the shade, with the protection of a
bush around them and away from where the dogs like to roam. I let them out of the
box and watch them scuttle free. The mother turns around to look at me. Here, we
stand now: spider and human. We couldn't be more different; we couldn't be more
similar. If only she could understand, 1'd have wished her good luck. One leg
disappears from my view, and the other seven soon follow.
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Highly Commended paper ‘E\ | /@7
>

Justine Wrigglesworth
Bucksburn Academy

'You look like my anime Waifu."' A phrase | never thought | would hear, a phrase that
you probably won't understand. As | grow older | see and hear myself being
compared to girls in anime. You're probably thinking it's a compliment, right?

Wrong. The portrayal of Asian women in the media has always been problematic and
it didn't just come out of nowhere.

Anime. Now there is no doubt that anime has had a positive impact, it's helped
diversify the representation of characters we see on the screen and helped somewhat
normalise seeing Asian characters on our screens in a non-sexualised manner
(sometimes). We also cannot deny that anime has led to the rise of sexualisation of
Asian women in today's modern media. In 2022, the second most searched terms on
Pornhub was 'hentai', with the fifth most searched term being 'Asian’, followed by
'Japanese' a few spots down the list.

During the Second World War, many women in East and South-east Asian countries
(specifically those occupied by the Japanese military) were used as comfort women.
According to Google, comfort women are defined as 'a woman or girl who was
forced to engage in sexual activity with Japanese soldiers as part of a system' and,
well, it's right. Many young Asian women were taken from their homes and forced to
stay at comfort stations (brothels that serviced Japanese soldiers) where they regularly
got sexually assaulted and raped by the Japanese soldiers, some beaten and even
murdered if they resisted. Most of them were adolescent girls aged 14-19 years.

Lotus flowers symbolise sacred purity and that's exactly what Asian women who are
used to represent this stereotype are: 'pure'. Although you could see this as a good
thing (I mean, why wouldn't you?), purity is a very sought after attribute. But in this
context, all it seems to do is objectify and somewhat infantilise Asian women.
According to Stevi Jackson, Liu Jieyu and Woo Juhyun, the lotus blossom portrays
Asian women as 'docile and subservient yet skilled in the erotic arts' and 'infused
with a particularly powerful and perverse sexuality in the US cinema and
performance in the 20th century'.
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Miss Saigon and Madame Butterfly are two very successful screenplays, with Miss
Saigon being based on Madame Butterfly. They have been nominated for Tonys and
Grammys, with both also winning some of said awards. But they perpetuate the same
problematic message and ideas: that Asian women are vulnerable and submissive
creatures that serve at the will and mercy of men, more specifically white men. You
could say that Madame Butterfly helped somewhat normalise this message and
promote it to the Western audience.

In both performances, the female leads fall in love with American soldiers, with both
of them killing themselves by the end of it due to broken hearts. The idea that these
women could not live or go on without the presence of their white saviours promotes
the message that Asian women are nothing without them, that they are helpless and
vulnerable.

Another stereotype forced onto Asian women in the media is the 'dragon lady', the
complete opposite of the lotus blossom's pure image (often referred to as the lotus
blossom's 'evil opposite'). The dragon lady is deceitful, domineering, mysterious and
sexually alluring. Lucy Liu (a well known Chinese American actress) is most known
for her roles in Kill Bill and Kill Bill 2 as O-Ren Ishii aka Cottonmouth. Cottonmouth
tricks people using her sexual aura, though this is what causes her 'downfall'.

These two stereotypes are almost paradoxical. They are two ideas on completely
different ends of the scale that don't allow for the middle to exist.

One more stereotype Asian women face in the media is 'the prostitute'. This can be
seen in movies such as Rush Hour, Full Metal Jacket and even Mean Girls. In Mean
Girls, when the cliques of the school are being shown and presented to the main
character and the audience, it briefly goes over two tables: the 'Cool Asians' and the
'Asian Nerds'. Although this comment may seem like it means no threat or malice, if
we look into the meaning and portrayal of cool Asians, we start to dig deeper and
realise that it is rooted in the underlying issue of hyper-sexualistion of Asian women
and orientalism (orientalism is the representation of Asia in a stereotypical way that
stems from a colonialist attitude). The two Asian characters' entire storyline in Mean
Girls revolves around the love triangle between the two girls and their white, male,
middle-aged PE teacher.

Vulnerable young Asian women? Check!

White male who has power over them? Check!
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It ticks all the boxes for the Asian Women in Western media list.

We even see the dangerous consequences of this in real life too. In 2021, Asian
women were killed in a mass shooting in Georgia. Think about that for a second:
something like that happened as recently as 2021. The gunman, a white male named
Robert Long, said his attack was not racially motivated but 'an attempt to curb his sex
addiction' and that he shot them to reduce his 'temptations'.

Although the past looms over the present, maybe we can hope the future is fresh. The
representation of Asian women in Western media is getting better with characters such
as Mei Lee from the movie Turning Red and Rachel Chu from Crazy Rich Asians, who
both represent and promote the versatility and diversity of 'types' of Asian women.
We can only hope that this is just the beginning.
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v v v
Last year's results T

Winner 2022/23: May Bruce, Tynecastle High School, for a harrowing account of her
experience as a victim with the justice system.

Joint runners-up: Markus de Blieck, Lenzie Academy, for his lively essay on the
benefits of adding insects into our diets; Alexander Milnes, High School of Dundee,
for an exploration of the significance of stone in our lives.

Highly Commended: Neil Bhat Folio, High School of Dundee; Annie Gamble, St
Joseph's College, Dumfries; Noor Hassanien, The Mary Erskine School; Holly Helbert,
Douglas Academy; Katie McGinn, Kilmarnock Academy; Alex Maclean, Douglas
Academy; Shona Morton, Loudoun Academy; Cuba Nicolson, Tain Royal Academy.

Commended: Nawid Barez, Calderglen High School; Leah Bulloch, Strathaven
Academy; Jenna Campbell, Culloden Academy; Isla Glover, The Waid Academy;
Martyna Lipok, Earlston High School; Robbie Meikle, Johnstone High School; Bailey

Riley, Monifieth High School; Bethan Stutter, Banchory Academy; Ewan Taylor, N
Dalbeattie High School; Marta Zilite, Earlston High School. (/

J \
Previous winners | Q
2021/22: Holly Helbert, Douglas Academy N
2020/21: Amy Campbell, Hutchesons' Grammar School Q
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

Y
2016/17: Jonathan Tevendale, Mallaig High School Q

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