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Review 



Review Edition 1 
Welcome to the first edition of the new Sixth Form student magazine. The 

purpose of this publication is to give you, the student, the chance to find out 

about what your peers and teachers have been reading and through their 

reviews, discover what they have learned and what they think about it. 

Primarily the focus will be academic reading, or reviews of publications that 

will help you with your studies, university applications and beyond. 

Nevertheless, we welcome reviews of films, podcasts, TV, radio series and 

music. Our aim is to provide you with something of value each school term, 

produced by sixth form students and teachers. As you’ll see with the format, 

reviews are usually around 500 words in length, telling the reader what you’ve 

read and what it’s about, how and why it may or may not have interested 

you and the extent to which it’s to be recommended to a wider audience. It 

would be a great achievement if we have as wide a group of students and 

teachers as possible submitting reviews for publication so please don’t be shy 

and get involved. After this first publication in May we aim to publish again 

before the summer before settling on a cycle of three editions per academic 

year, producing a magazine before Christmas, prior to Easter and then in the 

summer term. 

Mr Wilbraham 
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Shattered Nation, Danny Dorling 

Danny Dorling, a professor of geography at Oxford University is a very 

readable author and engaging public speaker whose lectures and films are 

freely available online. His most recent publication is at times polemical, but 

mostly should be defined for his scrutiny of evidence, criticising all political 

figures since the 1970s who he cites as being responsible (some far more than 

others) for the growing inequality in British society, contributing to our 

‘shattered nation’. Dorling’s premise is that the UK now needs a new 

Beveridge Report. In 1942, William Beveridge, to popular acclaim, published 

the blue-print for the modern welfare state. The Labour governments of 1945-

51 implemented much of his recommendations and more, providing the war-

weary public with full employment, universal housing, education provision 

until age 15, health care (NHS hospitals from 1948) along with disability and 

unemployment benefit. This ‘cradle to grave’ support, providing a ‘national 

minimum’ standard of living was intended to tackle the five giants that 

Beveridge identified as being the innate problems in the UK in the 1940s: 

want, ignorance, squalor, idleness, and disease. This consensus on public 

provision lasted until the late 1970s and saw Britain’s inequality gap radically 

drop and UK ranking for educational outcomes, healthcare provision 

efficiencies, levels child poverty and infant mortality become Europe-leading. 

Dorling laments how things have changed since then starting with the1980s 

agenda under Mrs Thatcher and continuing, to varying degrees, under all 

political leaders, until the present day led by the current government which 

has overseen this country’s response to COVID and departure from the EU. 

Dorling suggests that Beveridge’s ‘Giants’ have been replaced in 2024 by 

hunger, precarity, waste, exploitation and fear. His evisceration of how 

governments have allowed, or rather actively sought to increase inequalities 

leaving each new generation with a less than rosy legacy to inherit is 

extremely powerful. His criticisms also come with suggestions for how this 

decline in living standards is reversable. However, his conclusion does not 

finish with a positive note suggesting that those who read the book if they 

haven’t experienced it already, will be facing challenges associated with the 

new giants. Nevertheless he implores us all to work towards a fairer future: 

‘without hope, we succumb to greed and indifference.’ 

Additional reading from Dorling is ‘Peak Inequality’ (similar themes to 

‘Shattered Nation’) and ‘Rule Britannia’, which analysed the Brexit 

referendum result and explored how our education system since 1945 

explains why so many of the over 50s voted to leave the EU.  

Students of Geography, History, Politics, Economics and Sociology would 

benefit from reading one if not all, of these books.  

Mr Wilbraham 



Algorithms to Live By Brian Christian & Tom Griffiths 

Brian and Tom are excellent at breaking down the principles of Computer 

Science and applying it to real-life problems. The authors combine their 

knowledge of Computing and Mathematics to outline the biggest 

Computing problems, and cleverly discuss the possible solutions by giving 

human examples for each. Every chapter starts with a quote which pre-dates 

the digital age, and yet is a perfect analogy for a key issue with technology.  

One noteworthy example is describing the practice of Optimal Stopping, a 

common decision-making algorithm used when probability is an issue. As well 

as explaining the complexities behind its effectiveness, they also apply the 

algorithm to finding the best apartment in California for your price range and 

it works with a high degree of success! Another personal favourite is an 

algorithm which can be used to decide when to park your car in a busy car 

park (do you just park in the first space you find and walk the rest of the way, 

or risk driving closer to your destination for a better spot?). 

The book also describes complex algorithms (such as tailored advertising, 

and network speed control) with relative ease by guiding you through their 

history as well as all the pitfalls and updates that have happened along the 

way. They also give the history of these concepts a bit of character, with 

funny anecdotes and witty remarks (so it doesn’t feel like a Wikipedia page). 

This book is perfect at laying the foundations of the subject, the reasons why 

we turn to digital solutions, and why we treat Computer Science as its own 

category of engineering. It manages to break-down the subject into the only 

two categories that matter: how much time will this take; and how much 

space will I need? This then leads to an excellent discussion about Big-O 

notation. 

Simply put, I wish I had read this before studying Computer Science at 

university. If you wanted a book to explain the core principles of the subject, 

and know how they could benefit your day-to-day life, then look no further…  

Mr O’Connor 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Pompeii: The New Dig 

Those who have studied Latin with the Cambridge Latin Course or perhaps 

been lucky enough to visit the site of Pompeii already know how 

fundamental the discoveries there are to our understanding of life in Roman 

times. The unimaginably cataclysmic eruption of Vesuvius in 79AD 

paradoxically preserved a snapshot of ordinary ancient life that is found 

nowhere else. 

The site was rediscovered in the 1740s and has been being excavated over 

the intervening centuries. From the 1960s, work concentrated on protecting 

the remains already unearthed rather than uncovering any new areas of the 

city - with about a third still hidden. 

In recent years, however, large scale excavation has begun again with a 

steady stream of discoveries reported. The three-part BBC documentary 

Pompeii: The New Dig follows the work on a single insula or city block over a 

period of a year or so. In addition to showing the process of digging out the 

volcanic debris, we see a wide range of experts at work analysing the finds 

and explaining their significance. There are specialists in Roman laundries, 

bakeries, food, art and religion, archaeobotanists, physical anthropologists 

and restorers as well as archaeologists from across the world. 

We get a clear idea of the variety of skills and expertise required in 

archaeology today. 

The first episode introduces the site and the town, with a focus on two of the 

major industries of Pompeii - a busy commercial centre. It turns out that the 

property being excavated housed both a bakery and a laundry, and it 

seems to have been a thriving business.  

The second episode reveals more about the owner of the property, with its 

astonishingly well-preserved wall-paintings and a domestic shrine with unique 

decoration, and also considers a question which I am often asked about 

Pompeii - did some people escape and what did they do after their city was 

buried? The evidence here involves inscriptions found in Pompeii and in the 

surrounding area, which may help us estimate the population (10,000? Or 

maybe 30,000?) and track the movement of displaced people through 

records of names on gravestones. 

The final episode looks at the last stage of the eruption and the haunting 

casts made of human remains, as the excavation reveals more significant 

discoveries linking to the perennial Latin-teacher favourites of local elections 

and the amphitheatre.  

  



This is an authoritative, up-to-date and accessible introduction to Pompeii for 

those who have not yet discovered it; if you are already familiar with the 

town and its history, you will still find these programmes fascinating and 

moving - and perhaps, like me, you will be delighted to know that there is still 

plenty more to dig up. 

Mrs Bothwell 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Wager: A Tale of Shipwreck, Mutiny and Murder David Grann 

Following the adaption of his book “Killers of the Flower Moon” into film it’s 

possible some of you are already aware of David Grann, or at least work that 

has it’s origins in his writing. The Wager is the story of the 18th Century British 

naval ship of the same name. It set out as part of an expedition to attack the 

Spanish within the context of the War of Jenkins Ear, one of the most 

ridiculously names conflicts in all of human history. The ship would become 

wrecked off the coast of modern Chile and there was then a mutiny. 

More details would spoil the narrative but the prose is clear and concise as 

Grann guides us through each step into the descent into hell that the men 

endure – there are no hero’s here, only different shades of madness. 

Reviewers suggested that Grann was also able to capture the spirit of writers 

such as Melville and Conrad, the notion that extreme conditions push men 

into extreme ways of acting and perhaps back towards their more primitive 

selves.  

Former US President Barack Obama selected The Wager as one of his summer 

reading books, perhaps inspired by the fact I’ve told everyone I know to read 

it and even brought it for several people as a present, or alternatively he may 

well have independently discovered it and liked it himself. This is great, 

gripping non-fiction that most reminded me of Patrick O’Brian and indeed 

once I’d finished the book I learnt he had written a fictional version of events, 

The Unknown Shore. 

Mr Wright 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



SoME3 – The Third Summer of Math Exposition  

Picture a world map. To what extent is it a true representation of the globe’s 

surface? It’s well known (at least to those who know it well) that the 

cartographer’s standard Mercator projection, used since the mid-1500s, is not 

perfect. It gets the shapes of countries right and accurately represents angles 

(important for finding one’s bearings at sea) but it dramatically fails to show 

us the correct sizes of countries. For instance, Greenland’s area seems 

comparable to that of Africa when in fact Africa is more than 10 times larger 

and Greenland’s real area is closer to that of the Democratic Republic of the 

Congo. If you want to understand this intuitively, look at the lines of latitude 

on your map – they’re all the same length. Now look at them on your 

favourite globe – they get shorter as you move further from the equator. 

Something must be amiss.   

To understand this in more depth, you require Carl Gauss’ Theorema 

Egregium.  

Formally, “The Gaussian curvature of a surface is invariant under local 

isometry”. Informally, you can’t change something’s curviness without 

stretching it. YouTube user Strange&Charming (at the dizzying heights of 105 

subscribers at the time of writing) provides an in-depth yet gentle exposition 

of this theorem, culminating in a wonderful analysis of an intuitive human 

behaviour; when you pick up a slice of pizza, you gently fold it so that the 

toppings don’t slide off. This is precisely because of Gauss’ theorem.   

This is Strange&Charming’s entry to Grant Sanderson’s Summer of Math 

Exposition contest; an annual competition to foster the creation of 

outstanding mathematical content online. Entries can take the form of a 

video, an article, a blog post or whatever else the entrant desires. It can be 

about any topic that’s at least loosely related to mathematics. Sanderson 

(equally well known as the creator of  

3Blue1Brown) set up SoME in 2021 with the aim of encouraging people to 

share their maths but who’ve rarely/never shared before, with an array of 

prizes available for the most innovative entries.  

For a flavour of some of the other previous entries, see below:  

@GoingNull solves a seemingly impossible puzzle: 10 prisoners have hats in 

one of 10 colours and, without seeing their hat or knowing how many hats of 

each colour, must identify their hat for their freedom.  

Daria Ivanova delves into the mathematics of an argument between 

Sherlock Holmes and Dr Watson regarding whether a bicycle can create a 

track that could have been made by a unicycle.  



SummBit’s blog examines the structure of Bézier curves – vital in the computer 

graphics software used to render the letters on this page. The interactive blog 

teaches you how to produce them.  

SoME typically gets around 500 entries per year and is open to anyone. There 

are no barriers to entry and many of the submissions are by authors/creators 

of secondary school age. This year’s deadline is 19/08/24 so why not spend 

SoME of your Summer producing your entry?   https://some.3b1b.co/ 

Mr Sutcliffe      
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Nuclear War – A scenario Annie Jacobsen 

Renowned investigative journalist and screen-writer, Jacobsen’s book is 

engaging and terrifying in equal measure. Her chronology on the nightmare 

scenario of an all-out nuclear war in 2024 is as dystopian as it gets. Her 

meticulous research underpinned by hours of interviews with political and 

military figures involved with America’s nuclear programme since the 1945 

bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki is a skilfully crafted page-turner. The 

seventy two minutes from a surprise ICBM strike from North Korea targeting 

USA nuclear facilities in California, followed by another attack on Washington 

D.C. sets in train a series of nuclear strikes that sees much of the northern 

hemisphere and all who inhabit it, perish in all-out nuclear war. The minute by 

minute scenario explores human fallibilities when faced with such a crisis: no 

amount of planning, war-gaming or dress-rehearsals can prepare political or 

military leaders for this situation. Likewise, any rational attempt to stop all out 

nuclear war seems lost in the madness of Mutual Assured Destruction: 

complete irrationality has become rational. Some specific scenarios including 

the time frame for decision making of six minutes-only after it’s clear the US is 

under attack, how the American president ‘escapes’ the bombing of 

Washington, the Russian response to America’s deliberately disproportionate 

retaliation to the Korean strikes, how Europe (including the UK) and China 

become involved in the time frame of little over an hour, make for a 

fascinating read but one in which you cannot help but agree with 

Jacobsen’s final conclusion when she says: 

‘It was the nuclear weapons that were the enemy of us all. All along.’ 

Mr Wilbraham 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Better Off Dead?  

Actor and disability rights activist, Liz Carr, presents a compelling argument 

against legalising assisted dying in the UK in her documentary, Better Off 

Dead? available on BBC iPlayer.  With a combination of dark humour and an 

unapologetic sense of her own worth, Carr eschews the accepted norms of 

factual documentaries by making it crystal clear from the outset that her sole 

intention in making this programme is not to create an objective, unbiased 

enquiry into the issue of euthanasia nor is she open to changing her own 

mind on the issue but rather her goal is to change the mind of her audience.  

The UK appears to be edging ever closer to legalising the right to die with 

most Britons in favour.  The Isle of Man is set to become the first part of the UK 

to legalise physician assisted dying with Jersey likely to follow and, at 

Westminster, a fresh attempt to introduce assisted dying legislation is 

expected after the general election.  Recently, the broadcaster and 

Childline founder Esther Rantzen became the latest in a line of celebrities to 

speak out in favour of legalising assisted suicide for those, like her, with a 

terminal illness.  Carr’s opposition, therefore, places her at odds with the views 

of the majority and could appear to some as regressive. But Carr believes 

that changes to the law could endanger disabled people and those 

suffering a terminal illness.  Her quest in this documentary is not to defend the 

‘right to die’ but rather ‘the right to live’.   

Society’s attitude towards assisted suicide, Carr argues, is bedevilled by a 

double standard.  Looking at a Samaritans sign on a bridge, she pointedly 

asks the viewer: “If you saw someone on a bridge about to jump, would you 

support them in the name of choice? No, you’d probably intervene. But if it 

was a disabled person, would your response be the same? Or would you see 

it as understandable”.  Some of the advocates of the right to die that Carr 

interviews, such as Lord Winston, maintain that any change in the law would 

only apply to those with terminal illness and that this would be a “line in the 

sand”.  However, Carr argues that sands can shift and countries that have 

legalised assisted dying have gone on to broaden the definition of those who 

would be eligible to include those with disabilities.  This is the case in Canada, 

where Carr’s documentary gives the most focus; in 2016 the medical 

assistance in dying scheme (known as Maid) became legal and one of the 

doctors – who has carried out over 400 assisted deaths – spoke with joy and 

pride in her work.  This interview between Carr and the Maid doctor felt like a 

scene from a dystopian novel; the doctor spoke about helping end the lives 

of disabled patients.  It was harrowing to watch Carr’s reaction to disabled 

lives being presented as less valuable and dispensable. Whilst at the Maid 

clinic, Carr played a recording of the cheerful, automated voice on the 24-

hour helpline; it seems easier for people to access assisted dying rather than 

the healthcare or support they need to live. The documentary ends with Carr 

chatting with a group of disabled friends.  The conversation is imbued with 

joy, optimism and a powerful testimony of how meaningful their lives are.  As 



one man states, “my disability has nothing to do with my inherent dignity as a 

person”. 

The most vocal opponents to assisted suicide are often religious groups and 

those holding to the sanctity of life principle; however, Carr is, in her own 

words, “pro-choice, atheist, a rights campaigner” who is seeking to challenge 

the so-called ‘right to die’. Whilst her documentary is unlikely to turn the tide 

against the legalisation of physician-assisted dying in the UK, it should help 

lawmakers carefully consider the safeguards that need to be built into such a 

law. This outstanding documentary is a must-see for any students of Ethics, 

Philosophy and Politics, as well as those with aspirations to read Law or 

Medicine. 

Mr Bray  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



L’Agence Parisienne – Neflix series 

On first sight, this is an unusual choice for inclusion in a sixth form super 

curricular magazine: a reality TV programme centred on obscenely wealthy 

people viewing obscenely expensive properties. 

The focus is a family-based estate agency which deals with the super-rich. 

The first series was based in Paris only but gradually the family has spread its 

wings and they now market properties across the world.   

We are drawn into the world of the family: parents, four sons and 

grandmother. All apart form the grandmother work in the agency. We follow 

their daily life, their viewings, sales pitch, meetings with potential vendors and 

purchasers. Every successful sale is rewarded with a strike on the gong. 

So, why watch this? If it were in English, we would dismiss it outright as a frothy, 

insubstantial series. The appeal lies in the vocabulary: up to date French 

dealing with property (who knew there were so many words for describing a 

single room?) and, more usefully, relationships. The family argues, bickers but 

it also cares for each person. We see their relationships change and develop 

over time. 

It is fluff, ephemera but compulsive viewing and have a notepad with you for 

all the vocabulary. 

Mrs Wood 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Visit from Catherine Mann, member of The Bank of England’s Monetary Policy 

Committee 

Dr Catherine Mann from the Bank of England visited Durham Johnston to 

speak to Economics, Business and Politics students.  Catherine spoke about 

the Bank's mandate, current UK Economic position, forecasting and recent 

interest rate decisions, as well as an engaging insight into her role and career 

to date.  We gained a real insight into the interest rate setting decision-

making process as Catherine is one of the nine Members of the Bank of 

England Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) and will be voting on the Bank 

rate of interest again in June.  Gaining an understanding of how the MPC 

processes and interprets a vast amount of information and data to make just 

one decision that suits the whole of the UK was fascinating.  She shared visual 

data regarding interest rates, inflation and GDP, and her analysis prompted 

some very considered questions on the impact of the interest rate decision 

on different regions, the potential impact of the upcoming General Election 

and the ongoing productivity problem in the UK. 

Catherine also shared her own career journey which has included working in 

both academic, public and private sector organisations including the White 

House, the Federal Reserve, the OECD and Citibank.   

If you would like to find out more about Catherine’s  latest work on 

productivity referenced in the talk then follow the link below: 

https://www.productivity.ac.uk/news/uk-investment-past-and-prospects-a-

framework-for-analysis/. 

 You could also consider the following: 

https://cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/special/cepsp42.pdf 

Some of the other topics that are relevant to each subject are detailed 

below:  

Business and Economics 

Impact of external factors including interest rates on customers, on firms 

borrowing and investment decisions, the difficulties firms face during times of 

high inflation and the negative impact on areas beyond finance, costs and 

pricing such as how these issues take up a firm’s time and resources thus 

limiting their ability to develop and plan for the future.   

The role of interest rates on consumer confidence. 

‘One size fits all fits no one well’ - savers and borrowers need different things 

as do different regions within a country when it comes to monetary policy 

decisions. All these factors are considered by the MPC via the network of 

agents and data. 

https://www.productivity.ac.uk/news/uk-investment-past-and-prospects-a-framework-for-analysis/
https://www.productivity.ac.uk/news/uk-investment-past-and-prospects-a-framework-for-analysis/
https://cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/special/cepsp42.pdf


The difference in ownership of UK financial institutions, many UK firms are 

owned by financial institutions and this impacts decision making.  You could 

link this to stakeholder v shareholder and long termism and short termism. 

0.5% of firms in the UK account for 50% of investment.  

The importance of the BoE understanding data at a ‘granular’ level and 

understanding business behaviour, confidence and decision making. The 

modelling of economic data should not always be trusted, you should always 

question data and draw your own conclusions.  Try to see the narrative, for 

example the underlying differences in the economy such as USA v UK and 

Euro and consider the explanation for different levels of inflation as a result of 

factor endowment.  Remember some is arithmetic – it will drop off (as a year-

on-year comparison) such as oil price increases, whereas other underlying 

issues are more serious such as the increase in service prices as a result of 

labour market shortages.  See how the BoE report this: 

https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/monetary-policy-report/2024/may-2024 

Politics  

Comparison between UK and US responses to COVID.  Consider the contrast 

in policies beyond COVID – ‘build back better’ in the USA compared to 

focussing on reducing public debt in the UK.  Further information here: 

https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Policy-Responses-to-COVID-

19 

Cultural differences to lockdowns: https://oms-

www.files.svdcdn.com/production/downloads/academic/Democracy-

Culture-and-Contagion_May13.pdf 

Mr Everett 
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Butcher’s Crossing, John Williams 

‘The greatest novel you’ve never read’ describes ‘Stoner’ by John Williams. 

(Sunday Times review). Stoner is a book I’ve referred to in Sixth Form assembly: 

it’s a book with a relatively simple plot, but through the characters’ 

experiences, is a novel that is deeply moving, thoroughly involving the reader 

in the sadness that becomes William Stoner’s life. In its own understated way, 

it’s an incredibly beautiful and power piece of writing.  

Due to being so enthralled by Stoner, I followed up by reading another John 

Williams novel, ‘Butcher’s Crossing’ which has recently been adapted into a 

film starring Nicholas Cage. Whilst I wouldn’t recommend the film (I need to 

rewatch it as I really don’t believe it did the book justice), the novel itself is 

exceptional and almost as engaging, moving and anger-inducing as Stoner, 

which is the best compliment I can pay it.  The novel follows Will Andrews’ 

journey from dropping out of an elite university to exploring the wilds of 

Colorado hunting buffalo for their hides to be sold at market. The roles of hunt 

leader Miller, his associates Charlie and Schneider, along with his relationship 

with Francine help Will discover as much what he doesn’t wish to do with his 

life, as what he does. The vulnerability of humanity is explored: Williams 

investigates the seemingly inevitable consequences of humans’ decisions 

along with the main characters’ wildly contrasting reactions to what appear 

identical situations, giving what may appear a rather simple linear plot, depth 

and trepidation on each page. The precarity of life - there is catastrophic 

impact on nature, especially buffalo along with loss of human life for 

seemingly little purpose – is angering and saddening. Williams like in his novel 

Stoner, engages and maddens in equal measure, in a beautifully written 

‘Western’ set in the breathtaking yet unforgiving wilds of Colorado. No 

character seems to come out of this novel well other than the two individuals 

due to their own personal challenges and lowly status, seem to have more 

decency and strength of character than the rest of the cast combined. In 

what appears to be a story about the wilds of nature, Williams in fact is 

making social comment in an understated but no less impactful way.  

Mr Wilbraham 

 

 

 


