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Fake news:
a teenage dilemma

The other day I went up to Birmingham to gauge how teenagers are getting their news and, more
importantly, whether they can distinguish fact from fiction.
It is always dangerous to extrapolate from the specific experience or anecdote to a general view, and smart
policy should be based on solid data. Nevertheless, I was alarmed by what we found out, and persuaded that
whatever form it might take, news literacy is an area educators will need to think hard about.
Fake news is a deceptive problem. For one thing, it spikes around high-profile news events like the election of
Donald Trump, and the evidence of its infiltration into British culture is contested. For another, there is a sense
in which inflating the threat of fake news is convenient for those who have a stake in its defeat.
Ambitious politicians can use the issue of fake news to raise their profile, and show themselves attuned to
digital technology. Technology firms can point to their (sometimes unimpressive) response to fake news to
display a social conscience. And journalists in established and traditional media can make their own trade,
which is under tremendous financial pressure, look noble when juxtaposed with the threat from
misinformation online.

But there is such a thing as fake news nevertheless, and young people are beginning to wise
up to it. The teenagers at Cardinal Wiseman school in Kingstanding, Birmingham, were hugely
bright. It is an impressive school, with inspirational teachers and some wonderful pupils. They
knew the phrase fake news well, though they didn't associate it particularly with Donald
Trump. And they were profoundly sceptical about the news they get from what they didn't
quite refer to as the mainstream media.
But the most searing takeaway, which all parents of teenagers will relate to, is the sheer
volume of information they are deluged with every day. These kids spend hours and hours,
and hours and hours, online from morning to night. Leave aside what this does to the wiring
of their brains, which is beyond my expertise; it creates such an avalanche of facts, opinions,
images and conflicting messages that it is a challenge even for a discerning reporter or a
judicious philosopher to know what can and can't be trusted online.
We set them a small test, in which they would look at three stories of varying veracity, say
whether they were true, false or in between - and why. Watching their brains whirr was
thrilling. And in each case they mostly gave wrong answers, ultimately, but for interesting
reasons.
All the questions that an adult might reasonably have on seeing a news article went through
these young minds. Does the headline seem plausible? Do I know the publisher? Is there
anything about the presentation of this article that looks suspicious? And so on.
The pupils asked all the right questions, but came to all the wrong conclusions, seeing lies
where truth resided, and truth where lies ran rampant.
I don't for a minute say that young people today are less bright than in yesteryear. But the
amount of news and information they are downloading every day is immeasurably higher
than a generation ago; and the fact that the internet does contain lots of fake news and
other deceptive information - for instance, mash-ups in which voiceover is laid on top of
video footage to give a false impression of what someone has said - makes me wonder if
teaching news literacy may be worthwhile.
Of course, pupils who are good at logic and reasoning, perhaps because they have studied
philosophy, will naturally be better at deciphering credible information. But it may be that
the viral spread of unreliable sources online, combined with the ultra-addictive nature of
smartphones and the amount of time young people are spending online, bolsters the case for
a more concerted, nationwide effort to tackle fake news in education.
Even if, as I said above, we should be sceptical about fake news itself.
BBC News – Media Editor Amol Rajan
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-41665814
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The real-life objects that inspired Harry Potter
If your childhood (or, indeed, adulthood) was a swirling
world of Avada Kedavras and Marauder’s Maps, then the
magical curiosities on show at the British
Library’s Harry Potter: A History of Magic are
unmissable. BBC Culture takes a look at five of the
exhibition’s most fascinating wizarding jewels, which
typify the vast, folkloric heritage that inspired JK Rowling
to create the Harry Potter series.
Unicorns, dragons and centaurs feature heavily in the
world of Harry Potter, and while JK Rowling didn’t
invent these magical beasts herself, she certainly gave
age-old myths a new lease of life. She re-imagines the
phoenix, a bird from Greek mythology, in her second
Potter book, The Chamber of Secrets. It’s a swan-sized
scarlet bird with a gold beak and talons, who endearingly
looks a bit like a half-plucked Christmas turkey when it
gets near its 'Burning Day' – the day the bird
extinguishes and is reborn as a new, baby phoenix from
its ashes.
What JK Rowling does invent is the idea that phoenix
feathers can feature as constituent parts of a wizard’s
wand, such as those of Harry and Lord Voldemort. A
phoenix’s tears can also heal wounds, as Fawkes,
Professor Dumbledore’s bird, does to Harry after he’s
wounded by the Basilisk in the second book.
Notoriously difficult to domesticate, they can
nevertheless become a loyal pet for life; when Professor
Dumbledore is killed later in the series, Fawkes sings the
‘Phoenix Lament’ – a mournful song so heartbreaking
that it feels like it comes from inside the listener.
This book manuscript from the 13th Century shows a
phoenix rising from its ashes; proving that JK Rowling’s
predecessors were possessed of equally vivid
imaginations.

In his first-year Potions class, Harry learns an
important lesson about the humble bezoar from
Professor Snape: “a bezoar is a stone taken from the
stomach of a goat and it will save you from most
poisons.” It does indeed save one Harry Potter
character – Ronald Weasley, no less – in the HalfBlood Prince after he’s poisoned by an oak-matured
mead that was meant as a gift for Professor
Dumbledore.
The word ‘bezoar’ comes from the Persian pādzahr, meaning antidote. Bezoars are indigestible food
masses generally found in the stomach of animals like
goats and were believed to be antidotes to poison as
early as the Moorish occupation of Spain. The gold
around this bezoar proves how much the object must
have been revered.
Nicolas Flamel is the famous creator of the
Philosopher’s Stone in the first book in the series;
his discovery of the elixir for eternal life puts him at
a whopping 665 years old – only beaten by his wife,
Perenelle, who is 668 and with whom he lives a
quiet, peaceful live in Devon. Well, at least until the
stone is destroyed at the end of the book and he
and his wife pass away.
Nicolas Flamel was, however, a man in real life, and
this is his tombstone. A French scribe and
manuscript seller from the Middle Ages, he
somehow developed a posthumous reputation as
an alchemist and inventor of the Philosopher’s
Stone, which could turn base metal into gold and
provide eternal life. “If you Google hard enough, a
lot of people think that he’s still alive in India
somewhere,” says Alex Lock, one of the curators
of the exhibition.
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Harry and his friends first meet mandrakes in their second year Herbology class. The root is
harvested for its ability to return victims of petrification – a Dark paralysis spell – to their normal
state. But these aren’t just any old roots; they’re sentient little creatures whose screams become fatal
when they reach adulthood. That’s why young wizards learn to pick mandrakes when they’re still
seedlings.
The mandrake root has been vastly important in folklore since ancient times, inevitably down to the
fact that the roots can sometimes look a bit like shrivelled, earthy humans. People would attach a dog
on a rope to the plant in order to pull it out as they were afraid of the root’s deadly scream, as is
pictured in this Herbal, an encyclopaedia of plants that explained their medicinal and occult
properties. Mandrakes are also well-known for their hallucinogenic and narcotic effects.
This story is a part of BBC Britain – a series focused on exploring this extraordinary island, one story at a
time. Readers outside of the UK can see every BBC Britain story by heading to the Britain homepage.

Article from BBC News, Journalist Sophia Smith Galer. To read more go tohttp://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20171020-the-real-life-objects-that-inspired-harry-potter
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The road that led to 1,000 stories
Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, written in the late 14th Century, tells the
story of a group of medieval pilgrims travelling from London to
Canterbury. Six hundred years later, the Star Wars movies were
filmed on the same thoroughfare. This road is Watling Street – and
there is no road in the English-speaking world more steeped in
stories.

On the sound stages of Elstree, Indiana Jones found the Well of Souls in Raiders
of the Lost Ark and Luke Skywalker searched for Yoda in a Dagobah swamp of
The Empire Strikes Back. It is here that characters including Dracula, Sherlock
Holmes, Batman, the Muppets and Paddington Bear have been brought to life.
Fans of British soap operas also will know this place well – it is the home of
Eastenders’ Albert Square set.

We now think of Watling Street as the A2 and the A5 motorways,
which run diagonally across Britain from Anglesey in north-west
Wales to Dover in south-east England. But the road has existed
throughout all of British history. It is one of the few permanent
fixtures of this island and one of the first lines on the map. It has been
a Neolithic pathway, a Roman road, one of the four medieval royal
highways, a turnpike in the age of coach travel and the traffic-choked
‘A road’ of today. It is a palimpsest, always being rewritten.

For many years it was believed that William Shakespeare wrote a play called The
Widow of Watling Street; it was included in early collections of his work. It is
now thought that the real author of that play was Thomas Middleton. But
Shakespeare can still be connected to the road. Before the Romans bridged the
Thames, the original route of Watling Street forded the river where
Westminster Palace now stands. The route would have run close to where
Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre in Southwark later stood.
Literary landscape In 1922 the French philosopher and Jesuit priest Pierre
Teilhard de Chardin coined the term ‘noosphere’, which refers to the realm of
immaterial things. The noosphere is the place where you’ll find all our stories, as
well as our laws, culture and philosophy. The word arises from the biosphere,
the realm of all living things. The biosphere, in turn, emerges from the geosphere,
which is the solid physical world.
De Chardin recognised that the world of myths, legends and stories are
ultimately rooted in specific parts of the material world. They emerge from place
just as much as they emerge from imagination.

And, somehow, always inspiring writing itself, or storytelling at least.
In fact, it is hard to find a character from the British imagination who
cannot be linked to Watling Street in some way. James Bond drives
along the road in Ian Fleming’s novel Moonraker. Doctor Who pops
up at different points along it in different historical eras. It is part of
Robin Hood’s plans in the medieval ballad A Little Geste of Robin
Hood and his Meiny. Miss Havisham’s decaying Gothic house in
Charles Dickens’ Great Expectations is based on Restoration House in
Rochester, which stands just yards from Watling Street. In the 12thCentury Histories of the Kings of Britain, Geoffrey of Monmouth tells
how a young Merlin released the dragons that caused King Vortigern’s
tower to fall. This was at Dinas Emrys in Snowdonia, on the route of
the original, pre-Roman road through Wales.
Watling Street’s origins are lost in the mists of prehistory, but it
seems to already have been ancient already when the Romans
straightened and paved the stretch between Dover to Wroxeter (a
major Roman city that today is a Shropshire village). Even at the
beginning, the road was entwined with stories: it was said that the
route had been built by King Belinus, a mythical figure related to the
pagan sun god Belenus.
Today, the road also runs alongside Elstree Studios, on the outskirts
of London, where thousands of movies and television series have been
shot over the last 100 years, from The Shining to Saving Private Ryan
and The King’s Speech.

In the 21st Century, the noosphere has been referred to as ‘ideaspace’, a term
coined by the English comics writer Alan Moore and his mentor Steve Moore.
Alan and Steve Moore both spent their lives living close to Watling Street, and
the road appears in the work of both. As they see it, each of us has our own
private estate in ideaspace, where our private thoughts and dreams can be found.
But other parts of ideaspace are shared and public, and it is in these communal
areas that widely known characters, stories and legends reside.
Not long after the M6 Toll road opened in 2003, a family driving along it saw
what they first thought were animals. Drawing nearer, they came to believe that
they were looking at the ghosts of about 20 Roman soldiers. This sighting was
near Lichfield in Shropshire, which is where the M6 Toll crosses over the old
Roman road section of Watling Street. Intriguingly, the ghosts’ legs weren’t
visible, and they waded “through the tarmac as you would through water”,
according to one of the witnesses, Sue Cowley.
BBC News John Higgs
http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20170710-the-road-that-led-to-1000-stories

Read for Pleasure
From Monday 27th November 2017 every student at
Kelmscott School can read any reading book in the library.
You do not have to read a reading book from the Accelerated Reading
scheme but you do have to read regularly at home
EVERY evening and take quizzes on your books.

