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Habits of Academic Discussion 

1. Phrases to start the discussion

• Having read the article, I think _______ because …
• On the one hand … However, it is also possible to see that …

2. Phrases to build on a classmate’s point

• Building on [classmate’s] point, I think it is important to recognise
that …

• I agree with [classmate’s] point because ..

3. Phrases to disagree with a classmate’s point

• While [classmate] makes some good points, I would like to
disagree that_______ because …

• Having listened to [classmate], I think it important to remember …

4. Phrases to summarise

• In summary, [classmate] raised the point that …
• To summarise both sides of the debate …
• Points in favour of ________ are largely concerned with..
• Points against _________ are largely concerned with..
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Stan the man: Lee used to tell fans that the greatest superpower was luck. “I’ve been lucky.”

The superhero whose comics took over the world
What did Stan Lee teach us

about life? The mastermind

behind Marvel’s success has

died aged 95. From Spider-

Man to the Hulk, he helped

to create many of the

world’s most beloved

superheroes.

When Stan Lee was around 40 years old, he
was fed up with writing comics. He had been
at the same company for two decades, where
he was known as “the ultimate hack”,
churning out Westerns and horror stories with
little nuance or interest. With sales in decline,
his wife Joan encouraged him to try writing
the kind of characters he really cared about.

He agreed. In 1961, that company
changed its name to Marvel Comics — and
Lee (along with the artist Jack Kirby)
launched The Fantastic Four.

Unlike previous superhero stories, its
characters acted like ordinary people. They
were misfits who bickered and doubted
themselves, chasing celebrity over secret
identities. As Lee put it: they were “flesh and
blood”, they had “faults and foibles”. They
also changed the comics industry forever.

On Monday, Lee died aged 95. “We’ve
lost a creative genius,” wrote Hugh Jackman
(who starred in Marvel’s X-Men movies).

“He changed the way we look at
heroes,” tweeted rival publisher DC Comics.

Indeed, after the success of The
Fantastic Four, Lee continued creating new,
more relatable characters. Spider-Man, the X-
Men, the Incredible Hulk, Iron Man, Doctor
Strange, Black Panther, Thor — he was
behind them all. The stories confronted real-
world issues at the time, such as racism and
the Cold War.

Not every venture was a success; he
became embroiled in copyright issues with
artists who felt he had taken credit for their
work, and he launched an online business in
1998 that ended with his partner being jailed
for fraud. “I’ve been very careless with
money,” he told The New York Times in April.

But his stories endured. And in the
2000s, Marvel began making the big-budget,
all-star superhero movies that still dominate
cinema today. Since Iron Man was released
in 2008, the 20 films in the Marvel Cinematic
Universe have made over £11.5 billion
worldwide.

“I love working on stories,” Lee told
Rolling Stone in 2015. “Luckily […] age

doesn’t really stop you.”
What is his enduring message?

Stan, a legend

The message of all superhero stories, say
some, and the message he gave in a cameo
at the end of Spider-Man 3: “I guess one
person can make a difference.” Superheroes
remind us that extraordinary people exist,
whether they are comic book writers or web-
slinging teenagers. The outpouring of grief
after his death proves that one life can touch
millions.

What made his characters shine was
their ordinariness, say others. He showed
that heroes have problems too, but they try
their best anyway. He once defined a hero as
“someone who is concerned about other
people’s well-being and will go out of his or
her way to help them [...] who helps others
simply because it should or must be done.”
That could be any of us.
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Conversation starter: The average person spends 135 minutes on social media per day (Statista).

Facebook is ‘ripping apart the social fabric’
Is Facebook destroying

society? A former executive

has revealed he feels

“tremendous guilt” for

helping to build the site —

he claims it is “eroding the

core foundations” of how

we behave.

Facebook’s official mission statement is to
“bring the world closer together”. But now
some of its very builders suggest it does the
opposite.

Chamath Palihapitiya, former Facebook
vice president of user growth, slammed the
site for “ripping apart the social fabric of how
society works”. He claimed that the way users
are encouraged to compete for “likes” is
creating a society with “no civil discourse, no
cooperation; [but] misinformation, mistruth”.

He added that Facebook users are
“programmed” to present their lives as
unrealistically perfect and to make posts that
gain “fake” popularity. But this only makes
them feel “vacant and empty”.

Palihapitiya himself has stopped using
the network and has even banned his
children too.

Other former insiders are also critical.
Sean Parker, Facebook’s founding president,
claims the social network was intentionally
designed to exploit “vulnerability” in human
psychology, and to “consume” as much of its
users’ attention as possible.

Soon Facebook may have to deal with
more than just criticism. Today a UK
watchdog advised the British government
that social media companies which fail to
remove racist, extremist, or sexual abuse
content should be fined or prosecuted.

This proposal would cast Facebook as a
publisher rather than a platform — requiring it
to take responsibility for all content posted on
the site.

This new threat adds to other
controversies which have rocked the
company this year. In October it admitted that
126 million American users were exposed to
Russian propaganda interfering with the US
election.

This is part of a wider problem of social
networks spreading fake news — an issue
some think Facebook has not done enough to
tackle.

In spite of all this Facebook continues
grow. It has been valued at more than $500
billion and by September this year it had
connected more than two billion users across
the globe.

But is Facebook really ripping society
apart?

Anti-social network

Of course, say some. The constant pressure
to gain “likes” and virtual popularity stops
people forming genuine personal
relationships in the real world. What is more,
the pressure to conform with peers online
pushes users into echo chambers where any
difference of opinion is ruthlessly shut down
or simply ignored — this is no sign of a healthy
society.

What nonsense, others respond. We
must not forget the basic good that Facebook
does. It brings people together from across
the world who would otherwise never meet. It
reconnects old friends who have lost touch.
And it lets people band together for common
causes. It cannot be destroying society when
its fundamental use is to create social
connections where they did not previously
exist.

https://theday.co.uk/
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One way ticket: Europeans were responsible for transporting millions of African slaves. 

Caribbean nations demand slavery compensation
Former colonies are making 
demands for Europe to 
make payments to atone for 
slavery and its legacy. But 
is it right, or even possible, 
to punish present-day 
nations for crimes of the 
past?

They were forceably abducted from their 
homes, marched in chains, crammed into 
unbearably overcrowded ships, and sent 
overseas into new lives of back-breaking 
servitude. And in the Caribbean, where many 
of these African slaves were sent to work, the 
legacy of this brutal trade still reverberates 
over 150 years later.

The 14 leaders of Caricom, the region’s 
collective body, met on Monday to discuss 
legal action against Britain, France and the 
Netherlands over their role in the slave trade. 
They are demanding a formal apology and 
payments of billions, although an exact figure 
has not been released.

Caribbean countries say they still suffer 
from the effects of slavery, which created 
deep social inequalities and hampered 
economic development. Persistent poverty 
and poor literacy levels in the region are 
attributed to colonial neglect. 

Some historians object and argue that 
this claim oversimplifies the issue — while 

European plantation owners did benefit from 
slavery, almost 90% of those shipped to the 
colonies were enslaved by other Africans.

And when Britain abolished its slave 
trade in 1807, the Royal Navy enforced the 
ban by shutting down the slave trade routes 
and seizing slave ships at sea, regardless of 
where the slaves were bound. So while 
Britain’s involvement in the slave trade is 
shameful, latterly the country became a 
champion for change. 

Others say justice demands more 
action now: Britain did pay compensation 
worth an incredible 40% of the Treasury’s 
budget after abolition – but not to the slaves. 
Instead it went to slave owners to reimburse 
them for the loss of their ‘property’.

Supporters of the Caribbean bid for 
compensation also point out that the UK 
recently paid £20m to apologise for the 
brutal suppression of the Mau Mau uprising 
in Kenya in the 1950s, but in that case, the 
money went to living survivors and their 

families. It is much harder to know who 
deserves to be paid for slavery over a 
hundred years ago. 

Slaves to history?

Some argue that while slavery remains a 
deplorable stain on Europe’s history, we 
cannot punish present generations for past 
actions which were taken according to an 
entirely different moral code. If countries start 
paying reparations for historic crimes, where 
do we stop? Could Britain sue Denmark for 
Viking attacks? Slaves were treated 
appallingly, but Britain’s working classes also 
lived in terrible conditions during the 
industrial revolution; should they be 
compensated as well?

Others reply that much of Europe’s 
prosperity was built by exploiting slaves — it is 
only right to repay their ancestors today. 
There is no expiry date on such a crime. 
Europe should both apologise and 
redistribute some of its wealth.
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Growing pains: Japan’s population is expected to shrink by a third by 2065. © Alamy

The end of babies: a birth rate emergency
Is the world running out of

babies? Almost half of

countries are facing a

“baby bust”. Experts think

wealthy lifestyles, long

working hours and even

chemical pollutants could

be to blame.

“The End of Babies,” declared a striking
headline in The New York Times yesterday.

Across the world, fertility rates are
tumbling. Since 1950, the average number of
children per woman has fallen from 4.7 to
just 2.4.

Generally, as countries get wealthier,
birth rates fall. Having fewer babies can be
extremely beneficial for women, but problems
arise when births fall below the rate needed
to replace their parents. The UN puts the
“replacement rate” at 2.1 children per family.

In November last year, a report warned
that almost half of countries — not just rich
ones — are facing a “baby bust”.

In Japan, where 25.9% of the
population is aged 65 or above, the first
seven months of 2019 showed the sharpest
drop in births for 30 years. In response, the
Japanese government has set a fertility rate
target of 1.8. Some families are being paid to
have babies.

But government efforts to encourage
baby-making have often missed the mark. In
2015, Danes were angered by a Copenhagen
billboard reading: “Have you counted your

eggs today?”, which many argued equated
women with farm animals. In Italy, which has
one of the lowest fertility rates in the world,
the government’s #FertilityDay campaign was
criticised for being “amateurish” and
“demeaning”.

Why aren’t we having babies? National
circumstances play a role: unemployment in
southern Europe; gender inequality in South
Korea, or anti-family policy in the USA where
women are not entitled to maternity leave.

But there are global trends too. People
everywhere are working longer hours for
lower wages, leaving them without the time or
money to raise a family. The oncoming
climate crisis makes us fear that future
generations will endure disaster. For the
wealthy, children can seem like a
burdensome responsibility in a world of
almost limitless freedom.

Those who do want children are waiting
longer, often until it is too late. In Denmark,
IVF and other assisted reproduction methods
now account for roughly one in 10 births

Perhaps most worrying of all, scientists
now think that chemicals known as endocrine

disruptors, which are found in many food and
consumer products, could be damaging
fertility in both sexes.

Is the world running out of babies?

Boom and bust

Not really, argue some. Each woman in sub-
Saharan Africa has, on average, five children.
By 2050, there will be 10 billion people on
Earth and, thanks to environment devastation
driven by the climate crisis, the planet might
not have enough food to support them all. We
should be more worried about having too
many babies.

But John Ibbitson and Darrell Bricker,
authors of Empty Planet, disagree. These
figures don’t “take into account the
expansion of education for females”, which is
the biggest factor in falling fertility. Many
areas of Africa that currently have high birth
rates are urbanising twice as fast as the
global average. Then there is the financial
instability, anxiety and chemical pollution
embedded in modern societies. Babies are a
scarce resource.

https://theday.co.uk/
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Iconic: Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez; Finland PM-elect Sanna Marin; Queen Elizabeth II. 

‘Women make better leaders than men’
Are women better leaders 
than men? Finland is about 
to have a new female prime 
minister — the world’s 
youngest. Around the globe, 
female leaders are being 
praised for their inspiring 
work.

Finland is set to have the world’s youngest 
serving prime minister. Yesterday, 34-year-old 
Sanna Marin was picked by her Social 
Democratic Party after its leader quit as PM. 
From next week, she will lead a coalition with 
four other parties, all headed by women, 
three of whom are in their 30s. 

Meanwhile, in the US, Congresswoman 
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez is leading a Left-
wing youth surge in American politics. 

On the other side of the Atlantic, Queen 
Elizabeth II has helped steer Britain for 67 
tumultuous years in a rapidly changing world. 

These are just a few examples of 
inspiring, exemplary female leaders at work 
today. Yet more often than not, women are 
still excluded from the top levels of power. 

Last year, there was fanfare after the 
US midterm elections saw 102 women 
elected to the House of Representatives. In 
fact, this amounts to just 23.5% of the 435 
seats — a figure below the global average of 
24.1%. 

And there are fewer women the higher 
you go up the chain of power. 

Women occupy just one in five 
Cabinet-level positions across the world. In 
business, there are just seven female CEOs in 
the FTSE 100 list of the UK’s biggest 
companies — the same number are named 
David. 

This is despite some evidence that 
women make better leaders than men. Two
major studies of thousands of business 
leaders have found that female bosses beat 
their male colleagues in almost all measures 
of leadership skills, including initiative, 
motivation and management. 

Employers working under female 
bosses also reported feeling more engaged in 
their work.

But why? 
“We need to work harder than men to 

prove ourselves,” suggested one female 
respondent. 

For many decades, gender stereotypes 
have worked against women. “Male” 
characteristics like competitiveness have 
been associated with leadership, while 
women were regarded as too gentle and 

emotionally unstable to take charge. These 
prejudices are now falling apart.

Who runs the world?

Are women better leaders than men? Or is it 
wrong to pit men and women against each 
other? Stereotypically “feminine” 
characteristics can be strengths. After the 
terrorist atrocity in New Zealand earlier this 
year, Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern’s 
compassion and vulnerability allowed her to 
connect with people. Would more male 
leaders benefit from following her example?

Besides, are men and women really 
fundamentally different? Or are we just 
treated differently by society? Many 
neuroscientists argue that there is no such 
thing as a “female” or “male” brain, although 
new scientific evidence suggests that females 
have more “robust” brains than males from 
birth.
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Poor maths means shoppers pay more, study finds
Shoppers are making basic

maths errors that are

costing them money,

researchers have found.

Successful retailers are

experts at exploiting our

natural inability to think

properly about price.

Imagine two boxes of detergent. Both are the
same size. Both are on special offer. In one
case, shoppers are getting 20% off. In the
other, they are getting 25% extra, free. Which
box would you buy?

According to a newly published study in
the Journal of Marketing, customers show a
significant preference for the box with 25%
extra free. But, as mathematicians will
already have worked out, a 20% discount and
a 25% bonus are in fact exactly the same.

Say detergent costs a pound for each
100 grams. Take a 500g box selling at five
pounds. Cut 20% off the price. You end up
with a 500g box for four pounds.

Then take a 400g box selling for four
pounds and add 25% – a quarter – to the
contents. A quarter of 400g is 100g. Add
them together and you end up, once again,
with a 500g box for four pounds.

This sort of maths may look boring, but
it is important. Small differences add up, and
manufacturers have made millions from

people who thought that 25% extra free was
the same as 25% off the price.

And that is hardly the only trick sellers
use to squeeze more money out of unwary
shoppers. It is well known, for example, that
customers who avoid something at £4 may
buy it for £3.99. Less obvious, but just as
effective, is to offer one expensive product to
make all the others look cheap. A shop selling
food processors at £50 might add a premium
model for £200. No one will buy the
premium, but the newly cheap-looking one
will fly off the shelves.

Then there are the shops that offer big
products like TVs at very good prices but then
offer a lot of small but overpriced extras after
the customer has closed the deal. Some
electronics chains make all their profit not
from the goods themselves but by selling
worthless product insurance at the till.

This is the sort of thing that gives old-
fashioned economists nightmares. In the
perfect world of economic theory, customers

are rational buyers with a good idea of how
much things are worth. That means
companies have to sell products at a fair
price.

But a growing body of academic
evidence shows that the reality is rather
different. In fact, facing the cunning tactics of
the retail giants, shoppers are surprisingly
easy to fool.

Tricks of the trade

Some commentators find all this
psychological manipulation and
mathematical trickery rather shocking.
Shoppers need protection, they say, from the
shady behaviour of unscrupulous stores.

No one is forcing anyone to buy
anything, others point out. Shopping is a
contest, in which buyers and sellers compete
to get the best deals out of each other. If
buyers are fooled – too bad for them. It’s all
in the game.
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Beatlemania: The band has more number one albums than any other artist in Britain.

Imagine there’s no Beatles. It’s easy if you try.
How would the world have

looked without the Fab

Four? That is the question

posed by Richard Curtis’s

new film, Yesterday. Pop,

protest and the sexual

revolution might have been

very different.

When you hear Beatles, you immediately
think insects. Oasis is just “an isolated area
of vegetation in a desert”. Meanwhile,
Coldplay’s Fix You is considered one of the
greatest songs ever written. And cigarettes?
Never heard of them.

This is the alternate universe imagined
in the new film Yesterday, out in cinemas
today. It is about a British songwriter called
Jack Malik who wakes up and realises that he
is the only person who remembers the
1960s’ Liverpool band, The Beatles.

So, naturally, Jack steals their songs
and becomes an international pop sensation
— with a little help from his friend Ed
Sheeran, who advises Jack: “Song title: Hey
Dude.”

The film is written by Richard Curtis (of
Notting Hill and Love Actually fame), and
directed by Danny Boyle (the man behind
Slumdog Millionaire and both Trainspotting
films).

But, music aside, the fictional world of
Yesterday is not so different from our own.
Curtis says he preferred to focus on a love

story, rather than on how The Beatles
“probably changed our whole culture”.

Would history really have been the
same without the world’s biggest boy band?

Certainly, pop music would have
sounded different. “Their albums tied
together the various strands of 60s’ pop,”
writes The Guardian’s music critic Alexis
Petridis. Bob Dylan’s lyricism; pop
psychedelics; African-American rock ’n’ roll:
these styles would have remained disparate
and scattered, rather than coalescing into a
“world-shaking force”.

Music journalist Peter Doggett suggests
that music would not have played such a big
role in teenage rebellions in later decades.
Instead of punk or rap music, he imagines a
world where “the real rebellions are
elsewhere – in fashion, art, folk music and
poetry – and none of them impinge on pop”.

In 1968, The Beatles travelled to India
and took up yoga and meditation. Without the
group’s interest in these Eastern practices,
they may never have crossed over into
mainstream Western culture.

Lady Gaga has even credited The
Beatles with “the birth of the sexual
revolution”. Would millions of young women
have thrown off old ideas about sex had they
not been so captivated by four, handsome
lads from Liverpool?

Times of trouble?

The real question is: can one person (or four
people) change the course of history? It was
certainly magical when two of the world’s
greatest songwriters collaborated: John
Lennon’s out-of-the-box creativity coupled
with Paul McCartney’s focus on detail
produced music that was unique and
unequalled.

But history is long and winding, and all
of us play a part in building culture. The anti-
war movement, the sexual revolution, the
influence of psychedelic drugs: all these
events shaped the 1960s — and the decades
that followed — with or without The Beatles.
They just happened to sound a little different.
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Christ of St John of the Cross: A 1951 painting by Salvador Dali. 

‘No resurrection’, say one in four Christians
As Easter weekend arrives, 
a survey has found that a 
quarter of British Christians 
do not believe that Jesus 
Christ rose from the dead. 
Does this matter? Or is 
religion all symbolic 
anyway?

The season of egg hunts, chocolate rabbits 
and church is here. From Maundy Thursday
until Easter Sunday over two billion Christians 
around the world will unite to celebrate the 
most important story in their faith — the death 
and rebirth of Jesus. Christmas may wield the 
greater cultural clout, but Easter remains the 
theological core of Christianity: roughly half of 
America will go to church this Sunday. 

But there is a problem. Fewer and 
fewer people actually believe that Jesus rose 
from the dead. According to the BBC a 
quarter of self-professed Christians in the UK 
do not believe in the resurrection. In America 
only 65% of people believe in the story, down 
from 70% in 2005.

The resurrection is not like an ancient 
law from Leviticus that bans the growing of 
different crops on the same field; it is 
absolutely key to the message of Christianity. 

To Christians it is proof of God’s power 
to forgive sin and conquer death. It paves the 
way for the Second Coming. The idea that 

Jesus rose from the dead is one of the most 
important in human history. 

There is not one proven case of a 
human being rising from the dead. So 
believing in the resurrection involves a leap of 
faith that many people are unwilling to make.

But they may still believe in the 
fundamental precepts of Christianity, and in 
the message of the resurrection itself. In a 
more rational, scientific world, many people 
now describe themselves as “cultural 
Christians”.

In every religion there is a tension 
between those who read scripture literally 
and those who believe that religion is 
symbolic, and its stories merely parables to 
encourage people to live moral lives.

Reform Judaism places much less 
emphasis on ritual and personal observance 
than Orthodox Judaism, while research by 
Pew Forum suggests that one in ten Muslims 
do not view the Koran as the literal word of 
God.

Is religion a case of believing individual 
stories, or is it all about the message 
contained within them?

A matter of interpretation

The point of religion is to guide men and 
women in how to live their lives, say some. 
Most Christians now do not believe in the 
creation story, but that does not make 
Christian ideas any weaker. What it takes to 
“be a Christian” is to want to be a Christian. 
The more you practice the things that Jesus 
taught, the stronger a Christian you will be.

That is wishy-washy nonsense, reply 
others. What is the point of religion if there is 
no need to believe? You might as well make a 
religion from the moral lessons in the books 
of Charles Dickens. The resurrection is not 
simply a parable; it validates the claim of 
Jesus to be the son of God. For those who 
believe the story, it is history’s great 
watershed moment.
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The big question: Do you need to believe in specific stories to be a member of a certain religion? 

Notes from the class discussion: 
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Future visions: Premature babies could be placed in the bags straight after birth. © Bram Saeys 

Baby in a bag: artificial womb project launches
Is it a dream come true or a 
science-fiction nightmare? 
Scientists in the 
Netherlands have been 
given €2.9m to build a 
prototype artificial womb. 
They say it could save 
millions of lives.

Imagine it. A vast factory, where babies are 
stored in plastic bags of nutrients, blood, 
fluid… These strange red balloons give the 
babies everything they need to grow, until 
they are ready to be born.

According to scientists from the 
Netherlands, this could be a reality in as little 
as 10 years. 

The team from the Maxima Medical 
Centre have been awarded €2.9m (£2.5m) to 
build a prototype of an artificial womb, which 
they say could save millions of lives. 

Some 15 million babies are born 
prematurely each year, half of whom die. 
Premature birth is the leading cause of infant 
deaths across the world. 

Currently, babies who are born too 
young are placed in incubators. But, 
according to Maxima doctor Guid Oei, these 
plastic cots are a “hostile environment” to 
premature babies whose lungs are not yet 
ready to breathe air. 

Instead, the artificial womb would keep 
babies swimming in fluid, replicating the 
environment in the female uterus, while 
oxygen and nutrients are fed through an 
artificial umbilical cord. The babies could be 

placed in the artificial womb immediately 
after birth. 

The Dutch scientists are building on the 
work of scientists in Philadelphia, and are 
seeking approval to test their “biobag” on 
human embryos, after using the technology to 
grow a baby lamb in 2017. 

“You wouldn’t really imagine putting 
your baby in a plastic bag,” said Lisa 
Mandemaker, a designer at Maxima. “But we 
need to think about a design to save your 
baby.”

Mandemaker raises the possibility that, 
in the future, women may choose to forego 
their uterus altogether and grow their babies 
in artificial wombs from conception. 

“You don’t have to worry about morning 
sickness, or changes to your body,” she says.

But there are ethical fears about who 
would control the technology, and how it 
might be used.

“It’s a very thin line between a dream 
come true and a horrific science-fiction film,” 
says Sanne, whose son James died after 
being born at 24 weeks.

The prospect of babies being grown in 
tanks, known as ectogenesis, is reminiscent 

of Aldous Huxley’s science-fiction novel Brave 
New World, in which cloned foetuses are 
grown in “batches” of hundreds. Is it a dream 
come true or a science-fiction nightmare? 

When a child is born

It’s a dream come true, say some. Not only 
would it save the lives of millions of 
premature children, it would open up new 
options for gay couples and women without 
wombs. Artificial wombs could be a safer 
alternative to pregnancy and childbirth for 
many women. Socially, it could erase a 
central difference between the sexes, so 
women no longer have to pause their careers 
for childbearing.

But there are many unsettling 
questions that remain unanswered: when 
foetuses are viable from conception, will 
abortion be outlawed? Could women be 
forced to have unwanted embryos extracted 
and grown? If artificial wombs are a privilege 
of the elite, will natural birth be stigmatised
and negatively linked to class and race? Can 
we accept these experiments on babies for 
human trials? We must tread carefully.

Page 1 of 2The Day | Baby in a bag: artificial womb project launches
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The big question: Should babies be grown in bags? 
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