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	How the Printing Press Changed the World
Published in How It Works Magazine (January 2026)

Ink and parchment have existed for millennia in various forms, but it took a long time for these ideas to evolve into the mass-produced literature we know today. In 15th-century Europe, books were produced by hand. Scribes painstakingly copied words to paper, embellishing them with illuminated letters and bold illustrations. Many scribes worked from monasteries, so the majority of texts were religious in nature and controlled by the church. Due to the amount of time it took even the most skilled craftsmen to finish a single manuscript, books were the reserve of the wealthy, and literacy rates across Europe remained low, with only around ten per cent of the population able to read. The scarcity of books meant clergymen and scholars had to travel far to study specific texts, and these delicate documents were easily lost to time.

Around 1440, German metalworker and inventor Johannes Gutenberg began work on a secret project that would revolutionise the written word – the printing press. His creation combined three key technologies: a new oil-based ink that was more durable than the water-based inks already in use, a modified screw press and a system for quickly crafting identical metal letters that could be arranged into sentences and paragraphs. Bringing all of these together, Gutenberg created a machine that could replicate books at a much faster rate and with a high degree of accuracy.

The success of Gutenberg’s project saw the rapid spread of printed works across Europe, with similar presses being set up in most major cities. By 1500, it’s estimated that there were 20 million books in circulation, with the highest demand coming from the church and institutions of learning. Information was more accessible than ever, and the same textbooks could be replicated in multiple languages, meaning scientific ideas and literature could be shared across borders. This began a scientific revolution, as experiments in printed works could be replicated and existing ideas could be challenged or expanded upon in new publications. The falling price of materials and advances in printing efficiency led to higher literacy rates, and soon books were being published for the masses. Poetry, cookbooks and novels became popular, while challenges to political leadership and the church were published and distributed, leading to reformations and revolutions.

While the process of mechanical printing remained relatively unchanged for three centuries, printers refined typefaces and fonts, improved inks and developed new page layouts. Newspapers began to circulate, allowing people to stay up to date with current events, and books became more compact, meaning fact or fiction could be read anywhere. The affordability and accessibility of printed media saw literacy rates in 19th-century England rise to half of the population. The Industrial Revolution brought about major advances, utilising steam power to drive presses, enabling high-volume printing and large-scale publishing. The rotary press, introduced in 1843, used rotating cylinders to print on both sides of a continuous roll of paper, marking the start of modern mass media.

Further improvements in typesetting and printing quality followed, and reading became part of everyday life, taught to children from a young age using mass-produced school textbooks. In the last few decades, computers have revolutionised printing once again – images and text can now be sent directly from a computer to a printer without the need for physical plates, and high-quality printing can be done by anyone, even in small batches. Today, around 4 million books are printed every year, many self-published by their authors. And while people are transitioning to online articles and ebooks in the digital age, there’s still a high demand for printed works across the world.
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	How the Printing Press Changed the World
Review Questions

What type of texts did scribes usually produce before the printing press was invented?
What percentage of the European population could read before the printing press was invented?
What key technologies did Gutenberg combine to create his printing press?
Approximately how many books were in circulation across Europe by 1500?
What kinds of books became popular once printing became more affordable for the masses?

Why might the church have wanted to control access to books before the printing press was invented?
What does the article suggest about the link between the spread of printing and scientific progress?
How did the printing press contribute to political and religious change in Europe?
Why might newspapers have been particularly significant when they were first introduced?
What can you infer about society’s attitude to reading by the 19th century?

What does the phrase ‘revolutionise the written word’ suggest about the scale of change?
How does the writer structure the article to show the development of printing technology over time?
What evidence does the writer include to show the global or long-term impact of the printing press?
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	How to Make Maple Syrup
Published in How It Works Magazine (January 2026)

As the world’s largest producer of the amber nectar, Canada produces around 19.9 million gallons of maple syrup a year, around 73 per cent of the global supply. And it all starts with over 55 million sugar maple trees. Like all other tree species, maples produce a sticky substance called sap. Sugar maples use this to transport water, sugar and other nutrients through the plant, much like how blood in the human body delivers vital oxygen. It’s sticky and viscous, derived from its high sugar content, which is the plant’s primary source of energy. Maple sap has a sugar concentration between one and four per cent. By the time the sap is processed into tabletop syrup, it’s been boiled down to a sugar concentration of around 67 per cent.

To harvest maple sap, there’s only a small window of opportunity. The so-called sugaring season starts around late February and lasts until early May. Before sugaring season starts, syrup farmers will tap their trees with a small funnel called a spile and wait for gravity to draw sap through the funnel and into a collection pail. For large-scale harvesting, trees are hooked up to a tubing system. Once extracted, sap is heated in an evaporator to concentrate the sugar and alter its colour. Thanks to a quirk of chemistry called the Maillard reaction, the amino acids in the sap mix with the sugars and darken as they are heated.
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	How to Make Maple Syrup
Review Questions

Which country is identified as the world’s largest producer of maple syrup?
What percentage of the global maple syrup supply does Canada produce?
How many sugar maple trees are used to produce Canada’s maple syrup?
What is the main function of sap within a tree?
What is the sugar concentration of sap before and after it is processed into syrup?

Why might maple sap be described as ‘sticky and viscous’?
Why do you think syrup farmers need to act quickly once the sap starts to flow?

What does the article suggest about the importance of science in traditional food production?
Why does the writer compare sap movement in trees to blood in the human body?
How does the writer organise the article to explain the process of syrup production clearly?
What evidence does the article give to show the scale of Canada’s maple syrup industry?
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	Aliens May be too Lazy to Make First Contact 
Published in BBC Science Magazine (January 2026)

NASA scientist has proposed an unexpectedly down-to-Earth solution to one of astronomy’s most enduring questions: why haven’t we heard from other alien civilizations yet? 

In a study, which is yet to be peer-reviewed, Dr Robin Corbet of the University of Maryland and NASA’s Goddard Space Flight Center argues that it could simply be because they’re not interested in finding us. 
Corbet’s theory offers a unique, if somewhat disappointing, answer to the Fermi paradox, which asks why, in a Universe vast enough to host countless potentially habitable worlds, we’ve so far found no clear evidence of intelligent extraterrestrial life.

Rather than assuming that advanced civilisations are hiding from us, or are transcendent beings we can’t begin to understand, Corbet suggests that alien societies might plateau at modest technological levels and grow bored with exploration. Applying a theory that he calls ̒radical mundanity’, Corbet writes that ‘the most mundane explanation(s), if physically feasible, is/are most likely to be correct.’

In this Universe, there may be a modest number of technological civilisations scattered throughout the Milky Way, it’s just that none of them has achieved, or desires, galaxy-spanning capabilities. Even if interstellar travel were technically possible, eventually, a civilization might find that ‘not much new was found from each encounter’ with other alien civilisations and lose motivation to keep searching – a galactic version of scientific burnout.
 
Corbet likens this to a form of cosmic habituation, where ‘a creature’s response to a repeated stimulus diminishes’. If most civilisations hit a technological ceiling, they might decide that sending probes across the Galaxy is simply pointless. In such a world, humanity’s own radio searches would likely detect only weak ‘leakage’ signals rather than deliberate messages.
 
‘A detection may not be too far off, historically speaking,’ Corbet concludes. ‘Although this would have profound implications in many ways, it may not lead to a huge gain in our technology level and could leave us somewhat disappointed.’ In other words, the Galaxy may be full of life, just not of the kind that finds us very interesting.
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	Aliens May be too Lazy to Make First Contact 
Review Questions

What major question in astronomy does Dr Corbet’s theory attempt to answer?
What does the term ‘Fermi paradox’ refer to?
What kind of evidence does Corbet suggest we might detect from other civilisations?

Why does Corbet describe his theory as ‘radical mundanity’?
How does the comparison with ‘scientific burnout’ help readers understand his argument?
Why might Corbet’s conclusion be seen as both reassuring and disappointing?
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	The Worst Thing About AI is That People Can’t Shut Up About It
Published in Wired Magazine (January 2026)

In July 2023, when I was interviewing for this job, every single person involved in the process asked me how I would cover AI. Since then, I have been inundated – fully drowning, water rushing into the nostrils and flooding the lungs – with inquiries about my point of view on the technology. Comms and PR professionals would like to know. The organizer of every major conference happening everywhere on planet Earth is curious. My dad has questions. So does David Remnick. Every other journalist has inquired as well, which is yet another reason on the very long list of reasons I can’t go to any industry parties, now or ever. My neighbour? Wonders about the AI apocalypse. My dermatologist? Has a new AI diagnostic tool she’d love my two cents on. My dogs? GPT-curious.

Thankfully, there are living creatures who don’t want my opinion on AI. My husband is too busy creating AI-generated movies on his phone to care what his wife, who is constantly yelling at him to get off his phone, thinks about AI in the context of her job. And the employees at Wired, thank God, implicitly understand the same thing about AI that I do: The technology has been iterating and evolving for decades; this particular moment of AI fanaticism specifically refers to the deep-learning approach of training AI models on reams of data. Yes, it might seem technically intimidating. But it is, truly, not that profound. Unless you’re mainlining the intoxicating stream of hype being spewed by visionary tech marketers like Sam Altman and Dario Amodei, in which case why are you even reading this? Get to the bunker!

The fact is, AI is not a mythical solver of all problems or the great destroyer of worlds (and jobs) that we’ve been warned about. It is incredibly expensive and resource-extractive to train, to deploy, and to commercialise, and then to lather-rinse-repeat with more data, new models, more promises, new warnings, and so on, forever and ever amen until we all flip out about quantum in a few years. Generative AI is genuinely useful in some contexts, profoundly useless in others, and decidedly unproven in most. It is situationally dependent. A growing number of signs indicate it is an economic bubble.

At Wired, we use AI sometimes. In the years to come, AI might help us do some copyediting. Already, we use it for (carefully fact-checked) research and brainstorming with the automated equivalent of a fairly stupid intern. But unearthing and communicating new and newsworthy information? Landing on the turn of phrase that says exactly what you want, so damn beautifully? No. That’s human work, by humans and for them. Using technology to augment that work, where it makes sense, and avoiding it where it doesn’t. That’s what we do, and it’s what we’ll keep doing.

My advice to Wired readers is to keep an open mind. You should learn about AI in this moment and learn how to use some of the tools you keep hearing about. Get the basics and expand from there if you find it interesting or useful. Whatever you do, don’t become friends with AI or start a relationship with it. Make sure your kids still have human teachers. And then please relax. The world is always changing; technology didn’t begin with ChatGPT. The worst thing about AI might be the fact that we can’t stop talking about it.
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	The Worst Thing About AI is That People Can’t Shut Up About It
Review Questions

When did the writer first start being asked constantly about AI?
How does the writer describe the intensity of the interest in her opinion about AI?
What does the writer say distinguishes the current ‘moment’ of AI from earlier stages of AI development?
What does the author believe AI is genuinely good at and what does she think it is not suited to?

What can you infer about the writer’s attitude toward the public obsession with AI?
Why might the writer describe AI hype as ‘intoxicating’?
How purpose does humour serve in the article?
What does the writer’s description of AI as ‘situationally dependent’ suggest its usefulness?
Why might ‘unearthing and communicating new and newsworthy information’ remain a human task?

What evidence does the writer use to suggest that AI might be an ‘economic bubble’?
What piece of advice does the writer give to her readers?
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	Rio Ferdinand: Britain is too Squeamish About Success
Published in The Times (January 2026)

Britain is too squeamish to talk openly about success and ambition, Rio Ferdinand has said, arguing that the country’s discomfort with celebrating winners risks holding people back. The former England footballer turned fintech investor, who last year emigrated with his family to Dubai, said British culture discouraged overt confidence in a way that contrasted starkly with the United States. ‘In England we’re told, ‘Don’t shout about [winning], don’t look too boastful,’ he said. ‘Whereas in America it’s like, ‘Let’s celebrate the winner, let’s build him up.’ You can say you’re the best in the world.’

Ferdinand, 47, who turned his hand to punditry and podcasting after retiring as a professional footballer, added that while he has never been naturally inclined to boast, he wishes the environment in which he was raised was more comfortable with ambition. ‘I’m not really one to shout from the hilltops, ‘I’m doing great’ or ‘Look at me’, but I would like for the environment I grew up in to be okay with that,’ he said. ‘I know it wouldn’t.’

The comments come as Ferdinand – along with his wife, Kate, and their five children – has joined a growing cohort of high-net-worth individuals who have relocated to the United Arab Emirates, in what became a notable exodus in 2025. Among those reported to have already made the move are Nik Storonsky, the co-founder of challenger bank Revolut, and the steel billionaire Lakshmi Mittal. Herman Narula, the multimillionaire founder of tech firm Improbable, has also said he plans to relocate, citing a more favourable tax regime and a more supportive environment for building businesses.

Ferdinand said his own decision was driven primarily by family considerations after stepping down as a pundit at TNT Sports, freeing him from the relentless football calendar for the first time in three decades. Concerns about personal security and his children’s education also played a role. ‘[Safety is] definitely something that I’ve considered, and the education as well,’ he said. ‘But also, how many times do we get to have an adventure in life? I’ve been tied to football fixtures for the last 30-plus years. So if anyone’s going to be allowed to go and spread their wings a little bit, I think I’m due that.’

Although Ferdinand retired from professional football a decade ago in his mid-thirties, he had been quietly assembling a portfolio of business interests long before hanging up his boots. ‘I started thinking about it when I was 27,’ he said. ‘I thought if I’ve got these different businesses for when I retire, all up and running and thriving at different levels, then I’ll continue to have structure and purpose – rather than sitting there reacting to retirement, which is something that scared me.’ That portfolio now includes Rio Ferdinand Presents, his twice-weekly podcast with almost 1.5 million subscribers on YouTube, and Football Escapes, a specialist tour operator combining family holidays with children’s football coaching, which he helped launch in 2017.

Asked whether investing has delivered success on a par with his decorated playing career, Ferdinand said: ‘I’ve grown to realise that nothing is overnight. My success as a footballer came from years and years of graft, grind, ups and downs. I look at investing the same way now.’ He added that his early expectations had been less realistic. ‘When I was younger, I thought, ‘We’ll invest here and in two or three years we’ll be out, make crazy money, change the world.’ It’s not like that,’ he said. ‘That’s not reality.’
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	Rio Ferdinand: Britain is too Squeamish About Success
Review Questions

How does Ferdinand compare attitudes towards success in Britain and the United States?
What reasons does Ferdinand give for moving his family to the UAE?
Which other wealthy individuals are mentioned in the article as having moved to the UAE?
What business ventures has Ferdinand been involved in since retiring from football??

Why does Ferdinand describe his move to the UAE as an ‘adventure’?
What does his comment about being ‘tied to football fixtures’ reveal about his life before retirement?
To what extent do you think the writer presents Ferdinand’s relocation and career choices in a positive light? 



