NEWS

State entrants to elite club
benefit from easier access

The same steps for all data do not show a bias against private school pupils

Religious offer stem cell scientists adult advice
The success of adult stem cell
research is being underplayed in
favour of more controversial work
using embryonic cells, according to
religious figures who blame “aggres
sive secularism” and the “personal
investment” of researchers in their
projects for the alleged bias.
The Catholic Church and many
Islamic scholars teach that while
human embryonic stem cell research
is wrong, efforts to develop treat
ments using adult stem cells and adult
cells reprogrammed into embryo-like
states should be encouraged.
Worldwide there have been three
clinical trials using embryonic cells,
which are derived from embryos
discarded during in vitro fertilisation

treatment, and none using repro
grammed adult or “induced pluri
potent stem” (IPS) cells. Last year,
the Wellcome Trust called on the
European Union to continue fund
ing all avenues of stem cell research
as it was “too early to tell which
route will be the most effective”.
Speaking at a debate titled “Stem
cell research, abortion and the ‘soul
of the embryo?’”, Abdul Majid
Katme, a spokesman for the Islamic
Medical Association UK, said he
was astonished that many people
did not know about the “high success
rate” of adult stem cell technology.
“I tend to believe lately there is
a lot of cover-up about success in
adult stem cells and people pushing
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all the time for embryonic stem
cell [research],” Dr Katme said.
When questioned, he attributed
this to a “militant, aggressive
secularism” taking over society.
Meanwhile Gerard Hughes, a
Jesuit priest and tutor in philosophy
at Campion Hall, a permanent
private hall at the University of
Oxford, said researchers might be
holding back on publicising their
work in adult stem cells as they
were interested in first obtaining
intellectual property rights.
David Albert Jones, director of
Catholic institute the Anscombe Bio
ethics Centre and visiting professor
at St Mary’s University College,
Twickenham, added that “personal

and professional investments” in
projects could be a reason “why
things continue, even after another
option has become viable”.
Researchers in the field – who
were not represented on the panel
– argue that although IPS cells are
promising tools, more research is
needed before they can be used safely.
The event on 13 February, which
also featured John Harris, Lord
Alliance professor of bioethics at the
University of Manchester, was part
of the Westminster Faith Debates
series supported by Lancaster
University, the Arts and Humanities
Research Council and the Economic
and Social Research Council.
elizabeth.gibney@tsleducation.com
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While the Office for Fair Access does
not set universities official targets
for state entrants, it does challenge
them to do more to promote
applications from poor students.
This pressure might explain why
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Contextual context

state pupils have been admitted with
lower grades, said Anna Vignoles,
professor of education at the
University of Cambridge.
“Universities are very alive to
these targets, contrary to what is
often reported,” Professor Vignoles
said. “When universities have goodquality state school students, albeit
with slightly lower grades, you can
see there is a willingness to get
them in.”
She added: “Private schools are
very effective at getting good grades
for people whose ability is a bit
lower, whose degree performance is
not as good as people [from state
schools] with the same grades.
Admissions officers will take this
into account when making offers.”
Professor Vignoles also said that
the data do not show that univer
sities discriminate against private
pupils by demanding higher grades
as they focus on attainment on
entry rather than offers made to stu
dents.
“Many of these universities are
offering a standard AAB at A level,”
she said.
“State school pupils might be just
scraping this and private school
pupils gaining it with something to
spare – everyone might be meeting
the standard.”
jack.grove@tsleducation.com
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cent among their private peers.
The attainment shortfall among
state pupils was less marked, but
still apparent, at the five Russell
Group members that are least
popular with private pupils: the
universities of Cardiff, Sheffield,
Liverpool and Glasgow, plus
Queen’s University Belfast.
Some private schools have threat
ened to boycott universities that are
shown to discriminate against inde

ALAMY

State school pupils are gaining places
at the UK’s most selective universities
with lower grades on average than
their independent peers, new figures
show.
An analysis of A-level grades held
by students entering Russell Group
universities shows that students
from state schools have significantly
weaker grades on average than their
private contemporaries.
More than half (52 per cent) of
the qualifications held by independ
ent school pupils entering 19 of
the group’s 24 research-intensive
universities in 2010-11 were either
A* or A at A level, but this fell to
42 per cent among state entrants.
The data were compiled by
BestCourse4me.com, a student
information website. The analysis
examined only A levels taken by
at least 50 pupils and used the latest
available Higher Education Statistics
Agency figures.
State pupils were also more likely
to gain places at Russell Group
members while holding B or C
grades. These qualifications made
up 24.3 per cent of the marks
received by Russell Group state
entrants compared with 18.2 per

pendent school pupils, while others
have criticised calls by Alan Milburn,
the government’s social mobility
tsar, for universities to increase their
use of “contextual data” to help
them admit more bright students
from poorer backgrounds, even if
they have lower grades.

The 20 countries with the largest numbers of overseas students registered at UK institutions or studying for UK awards, 2011-12

Number of students

Offa pressure may explain Russell Group admitting
pupils with lower average grades. Jack Grove writes

EASTERN BLOCK: OVERSEAS STUDENTS OPT FOR OFFSHORE PLATFORMS

Note: excludes 345 further education students

Convicted terrorist and local union
chair are suspended by London Met
Unison promises to do all in its power to counter
any attempt to dismiss duo. Jack Grove reports
A newly elected staff governor at
London Metropolitan University has
been suspended over a prior con
viction for terrorism, while a union
activist and vocal opponent of
the university’s management has
received the same treatment over his
role in the man’s appointment.
Jawad Botmeh, research manager
at London Met’s Working Lives
Research Institute – where he started
work five years ago – was picked by
employees last month as the univer
sity’s only elected staff governor.
However, the Palestinian was
suspended from London Met last
week over his 20-year jail sentence
for conspiracy to cause explosions,
relating to the 1994 bombing of the
Israeli Embassy in London.
The university also suspended
Max Watson, chairman of London
Met’s Unison branch and a research
administrator at the WLRI.
In his blog, Mr Watson defends

his role in appointing Mr Botmeh
five years ago, saying he (and other
colleagues) had “looked beyond”
the prison sentence to concentrate
instead “on his ability to do the
job”.
Unison campaigned on behalf of
Mr Botmeh during his imprison
ment, with a national conference
motion passed in 2003 stating that
he had been wrongly convicted.
Mr Watson adds in the blog that
as Unison branch chair he has been
involved in fights against job cuts,
outsourcing and the UK Border
Agency, which had led to “constant
attacks from management” over the
past four years.
In an email sent to staff in
January, Malcolm Gillies, London
Met’s vice-chancellor, criticises
Mr Watson in relation to the “busi
ness process redesign” project for
which the university has engaged
private consultancy firm Capita.

An email sent by Mr Watson
“advises staff not to cooperate
with the workshops”, Professor
Gillies writes.
“The tone and content of Max
Watson’s email is unhelpful and
disappointing, and the university is
making a formal complaint to
Unison head office about what it
sees as a breach of the spirit of the
university’s union recognition and
facilities agreements,” he adds.

Trials and punishment

Mr Botmeh, who has always
maintained his innocence, was
sentenced in 1996 alongside fellow
Palestinian science graduate Samar
Alami for conspiring to set off a car
bomb outside the embassy in South
Kensington, an explosion that
injured 20 people.
The pair were also found guilty
of a second car bombing 13 hours
later outside a Jewish charity in
North London, which injured six
people.
Mr Botmeh, who was released in
2008, won support from Gareth

 eirce, solicitor for the wrongly
P
jailed Birmingham Six and Guildford
Four, and campaigning journalist
Paul Foot, who died in 2004.
Amnesty International has said
it was concerned that the pair had
been “denied their right to a fair
trial”.
Mr Botmeh’s supporters insist
that the university was made aware
of his convictions at the start of his
employment.
Catherine Maguire, Unison
branch secretary, said: “If London
Met management move to dismiss
either Jawad or Max, we will do
everything in our power to fight this
witch-hunt, including taking indus
trial action if necessary, to have
them reinstated and with an apology
they both deserve.”
A London Met spokesman
said the institution had taken
“immediate action”, including “a
number of suspensions”, after a
“matter of concern” was raised over
Mr Botmeh’s appointment to the
board.
jack.grove@tsleducation.com
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