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Admission to medical school

SIR,-St Mary's Hospital Medical School is
to be congratulated on opening its selection
process to scrutiny (3 November, p 1201;
10 November, p 1288; 17 November, p 1365)
and on the general fairness that appears to
operate between applicants. But paradoxically
it is that very fairness in relation to social
class which requires to be questioned. Dr I C
McManus and Professor P Richards show
that those who are accepted as medical
students do not differ significantly in their
social class origins from the applicants as a
whole. Unfortunately, the applicants are
overwhelmingly from the upper social classes:
83 " O of the applicants come from social
classes I and II although these two social
classes represent only 18"', of the British
population.

Surely medical schools can no longer
continue to select students from such a small
proportion of the nation, nor should the
schools continue to ignore the adverse
consequences of their current policy. It may
not matter to the working class patient that
his appendix is likely to be removed by a
surgeon with social class I parents, but within
psychiatry and general practice it is crucial
that doctors have an empathic understanding
of the social and cultural backgrounds
of their patients. A survey which my
colleagues and I carried out among 79
psychiatrists at the Maudsley Hospital revealed
a huge preponderance of doctors raised in the
higher social classes.' Yet our hospital is

situated in a decaying inner city area with a
predominantly working class and immigrant
population. Such a gross mismatch of back-
ground between patients and their doctors
cannot fail to result in difficulties in com-
munication and bias in the treatment offered.
For example, psychotherapy is more often
offered to native Britons and to those from the
higher socioeconomic groups.2 3

Gross inequalities in health still exist in
Britain, partly because the poor do not make
adequate use of the available services.4
Perhaps working class patients would be more
willing to consult a doctor from a similar
background to their own. Perhaps, if more
general practitioners grew up in the inner
city, more might be enthusiastic about
practising there.
Dr McManus has himself shown that the

social class bias of medical students cannot be
adequately explained in terms of class
differences in intelligence.5 Surely it is time
actively to recruit more working class students.
Undergraduate medical schools should not
only treat the 4"' of their applicants from
social classes IV and V like gold dust but
also inform comprehensives more clearly of
their enthusiasm for accepting working class
students into medicine.

ROBIN M MURRAY
Institute of Psvchiatry,
London SE5 8AF

1 Toone BK, Murray RM, Clare A, Creed F, Smith A.
Psychiatrists' models of mental illness and their
personal backgrounds. Psychol Med 1979 ;9:165-78.

2 Cooper B. Psychotherapy, psychiatric epidemiology
and health services. Soc Psychiatry 1984;19:93-5.

3 Kingsley S. Mental health services in London. London:
Greater London Council, 1984.

4 Black D. Inequalities in health. London: DHSS, 1980.
5 McManus IC. The social class of medical students.

Mcd Educ 1982;16:72-5.

SIR,-The detailed audit of the admission
policy of St Mary's Hospital Medical School
by Dr I C McManus and Professor P Richards
astonishingly omitted any reference to applica-
tions from the coloured sections of British
society. Their demographic analysis defined
an arbitrary "north," excluded all "non-
British" applicants (presumably overseas
students), and then made no mention of race,
name, or place of birth.

Such an omission only fuels the concern
prompted by the disturbing reports in the
Guardian on the wide discrepancy between
London schools in the percentage of students
with Afro-Asian and Arabic sounding names
qualifying from them.'-3 Collier and Burke
sifted through the finals lists for three years
(1982-4) and found a highly significant
difference in the proportions of students with
Afro-Asian or Arabic names, ranging from 5%
(Westminster) to 16% (Royal Free); St Mary's
averaged 7°,. Although I do not know what
proportion were overseas students, it is hard
to believe that such a discrepancy arose
because of educational or cultural differences
between coloured and white applicants. The
league table further supports the suspicions
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