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●
At the Warwick SGM Meeting in April the
External Relations Staff and Education Group
put together a very successful careers evening

for postdocs and graduate students. At the reception
after the event I asked for comments from attendees as 
to what other careers information they would like. I 
was quickly surrounded by a group who requested 
more information on how women can build successful
research careers and whether family considerations 
cause problems. I promised I’d publicize supportive
schemes that are available. In addition, I want to take 
the opportunity here to flag up two other equal
opportunities issues: encouraging more people from
diverse ethnic groups to take up research careers and the
impact that the recent extension to the Disability
Discrimination Act will have on people with disabilities
entering university, studying for first and higher degrees
in microbiology and going on to research careers. I do not
write as a professional in equal opportunities, but as a
committed enthusiast for equality of opportunity for all,
and as a female microbiology academic being a member
of a minority group myself.

All microbiologists enjoy finding out about the
massive diversity in the microbial world and we celebrate
in our publications bugs with amazing and different
capabilities. While it is true that the average under-
graduate microbiology class in the UK will contain
about 50 :50 women to men, members of minority
groups are underrepresented (compared to numbers in
the whole population). At present it is also very rare to
have a student with a physical disability in a micro-
biology degree class. Moving up through PhD to post-
doc and academic posts in microbiology and other
biosciences, the trend is towards a higher and higher
percentage of white males in senior research posts. Now 
I have absolutely nothing against white males, being
happily married to one myself, but recent equal
opportunities policies aim to ensure that all members 
of society are encouraged and have access to career
opportunities in all walks of life, including microbiology.

● Schemes to help women scientists 
in research careers (and for men raising
families/caring for relatives)
Although in 1998 50% of undergraduates were female,
but only 9% were professors, things are changing and
there are now schemes and policies that help younger
women combine a career and have a family. Some of these
are listed here and I hope that the information will be of 
use in career planning. The message I’m trying to give is
that things are improving for the better and new schemes
and opportunities are continually being developed.
Eventually these will filter down to change the ethos of
the workplace, including the way that maternity leave
and career breaks are viewed. If you’re a woman micro-
biology student or postdoc, get online and get informed.

Your own university or institute should be a first port 
of call, they should have an equal opportunities policy
which you can usually find on the ‘Personnel’ web pages.

The UK Athena project aims for ‘the advancement of 
women in science engineering and technology (SET) in Higher
Education’. Its website, http://www.athena.ic.ac.uk/, has
details of its mentoring schemes for women postdocs and
young academics, discussion groups and conferences and
a useful links page to other resources.

The Royal Society Dorothy Hodgkin Postdoctoral
Fellowships (10 per year, 4 years funding each) are for
research in natural sciences, offering the kind of support
and flexibility which are particularly beneficial for
female scientists (also open to men).
http://www.royalsoc.ac.uk/funding/fello_dhf.htm

The Daphne Jackson Trust, whose mission is ‘returning
engineers and scientists to work after career breaks’, also offers
postdoctoral fellowships for women and men who have
taken a career break of at least 3 years to care for family
members. The fellowships include an element of
retraining to update skills where required. Several of the
fellowships are sponsored by agencies (BBSRC, NERC,
Leverhulme Trust, etc.) that typically fund microbiology
research as part of their contributions to female-friendly
policies.
http://www.sst.ph.ic.ac.uk/trust/index.html

EMBO (European Molecular Biology Organization)
has recently published a position paper on working
together to achieve equal representation of men and
women in the life sciences; see http://www.embo.org/
projects/women/women_position_paper.pdf. They
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also have a range of research fellowships with flexible
policies and career restarts after family breaks.
http://www.embo.org/projects/women/index.html

The Institute of Biology has a ‘Women in Biology
Working Group’ (WIBWG) and has also just appointed
its first female president, Dr Nancy Lane, an active
promoter of women in science. The WIBWG is trying to
promote activities that support women scientists in the
UK and can be contacted at ruth.tittensor@faenol.
freeserve.co.uk

● Changes to the Disability Discrimination
Act to encourage students with disabilities
into higher education
From September 2002 the 1995 Act incorporates the
‘Special Educational Needs and Disability Act’. This will
make it unlawful for higher education institutions 
to treat students and applicants for degree courses 
less favourably than someone else for a reason related to
their disability without justification. This change will
encourage more students with disabilities into higher
education and puts the onus on institutions to make
reasonable adjustments to their teaching methods to
ensure that such applicants or students are not placed at a
substantial disadvantage in comparison to someone 
who is not disabled.

In the microbiology arena this can mean adaptation 
of practical classes for students with visual or physical
disabilities and in lectures the provision of information
in new media, including tapes, discs or large print. 
HE institutions have Student Support Offices which
facilitate compliance, but the onus is on every staff
member to get informed and to conform. This is
especially important given that the Act applies to people
just enquiring about admission to a degree course as 
well as those studying on it. Lack of suitable adapted
facilities to admit a student will no longer be a valid
reason to deny them access to a course.

Speaking personally, having worked with a range 
of A-level biology students with visual impairments, 
I think we tend to greatly underestimate their 
practical abilities and a well planned lab bench can 
allow even students with no sight to do basic
microbiology safely. See SchoolZone (p. 147) for details
of a recent school visit to my lab to do some cloning.
Working in a genetics department as I do, it is only
logical that students with inherited conditions may 
be interested in studying for a degree here. Students 
with disabilities represent a substantial, virtually
untapped pool of high quality intellects that can
populate and enrich our classes and tutorials with 
their valuable insights given a small amount of adjust-
ment by the receiving institution. We will be lucky to
have them.

Encouraging students from diverse ethnic backgrounds to
become the microbiology researchers of tomorrow
■ Are you considering a career in academia and don’t know which way to turn?

■ Do you consider yourself to be a member of an under-represented minority group?

The Annual Biomedical Research Conference for ‘Minority’ Students (USA) may 
be of use. 

Sponsored by our American sister society, ASM, this conference aims to provide 
specific guidance and encouragement for students from ‘under-represented minorities’
to enter research careers. Attendees, who are final year undergraduates, or MSc or 
PhD students have to present and get feedback on posters on their project. They also
attend seminars on professional development, transferable skills, current research
opportunities and get extensive mentoring and advice from academics and researchers
from minority groups who have made it to the top. One of the reasons for the initiative 
is to change the currently low numbers of people from minority groups in positions of
leadership in universities. Details of the conference are at www.abrcms.org

SGM would like to evaluate the usefulness of this approach and so is willing to 
sponsor the attendance at the conference of two UK students from appropriate ethnic 
backgrounds in return for a report. The report will describe the benefits gained from
attending and suggest which parts might be adapted for use in the UK. If you are 
interested in applying for one of these places and are considering a research career,
please send a letter saying why you would like to attend, your CV and details of two 
referees (tutors, project supervisors, etc.) to Dr Liz Sockett at the address in the 
margin on p. 140. Please reply on or before 13 September 2002.

Other useful links
■ African Caribbean Network for Science & Technology

Tel. 0161 273 8808; email lizrasekola@hotmail.com

■ Commission for Racial Equality
http://www.cre.gov.uk/

■ Ishango Science Clubs to encourage school children in science
http://www.ishangohouse.com/Ishango%20Science%20Clubs.htm

The Special Educational Needs and Disability Act
can be found on the following website, but check your
own institution’s web pages for a digest of what it means
to you.
http://www.parliament.the-stationery-office.co.uk/
pa/ld200001/ldbills/018/01018—e.htm#

Skill: The National Bureau for Students with Disabilities
has advice for academics on its site.
www.skill.org.uk

TechDis, an affiliated organization to LTSN, provides
resources and advice on technologies and methods that
make teaching accessible to students with disabilities.
http://techdis.ac.uk/

The National Disability Team work on behalf of HEFCE
to enhance disability provision.
http://www.natdisteam. ac.uk/

● Dr Liz Sockett, SGM Education Officer.
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