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MEDICAL STUDENT ESSAY AWARD WINNER:

Beyond the Biopsy: Is it feasible to lower the ten-fold anti-tissue
transglutaminase threshold in diagnosing adult coeliac disease?

Mr Singh undertook this project whilst intercalating for an
BSc Medical Sciences Research (Gastroenterology) in the

Academic Unit of Gastroenterology at the Sheffield Teaching
Hospitals. Mr Singh is currently completing his fourth year of
studies at the University of Sheffield School of Medicine

‘My project investigated whether coeliac disease (CD) in adults can be
accurately diagnosed without endoscopy, instead relying solely on anti-tissue
transglutaminase (IgA-tTG) antibody levels.

Coeliac disease (CD) is an autoimmune enteropathy, whereby exposure to
dietary gluten induces small intestinal villous atrophy in genetically predisposed
individuals. Despite a global prevalence rate of 1%, only an estimated 36%

of individuals with CD are currently clinically diagnosed. | chose this project
therefore, partly because of my strong interest in gastroenterology but also for
its potential to generate evidence that could inform future national guidelines
and improve patient care.

A no-biopsy pathway was introduced in 2012 in paediatric practice, for children
with IgAtTG titres =10 times (X) the upper limit of normal (ULN). This reflected
the strong correlation between high titres and villous atrophy. However,
adoption of this pathway for adults has been slower due to concerns about
diagnostic accuracy and the risk of missing other gastrointestinal pathologies.
Although recent European guidelines have begun to incorporate this approach
for adults, uncertainty remains regarding the optimal antibody threshold, the
value of additional tests such as endomysial antibodies (EMA), and the safety of
extending this strategy to broader adult populations.

The primary aim of this study therefore, was to determine whether an IgA-tTG
threshold below 10 X the ULN could reliably predict biopsy-confirmed CD.
Secondary aims included evaluating the role of EMA testing and assessing
whether age or red-flag symptoms influenced the likelihood of detecting
significant concurrent endoscopic findings.

The study involved a retrospective analysis of a prospectively recruited cohort
of over 1,100 adults, referred with suspected CD to a tertiary gastroenterology
centre between 2015 and 2025. All eligible patients had undergone IgA-tTG
testing, followed by endoscopy with duodenal biopsies within six weeks.
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The results demonstrated that a =7 X ULN threshold maintained high
diagnostic accuracy with minimal additional risk, thereby broadening eligibility
for a no-biopsy diagnosis. EMA testing failed to detect false-positive IgA-tTG
results at this threshold. Clinically significant coexisting pathologies were
uncommon, though slightly more frequent in patients aged =55, while red-flag
symptoms were not associated with an increased risk of such findings.

In conclusion, this project supports the safe expansion of a no-biopsy approach
in selected adult patients. This has the potential to reduce unnecessary
endoscopies, leading to significant cost savings and a lower environmental
impact.

‘Manjeevan Singh has been an outstanding medical student and | am delighted
that he has won the Medical Student Essay Prize for his project. He deserves it!

During his BSc year Manjeevan demonstrated a natural aptitude for clinical
research and he was a hardworking and enthusiastic student. His work is
directly related to recent significant practice changes relating to diagnosing
adult coeliac disease. Manjeevan’s thesis provides further reassurance in the
no-biopsy strategy, which we are all adopting following the recent publication of
the BSG guidelines for adult coeliac disease. Well done Manjeevan!’

‘I'm grateful to Guts UK and the Falk Foundation for awarding me this prize. I'm
honoured that it recognises the dedication and hard work | invested during my
intercalated year. It has motivated me to continue pursuing research alongside
my clinical training. As | aspire to a career in academic medicine and hope to
undertake a PhD in the future, this achievement is a valuable addition to my CV.
| hope that receiving this award will open up further research opportunities for
me and help me connect with researchers who share similar interests.’
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