


UNIVERSITIES UK DEGREE ALGORITHM PRACTICE IN 2020: RESEARCH REPORT	 2  

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY	 3

1: CONTEXT AND METHOD	 4

2: ALGORITHM REVIEWS 	 6 
3: DEGREE AWARD CLASSIFICATION AND RULES	 9

4: MODULE RE-ASSESSMENT 	 13

5: DEGREE CLASSIFICATION RULES 	 14

6: PRESENTATION AND PUBLICATION	 21

7: DISCUSSION 	 21

BIBLIOGRAPHY 	 24

ANNEXE: DATA FROM SURVEY AND WORKSHOPS	 25

GLOSSARY 	 27

 

CONTENTS



https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/reports/Pages/degree-classification-statement-of-intent.aspx
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/reports/Pages/degree-classification-statement-of-intent.aspx


https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/reports/Pages/understanding-degree-algorithms.aspx
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/reports/Pages/degree-classification-statement-of-intent.aspx
https://ukscqa.org.uk


UNIVERSITIES UK DEGREE ALGORITHM PRACTICE IN 2020: RESEARCH REPORT	 5  

METHOD
�,�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�L�R�Q�V���Z�L�W�K���G�H�J�U�H�H���D�Z�D�U�G�L�Q�J���S�R�Z�H�U�V���Z�H�U�H���V�X�U�Y�H�\�H�G���E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q��
January 16 and February 21, 2020. 

�,�Q���W�R�W�D�O�����������U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�H�V���Z�H�U�H���U�H�F�H�L�Y�H�G�����������I�U�R�P���L�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�L�R�Q�V���E�D�V�H�G���L�Q���(�Q�J�O�D�Q�G�����V�H�Y�H�Q���L�Q���6�F�R�W�O�D�Q�G����
four in Wales, one in Northern Ireland). There was a relatively proportional mix of responses from 
�L�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�L�R�Q�V���R�I���G�L���H�U�H�Q�W���V�L�]�H�V�����7�K�L�V���L�V���G�H�W�D�L�O�H�G���I�X�U�W�K�H�U���L�Q���7�D�E�O�H�������D�Q�G���V�K�R�Z�V���D���U�D�Q�J�H���R�I���S�U�R�Y�L�G�H�U�V����
some with subject specialisms, some with a large portfolio of courses, and others that validate 
undergraduate programmes delivered by other providers.

�)�R�X�U���Z�R�U�N�V�K�R�S�V���Z�H�U�H���V�X�E�V�H�T�X�H�Q�W�O�\���G�H�O�L�Y�H�U�H�G���L�Q���0�D�U�F�K�������������W�R���S�U�R�Y�L�G�H���D�G�G�L�W�L�R�Q�D�O���F�R�Q�W�H�[�W���I�R�U���W�K�H��
�V�X�U�Y�H�\���U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�H�V���D�Q�G���W�R���L�Q�G�L�F�D�W�H���D�U�H�D�V���I�R�U���I�X�U�W�K�H�U���H�[�S�O�R�U�D�W�L�R�Q�����6�H�V�V�L�R�Q�V���W�R�R�N���S�O�D�F�H���L�Q���*�O�D�V�J�R�Z����
�&�D�U�G�L�������/�H�H�G�V���D�Q�G���/�R�Q�G�R�Q�����Z�L�W�K���D���W�R�W�D�O���R�I�����������S�H�R�S�O�H���D�W�W�H�Q�G�L�Q�J�����3�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�V���Z�H�U�H���I�U�R�P���D���U�D�Q�J�H���R�I��
seniority, bringing technical, operational and strategic knowledge of algorithm practice and design. 
�6�R�P�H���R�I���W�K�H���W�\�S�L�F�D�O���V�W�D�����S�R�V�L�W�L�R�Q�V���W�K�D�W���D�W�W�H�Q�G�H�G���L�Q�F�O�X�G�H�G���D�F�D�G�H�P�L�F���U�H�J�L�V�W�U�D�U�V�����K�H�D�G�V���R�I���D�V�V�H�V�V�P�H�Q�W��
�D�Q�G���T�X�D�O�L�W�\���D�V�V�X�U�D�Q�F�H���R���F�H�U�V�����7�K�H���Z�R�U�N�V�K�R�S�V���Z�H�U�H���G�H�V�L�J�Q�H�G���W�R���E�H���L�Q�W�H�U�D�F�W�L�Y�H���D�Q�G���S�U�D�F�W�L�F�D�O�����Z�L�W�K��
�V�H�V�V�L�R�Q�V���R�Q���W�K�H���S�U�L�Q�F�L�S�O�H�V���R�I���D�O�J�R�U�L�W�K�P���G�H�V�L�J�Q�����W�H�V�W�L�Q�J���U�X�O�H�V���D�Q�G���D�S�S�U�R�D�F�K�H�V���D�Q�G���¿�Q�D�O�O�\���D�Q���H�[�S�O�R�U�D�W�R�U�\��
�V�H�V�V�L�R�Q���R�Q���I�X�W�X�U�H���S�U�R�R�¿�Q�J���D�O�J�R�U�L�W�K�P�V�����7�K�H�V�H���Z�H�U�H���G�L�V�F�X�V�V�H�G���L�Q���W�K�H���F�R�Q�W�H�[�W���R�I���D���S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�D�W�L�R�Q���R�I���D��
preliminary analysis of the survey.

TABLE 1: INSTITUTIONAL PROFILE OF SURVEY RESPONDENTS

NUMBER OF UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS NUMBER OF INSTITUTIONS

�8�Q�G�H�U������������ 13

�%�H�W�Z�H�H�Q���������������D�Q�G������������ 14

�%�H�W�Z�H�H�Q�����������������D�Q�G�������������� 16

�%�H�W�Z�H�H�Q�����������������D�Q�G�������������� 9

���������������R�U���P�R�U�H 14

NUMBER OF SUBJECTS BY JACS 3.0 CODES2 NUMBER OF INSTITUTIONS

0–24 23

25–49 10

50–74 19

75–99 1

100+ 3

NUMBER OF  UNDERGRADUATE PROGRAMMES  
VALIDATED FOR OTHER PROVIDERS NUMBER OF INSTITUTIONS

0 23

1–24 24

25–49 6

50–74 3

75–99 2

100+ 2

�������-�$�&�6�����������S�U�L�Q�F�L�S�D�O���V�X�E�M�H�F�W���F�R�G�H�V���Z�H�U�H���L�Q�W�U�R�G�X�F�H�G���E�\���+�(�6�$���L�Q������������������









https://scqf.org.uk/the-framework/about-the-framework/
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The credit composition of some programmes may create barriers to implementing discounting in 
�D���X�Q�L�I�R�U�P���Z�D�\�����)�R�U���H�[�D�P�S�O�H�����D���O�H�Y�H�O���P�D�\���E�H���F�R�P�S�R�V�H�G���R�I���D���I�H�Z���O�D�U�J�H�����F�U�H�G�L�W���E�H�D�U�L�Q�J���P�R�G�X�O�H�V�����H�D�F�K��
�R�I���P�R�U�H���W�K�D�Q���������F�U�H�G�L�W�V�����W�K�H���P�R�V�W���F�R�P�P�R�Q���Q�X�P�E�H�U���R�I���F�U�H�G�L�W�V���G�L�V�F�R�X�Q�W�H�G�������'�L�V�F�R�X�Q�W�L�Q�J���L�Q���W�K�H�V�H��
circumstances would require a higher proportion of credits to be removed from the award calculation. 
There was uncertainty about what a fair discounting policy would look like in these circumstances.

�$�S�S�O�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q���R�I���G�L�V�F�R�X�Q�W�L�Q�J
�)�R�U���W�K�H���W�K�L�U�G���R�I���L�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�L�R�Q�V���H�P�S�O�R�\�L�Q�J���G�L�V�F�R�X�Q�W�L�Q�J���S�U�R�F�H�G�X�U�H�V�����R�Q�F�H���W�K�H���F�R�P�S�R�V�L�W�L�R�Q���R�I���G�L�V�F�R�X�Q�W�L�Q�J��
across the levels had been accounted for, there was uniformity in the credits that were selected for 
discounting. The method consisted of retaining the ‘best’ credits based on student marks, rather than 
discounting both high and low marks. 

Discounting was seen to have a role in encouraging students to take challenging, unfamiliar and 
innovative modules. Delegates at the workshops noted that even if students were unaware of 
discounting, it would still inadvertently support them by not punishing acts of risk. There were also 
suggestions that discounting allows students to have a ‘bad day’, thus recognising life events and so 
�K�H�O�S�L�Q�J���W�K�H���F�O�D�V�V�L�¿�F�D�W�L�R�Q���W�R���U�H�À�H�F�W���W�K�H���K�L�J�K�H�U���O�H�Y�H�O�V���R�I���D�F�K�L�H�Y�H�P�H�Q�W���D���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W���K�D�V���G�H�P�R�Q�V�W�U�D�W�H�G���D�F�U�R�V�V��
�R�W�K�H�U���P�R�G�X�O�H�V�����+�R�Z�H�Y�H�U�����R�W�K�H�U���S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�V���V�X�J�J�H�V�W�H�G���W�K�D�W���P�L�W�L�J�D�W�L�Q�J���F�L�U�F�X�P�V�W�D�Q�F�H�V���S�R�O�L�F�L�H�V���D�O�U�H�D�G�\��
account for any legitimate reasons for a student’s unusually poor performance, before the algorithm  
is applied.

�9�L�H�Z�V���R�Q���G�L�V�F�R�X�Q�W�L�Q�J���Z�H�U�H���P�L�[�H�G�����U�H�À�H�F�W�L�Q�J���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�W�L�D�O���D�G�R�S�W�L�R�Q���L�Q���W�K�H���V�H�F�W�R�U�����$�V���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���R�W�K�H�U��
algorithm elements, participants commented that discounting cannot be separated from other 
�S�R�O�L�F�L�H�V�����+�R�Z�H�Y�H�U�����L�I���D���S�R�O�L�F�\���Z�H�U�H���W�R���H�[�L�V�W�����S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�V���Z�H�U�H���P�R�U�H���D�P�H�Q�D�E�O�H���W�R���G�L�V�F�R�X�Q�W�L�Q�J���D�W���W�K�H��
lower levels of study. Where it might be deemed appropriate, participants agreed that there is a need 
for a clear rationale and a limit to the number and type of credits subject to discounting.

�:�K�H�U�H���W�K�H�U�H���Z�D�V���Y�D�U�L�D�W�L�R�Q���D�W���W�K�H���O�H�Y�H�O���R�I���V�W�X�G�\�����W�K�L�V���F�R�P�S�U�L�V�H�G���W�K�H���I�R�O�O�R�Z�L�Q�J���S�U�D�F�W�L�F�H�V��
• �D�O�O�R�Z�D�Q�F�H���R�I���������F�U�H�G�L�W�V���W�R���E�H���G�L�V�F�R�X�Q�W�H�G���I�U�R�P���H�L�W�K�H�U���O�H�Y�H�O�����������R�U���O�H�Y�H�O����������

• �D�O�O�R�Z�D�Q�F�H���R�I���G�L�V�F�R�X�Q�W�L�Q�J���D�W���O�H�Y�H�O�����������R�Q�O�\���D�Q�G���W�K�H���I�X�O�O���X�V�H���R�I���F�U�H�G�L�W�V���D�W���O�H�Y�H�O����������

• only discounting elective credits, as opposed to those that were attached to compulsory modules

�7�K�R�V�H���W�K�D�W���Z�H�U�H���Q�R�W���V�X�S�S�R�U�W�L�Y�H���R�U���K�D�G���F�R�Q�F�H�U�Q�V���D�E�R�X�W���G�L�V�F�R�X�Q�W�L�Q�J���S�R�O�L�F�L�H�V���S�U�R�Y�L�G�H�G���W�K�H��
�I�R�O�O�R�Z�L�Q�J���U�H�D�V�R�Q�V��
• �L�W���S�H�Q�D�O�L�V�H�V���F�R�Q�V�L�V�W�H�Q�W���S�H�U�I�R�U�P�D�Q�F�H���D�Q�G���L�V���Q�R�W���D���U�H�À�H�F�W�L�R�Q���R�I���D�W�W�D�L�Q�P�H�Q�W

• ��L�W���F�R�X�O�G���D���H�F�W���W�K�H���Y�D�O�X�H���R�I���W�K�H���G�H�J�U�H�H�����I�R�U���H�[�D�P�S�O�H�����D���F�O�D�V�V�L�¿�F�D�W�L�R�Q���P�D�\���L�P�S�O�\���W�K�D�W���D���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W���L�V��
of a particular standard in all their modules. If they achieved a lower mark in a technical
module which was subsequently discounted, a mismatch between an employer’s expectations
and a student’s ability could damage the course and the institution’s reputation

• �it could contribute to a fall in engagement with students, who are aware that a module may
�Q�R�W���F�R�X�Q�W���W�R�Z�D�U�G�V���W�K�H�L�U���¿�Q�D�O���F�O�D�V�V�L�¿�F�D�W�L�R�Q

• �it increases the algorithmic complexity and makes explanations and clarity for students
�P�R�U�H���G�L���F�X�O�W

• ��F�X�U�U�H�Q�W���G�L�V�F�R�X�Q�W�L�Q�J���S�U�D�F�W�L�F�H���L�V���D�O�Z�D�\�V���D�W���W�K�H���O�R�Z�H�U���H�Q�G���R�I���P�D�U�N�V���D�Q�G���V�R���K�D�V���L�Q�À�D�W�L�R�Q�D�U�\��
potential















www1.uwe.ac.uk/bl/research/bcef/publications.aspx
www1.uwe.ac.uk/bl/research/bcef/publications.aspx
https://wonkhe.com/blogs/what-can-be-done-about-degree-algorithm-variations-2/
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/reports/Documents/2018/drivers-of-degree-classifications.pdf

https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/reports/Documents/2018/drivers-of-degree-classifications.pdf

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/higher-education-consumer-law-advice-for-providers

https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/sb255/figure-16
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/af3bfe43-5f87-4749-9a8b-ea94f3755976/ofs2018_54.pdf
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/af3bfe43-5f87-4749-9a8b-ea94f3755976/ofs2018_54.pdf
https://www.qaa.ac.uk/quality-code
https://www.qaa.ac.uk/quality-code/qualifications-and-credit-frameworks
https://www.qaa.ac.uk/quality-code/qualifications-and-credit-frameworks
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/reports/Pages/degree-classification.aspx
https://ukscqa.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Statement-of-intent-FINAL.pdf
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/Pages/PageNotFoundError.aspx?requestUrl=https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/reports/Documents/2017/understanding-degreealgorithms.pdf
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/Pages/PageNotFoundError.aspx?requestUrl=https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/reports/Documents/2017/understanding-degreealgorithms.pdf
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ANNEXE: DATA FROM SURVEY 
AND WORKSHOPS 

YEAR ALGORITHM WAS LAST REVIEWED  NUMBER OF INSTITUTIONS  PERCENTAGE OF INSTITUTIONS

�&�X�U�U�H�Q�W�O�\���L�Q���W�K�H���S�U�R�F�H�V�V21 31%

2018�²19 12 18%

2017�²18 6 9%

2016�²17 4 6%

2015�²16 6 9%

���������²�������R�U���H�D�U�O�L�H�U 18 27%

CLASSIFICATION PRACTICES  NUMBER OF INSTITUTIONS  PERCENTAGE OF INSTITUTIONS

�$�J�J�U�H�J�D�W�H���S�H�U�F�H�Q�W�D�J�H���P�D�U�N�V48 73%

�&�R�P�E�L�Q�D�W�L�R�Q���R�I���D�J�J�U�H�J�D�W�H���P�D�U�N�V�� 
�D�Q�G���J�U�D�G�H���S�U�R�À�O�H 11 17%

�*�U�D�G�H���3�R�L�Q�W���$�Y�H�U�D�J�H 4 6%

�3�U�R�À�O�H���R�I���J�U�D�G�H�V 4 4%

MAXIMUM NUMBER OF DISTINCT  
ALGORITHMS FOR AN INDIVIDUAL  NUMBER OF INSTITUTIONS  PERCENTAGE OF INSTITUTIONS

One 48 70%

�7�Z�R 15 22%

�7�K�U�H�H���D�Q�G���D�E�R�Y�H 6 9%

NUMBER OF RE-ASSESSMENTS  NUMBER OF INSTITUTIONS  PERCENTAGE OF INSTITUTIONS

�1�R���U�H���D�V�V�H�V�V�P�H�Q�W 2 3%

One 31 47%

�7�Z�R 22 33%

�7�K�U�H�H 8 12%

�1�R���O�L�P�L�W 3 5%

WEIGHTING PRACTICE  NUMBER OF INSTITUTIONS  PERCENTAGE OF INSTITUTIONS

�2�Q�H���D�O�J�R�U�L�W�K�P���Z�K�L�F�K���L�V���X�V�H�G���D�F�U�R�V�V�� 
�D�O�O���S�U�R�J�U�D�P�P�H�V 42 61%

�'�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W���D�O�J�R�U�L�W�K�P�V���D�F�U�R�V�V���S�U�R�J�U�D�P�P�H�V��
�E�X�W���W�K�H���Z�H�L�J�K�W�L�Q�J���L�V���D�O�Z�D�\�V���W�K�H���V�D�P�H5 7%

�'�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W���D�O�J�R�U�L�W�K�P�V���D�F�U�R�V�V���S�U�R�J�U�D�P�P�H�V��
�Z�K�L�F�K���X�V�H���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W���Z�H�L�J�K�W�L�Q�J22 32%

�3�H�U�F�H�Q�W�D�J�H�V���P�D�\���Q�R�W���W�R�W�D�O�����������G�X�H���W�R���U�R�X�Q�G�L�Q�J
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GLOSSARY
�$�F�U�R�V�V���W�K�H���V�H�F�W�R�U�����W�K�H�U�H���L�V���Y�D�U�L�D�Q�F�H���L�Q���W�H�U�P�L�Q�R�O�R�J�\��
�Z�K�H�Q���G�H�V�F�U�L�E�L�Q�J���V�S�H�F�L�¿�F���D�V�S�H�F�W�V���R�I���D�O�J�R�U�L�W�K�P���G�H�V�L�J�Q����
�7�K�H���G�H�¿�Q�L�W�L�R�Q�V���E�H�O�R�Z���D�S�S�O�\���I�R�U���W�K�H���X�V�H���R�I���W�K�H�V�H���W�H�U�P�V��
in this report.

�%�R�U�G�H�U�O�L�Q�H���±���W�K�H���S�U�R�F�H�V�V���E�\���Z�K�L�F�K���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W���G�H�J�U�H�H���F�O�D�V�V�L�¿�F�D�W�L�R�Q�V���D�U�H���U�H�Y�L�H�Z�H�G���Z�L�W�K���S�R�W�H�Q�W�L�D�O���W�R�� 
be increased, a decision often taken using an algorithm or an examination board.

�&�R�P�S�H�Q�V�D�W�L�R�Q��– a way of mitigating poor performance in a module or modules, where poor 
�S�H�U�I�R�U�P�D�Q�F�H���L�V���R���V�H�W���E�\���F�R�Q�V�L�G�H�U�L�Q�J���W�K�H���V�F�R�U�H���D�J�D�L�Q�V�W���V�D�W�L�V�I�D�F�W�R�U�\���S�H�U�I�R�U�P�D�Q�F�H���L�Q���R�W�K�H�U���P�R�G�X�O�H�V��

�&�R�Q�G�R�Q�H�P�H�Q�W – institutional acceptance that the failure of a module does not disqualify the 
student from eligibility for the target award.

�'�L�V�F�R�X�Q�W�L�Q�J���±���W�K�H���S�U�D�F�W�L�F�H���R�I���Q�R�W���F�R�X�Q�W�L�Q�J���P�R�G�X�O�H���P�D�U�N�V���W�R�Z�D�U�G�V���D���¿�Q�D�O���G�H�J�U�H�H���F�O�D�V�V�L�¿�F�D�W�L�R�Q��

�3�U�H�S�R�Q�G�H�U�D�Q�F�H �S�U�L�Q�F�L�S�O�H – a modal calculation of the number of marks given above a given threshold.

�3�U�R�I�H�V�V�L�R�Q�D�O���6�W�D�W�X�W�R�U�\���5�H�J�X�O�D�W�R�U�\���%�R�G�\�����3�6�5�%�� – organisations with responsibility for regulating 
the standards of entry into professions.

�5�H�V�L�W���R�U���U�H�D�V�V�H�V�V�P�H�Q�W – the process of repeating a component of modular credit, such as a written 
exam or practical demonstration.

�5�H���W�D�N�H���R�U���U�H�S�H�D�W – the process of repeating all components of an entire module, or an entire year 
or a semester.

�7�U�D�L�O�L�Q�J���F�U�H�G�L�W�V���±���F�R�U�H�����F�R�P�S�X�O�V�R�U�\���F�U�H�G�L�W�V���W�K�D�W���K�D�Y�H���Q�R�W���E�H�H�Q���S�D�V�V�H�G���D�W���W�K�H���¿�U�V�W���D�W�W�H�P�S�W��
or re-assessment and are carried over and repeated in the next academic year.

�:�H�L�J�K�W�L�Q�J���±���W�K�H���Z�H�L�J�K�W�L�Q�J���R�I���D�F�D�G�H�P�L�F���O�H�Y�H�O�V���W�R���F�R�Q�W�U�L�E�X�W�H���W�R���W�K�H���¿�Q�D�O���G�H�J�U�H�H���F�O�D�V�V�L�¿�F�D�W�L�R�Q��






