
Item 17b 

Education and Student Committee 09.11.17 

 

UUK/GuildHE Guidance: Understanding Degree Algorithms 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Recommended action 

Education and Student Committee is invited to discuss the report recommendations. 

 

Universities UK in collaboration with GuildHE led a project into the configuration of degree 
algorithms – the process or set of rules that higher education institutions follow to 
determine a student’s final degree classification. The outcomes of the project were 
published in October 2017. 

The design of degree algorithms plays an important role in measuring and classifying 
student attainment, and is therefore an integral part to ensuring standards across the 
sector. The report looks at their design and rationale, as well as outlining key findings and 
suggestions for the sector. 

This paper summarises the guidance report “Understanding Degree Algorithms”, and the 
recommendations. 
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Background 

In October 2017 Universities UK in collaboration with GuildHE published their report 
“Understanding Degree Algorithms”, looking at sector wide practice for designing the sets of 
rules institutions use to determine and classify a student’s outcomes.  

Degree algorithms play an integral role in classifying academic awards, and therefore in 
assuring academic standards. The algorithm used varies between each higher education 
institution. UUK-GuildHE carried out research into the different algorithms used and the 
rationale in their design to identify sector practice, and reported their findings and 
recommendations.  

This research has been done due in consequence of a number of sector policy drivers: 

Grade improvement: 

Over the last decade the number of students obtaining either a 2:1 or 1st class degree has 
increased from 60.2% to 73.2% from 2006-7 to 2015-16. This trend has also been observed 
in other countries, including the USA.  

New entrants to the sector: 

One of the objectives of the Higher Education and Research Act was to facilitate the entry of 
new providers into the sector. It is now expected that during 2017-18 there will be an 
additional 118 alternative providers with degree awarding powers. Whilst the Quality Code 
will continue to act as the baseline for describing and assuring standards, it is expected that 
the sector will becoming increasingly diverse in style of provision. This will also see a 
diversification of academic regulations and a variety of degree algorithms to match the 
teaching/learning pedagogy.  

The new regulatory environment: 

The higher education sector is undergoing a number of fundamental changes, including the 
introduction of the Office for Students in England, which among other roles, will have 
oversight of data collection and quality assurance. This will also see a development of the 
Quality Code, reviewing the core reference point for sector standards and assurance.  

 

Report findings 

UUK-GuildHE carried out a sector wide survey, of which 120 institutions responded (93 in 
England, 17 in Scotland and 7 in Wales), alongside 15 interviews, engagement events and 
literature research. They summarised their results into 6 key findings:  

1. Degree awarding bodies regularly review the design of degree algorithms as core 
elements of academic regulations, and the frequency and impact of changes varies 
significantly.  

The research identified that most higher education institutions periodically review their 
degree algorithms, however the reviews are generally aimed at clarifying certain rules rather 
than a wider review of the entire process. Previous work done by the Higher Education 
Academy reported that institutions were changing algorithms to avoid disadvantaging 
students compared to other institutions, however, the latest findings suggest that less than 
10% of institution review their algorithms in response to comparative institutions or to align to 
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the sector. The most common reported factor for determining and making broader changes 
to an institution’s algorithm was to align to pedagogical design.  

2. Degree algorithms do share common components and practices than can be used to aid 
transparency and consistency of practice in an increasingly diverse sector.  

It was identified that whilst academic regulations vary between institutions there are 
individual components that are consistently applied across the sector. Understandably, small 
and specialist institutions often have very specific regulations, whereas larger 
multidisciplinary institutions have broader regulations which can accommodate different 
disciplines.  

Consistent components include differential weighting of individual years (although different 
institutions operate a different balance between year 2 and year 3), having a minimum 
number of credits that must be passed, allowing programmes exceptions from institutional 
rules dependent on PSRB requirements, and the ability for students to re-sit failed 
components or trail failed units into the subsequent year.  

3. There is a trend towards the use of a rules-based approach to consider the classification 
for students falling close to a grade boundary.  

Across the sector there has been an increased approach for using a rules-based system at 
examination boards for determining a student’s degree outcome if they are close to a grade 
boundary, this moves towards increased consistency and transparency in processes and 
moves away from the discretion of an assessment board. The increased consumer rights 
regulations have highlighted the importance of fair and transparent academic regulations, 
particularly in reference to the increase in student fees.  

4. There is no appetite for adopting Grade Point Average.  

Whilst there has been discussions across the sector, driven by government, for the 
introduction of a grade point average (GPA) system, the adoption has been slow, and there 
is no reported appetite among the sector for future uptake. GPA has been reported to be 
poorly understood by students and employers, and therefore is often used in partnership 
with the traditional degree classifications. 

5. The design of degree algorithms is one of several factors that contribute to grade 
improvement.  

It had previously been suggested that the increase in the number of 2:1 or 1st class degrees 
was a result of changes in degree algorithms, however, the research shows that there is 
unlikely to be a single factor resulting in these changes. Changes in grade inflation should 
also take account of (although not limited to): 

 The changes of marking practices, including the adoption of full marking scales, and 
increased clarity of learning outcomes.  

 The impact of tuition fees, and the changes on student study behaviours and 
progression.  

 Increased investment in academic staff and infrastructure to support student 
attainment.  
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Report recommendations 

The report outlines a number of recommendations, whilst ensuring that institutions remain 
autonomous, and define their own academic regulations that should be transparent and 
robust.  

1. Guidance on design principles should be included as part of the Quality Code. 

With the revision of the Quality Code taking place during 2017/18, this presents an 
opportunity to include design principles for degree algorithms, and an increased expectation 
of greater transparency of arrangement, whilst allowing for academic standards and 
autonomy. The report suggests that the revisions to the Quality Code include: 

 Clear and robust institutional processes of academic governance, particular for 
oversight of changes to degree algorithms. 

 Transparent and rationalised algorithms, which are clearly communicated and 
articulated to students, staff and stakeholders.  

 Degree algorithms which reflect the mission of the institution, allowing for variation 
where appropriate for subject provision, without lowering standards.  

2. Institutions should publish explanations for the design of their degree algorithms and 
update these explanations when adjustments are made. 

There was a general expectation that the increase in 2:1 or 1st class honours has been due 
to institutional changes to their degree algorithms. This research shows that this is not 
necessarily the case, however, work should be done by institutions to increase the 
transparency and explain the rationale for their degree algorithm design. Improving this 
clarity will aid confidence in the approach adopted by institutions and the accountability for 
decisions regarding their design. This will also work to deter poor practice that might 
undermine confidence in sector standards. 

3. External referencing of algorithm design is legitimate, but should be motivated by robust 
pedagogical practice in the interests of students. 

The report outlines that some institutions compare their approach to comparative institutions 
and work to align their systems. Whilst at times this is seen as legitimate, and external 
referencing to documents such as the Quality Code are essential, it is important that 
institutions observe their autonomy and align their algorithms to the pedagogical practice of 
the institution.  

4. Classification boundaries are clearly defined and institutions should not engage in activity 
that undermines this existing convention. 

The consideration of student classifications at the boundary of classifications plays an 
important role in ensuring their achievement is properly recognised. However, rules should 
be put in place to ensure that the overall classification meets the achievement. It is important 
that standards in degree outcomes are not allowed to slip for example by automatically 
awarding the higher classification to all students who fall within a specified margin.  

5. Institutions should review their regulations if they assess a student using more than one 
algorithm or only discount lowest grades. 

Institutions should use only one degree algorithm to classify a student’s attainment. This 
does not preclude an institution from having multiple algorithms, although the sector-wide 
practice is harmonisation of practice to increase transparency and consistency. Furthermore, 
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rather than simply discounting marks, institutions should ensure that they recognise 
consistent performance.  

6. Degree algorithms should be transparent and accessible 

Institutions should review how they present their degree algorithms to students, staff and 
stakeholders. Over recent years institutions have made conscious progress to simplify the 
way such information is communicated, as well as clearer and simplified assessment 
regulations. A small number of institutions provide students with calculator tools so that they 
can track their progress towards a final degree classification. Further clarification over 
learning outcomes and assessment can further support students.  

7. Students should be involved in reviews of degree algorithms. 

It is important that students understand and have confidence in the academic arrangements 
of their institution. It is therefore expected that students, as part of the wider academic 
community, are involved in any review of academic regulations. These conversations should 
also focus on identifying any inappropriate barriers to student success.  

 

Dr Alexander Rhys  

(Development Co-ordinator (TEF/Quality))  

 


