Case Study 1

The UK A-levels
Algorithm Scandal: A
Lesson in Responsible

Al in Education

Abstract (Summary): In 2020, due to the
cancellation of A-level exams amid the COVID-19
pandemic, the UK government implemented an
algorithm to assign student grades. This
algorithm, based on  historical  school
performance and ranking data, aimed to
standardize results. However, it soon became
clear that the system favored students from high-
performing, often wealthier schools, at the
expense of those from less privileged
backgrounds. Many students received grades
significantly lower than those predicted by their
teachers, sparking nationwide protests and public
outrage. Eventually, the government reversed its
decision and reinstated teacher-predicted grades.

Key Takeaways:

e Transparency and Auditability: Educational Al
systems must be transparent and regularly
audited to ensure fairness.

¢ Context-Aware Design: Algorithms should be
developed with attention to social diversity and
must avoid reinforcing existing biases.
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Theme of the Case Study:
e High-stakes exams (A-levels) in the UK

e Social inequality and algorithmic bias

¢ Responsible Al (RAI) implementation

eEthics and transparency in educational
algorithms

Relevance to the Reader: This case study
highlights the critical importance of designing and
deploying Al systems responsibly in education. It
illustrates how a lack of transparency, failure to
consider social context, and overreliance on
historical data can exacerbate existing
inequalities. For policymakers, educators, and
edtech developers, this serves as a cautionary
tale against the uncritical application of
algorithms in  decision-making  processes,
especially in sensitive domains like student
assessment.

Key Takeaways:

e Stakeholder Involvement: Teachers, students,
and communities should be involved in the design
and deployment of Al systems.

e Responsiveness and Accountability: Institutions
must be ready to respond swiftly to unintended
consequences of algorithmic decisions and
correct them promptly.
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