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Socio-technical mapping of algorithms

• A new way to open black boxes

• Algorithms to moderate access to higher education

The OfQual algorithm case

• Office of qualification

• During Covid-19 -> implemented an algorithm

What went wrong with the algorithm?

• Abstraction traps (Selbs & al., 2019)

⚬ Solutionism, portability, ripple effect, formalism, framing 

My research
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Access to higher education

• A-levels

• 5 Exam boards

⚬ Delivers A-Levels and grades

• OfQual

A semi-market system (Opposs & al., 2020)

• Competition and regulation

• Need standards at all cost

Education in England





OfQual abstraction traps Selbs et al. - 2019
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Centers produce ranking (CAGs)

AT OfQual

Predict historical center’s distribution

Predict on previous achievements

Adjust 2020 prediction
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IN CENTERS

Centers produce ranking (CAGs)

AT OfQual

Predict historical center’s distribution

Predict on previous achievements

Adjust 2020 prediction

Apply rankings

OTHER CASES

• No history -> apply national prediction

• Small cohort -> apply CAGs’ ranking directly

The algorithm

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17

𝑃𝑘𝑗 = (1 − 𝑟𝑗 )𝑐𝑘 + 𝑟𝑗 (𝑐𝑘𝑗 + 𝑞𝑘𝑗 − 𝑝𝑘𝑗 )



OfQual abstraction traps Selbs et al. - 2019

PORTABILITY
Take into 

consideration 

specificities of 

each scenario

Adopting a 

center-based 

solution ment 

favoring some 

over others

RIPPLE EFFECT FORMALISMSOLUTIONISM
Consider when to 

design

Continuous 

evaluations are 

not taken in 

consideration

FRAMING



Equity and the algorithm

Testing equality in the algorithm

• ‘Students background’ variable tested:

⚬ gender, prior attainment, ethnicity, major language, special education needs, 

free school meal, social economic status

• Removing biases is the main focus

⚬ OfQual “demonstrated that the standardisation model used did not itself introduce 

bias into the grading” - OfQual, 2020

￭ Confirmed by independent research

Removing biases ≠ making equality
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Contestation and cancellation
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Multi-sited contestation

• #fuckthealgorithm on twitter and in the street

Against its unfair consequences (Kelly, 2021)

• 40% of dowgraded students

• Mainly in lower socio-economic areas

Against the idea of the algorithm (Benjamin, 2022)

• No ability for students to prove themselves

The contestation
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OfQual and the law
The Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO)

• Enforce (UK-)GDPR laws

⚬ “automated decision making does not take place [...] teachers and exam 

board officers are involved in decisions on calculated grades” - ICO 2020

2010 Equality Act - Protected characteristics

• age, gender reassignment, civil status, pregnancy, disability, race (colour, 

nationality, ethnic or origins), belief, sex, sexual orientation

The center for data, ethics, and innovation

• Changed ministry
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