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Resisting the temptations of Al may be impossible for
underpaid markers

Teaching assistants have demanded fair pay for years but industrial action has made
little progress. Al offers a significant raise, notes Michael Buehler
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As another marking season draws to a close,

tales abound of how much Al-written slop R ( )
academics have had to wade through. Yet | =
suspect that many academics quietly enlisted a u

measure of automated assistance as they
worked through their daunting stacks of exam
scripts.

Of course, few will confess that upfront given
the firm (https://www.ucl.ac.uk/teaching-

learning/generative-ai-hub/three-categories-
. Source: MangoStar_Studio/iStock
genai-use-
assessment#:~:text=UCL%20is%20not%20invest
ing%20in,UCL%27s%20separate%20data%20protection%20guidance) ban
(https://www.arts.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0033/475773/Guidance-on-how-to-use-generative-
artificial-intelligence-Al-in-UAL-Awarding-Body-Qualifications.pdf) that most universities maintain on
the use of Al in marking student submissions. The primary and secondary education sector appears
to be cautiously embracing it. Just last month, England’s Department for Education issued guidance
explicitly allowing generative Al for “low-stakes marking, such as quizzes and homework
(https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c1kvyj7dkp00)”, and the Joint Council for Qualifications, which
represents the largest awarding bodies, now permits the use of Al in essay marking provided that it
is not “the sole marker (https://www.jcqg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Al-Use-in-
Assessments_Apr25_FINAL.pdf)". Yet, in the tertiary education sector, some universities go so far as
to frame Al-assisted marking not only as contrary to regulations but as inherently unethical.
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The University of Leicester (https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-
rankings/university-leicester) is a good example. It argues that there is an implicit teaching contract
(https://le.ac.uk/-/media/uol/docs/policies/quality/ai-policy.pdf) guaranteeing that assessment is
carried out by “trained, human experts (https://le.ac.uk/-/media/uol/docs/policies/quality/ai-
policy.pdf)” in order to avoid bias (https://hechingerreport.org/proof-points-asian-american-ai-bias/)
and ensure “contextual understanding (https://cblevins.github.io/posts/grading-custom-
gpt/#:~:text=The%20,0f%20its%20critiques%20weren%E2%80%99t%20wrong)”. Some universities
also emphasise that assessment is a relational process, allowing the educator to “get to know
(https://www.timeshighereducation.com/blog/academics-wouldnt-drink-handover-marking-ai)” a
student.

While these rhetorical commitments to human-centred education are laudable, they are also deeply
hypocritical given the decades-long disputes across UK higher education over fair pay and working
conditions for academic staff.

Take my own institution, SOAS University of London (https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-
university-rankings/soas-university-london). In 2010, protests broke out
(https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/junior-academics-at-soas-refuse-to-mark-
assignments/2013311.article#:~:text=forward%20to%20negotiations%20to%20resolve,the%20disput
e%E2%80%9D) after tutors found that the pay offered failed to cover the actual hours required for
marking and feedback. A similar protest erupted in 2014 after an internal survey of staff on
fractional contracts - including part-time tutors and graduate teaching assistants (TAs) - revealed
that over half of their working hours were in essence unpaid. A 2016 survey
(https://www.counterfire.org/article/if-you-fight-you-can-win-victory-for-fractional-staff-at-
soas/#:~:text=0Nn%208%20May%202017%2C%20fractional FFFP%20received%20wide%20support%2
Oacross) showed that 40 per cent of fractional teaching work still went unremunerated.

Disputes over pay for marking resurfaced at SOAS in 2017, 2020, 2022 and 2023. In the current
academic year, TAs have once again refused to mark student assignments
(https://soasspirit.co.uk/soas-tutors-paid-40-less-than-
ucl/#:~text=A%20comparative%20analysis%20run%20by,found%200n%20their%20university%20we
bsites), citing unacceptable payment tariffs and working conditions. According to an April all-staff
email from Dillon Maxwell, SOAS UCU'’s anti-casualisation officer, the average reading rate for
anglophone adults is 238 words per minute. “Based on this, it takes around 13 minutes to read a
3000-word essay one time, and for texts with difficult prose (which some students’ scripts will have)
one could reasonably expect this to be even higher,” he wrote. “Moreover, for non-native English
speakers - which a large number of tutors are - it would likely take longer.”
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According to the training mandated for all SOAS TAs, feedback for assessments should be
approximately 200 words. Hence, “assuming the average typing rate of 40 words per minute, a
typical tutor would spend around five minutes writing feedback for a student if they never paused to
think,” Maxwell went on.

“The relevant marking tariff proposed by [SOAS] is 28.8 minutes, [which] leaves less than 11 minutes
to evaluate a student’s script, think about appropriate and useful feedback, and link it to the relevant
marking criteria in a clear and concise way. All this is before considering the fact that tutors, like
everyone else, must eat, drink, use the bathroom, and rest their minds in order to focus and work
effectively.”

After reading Maxwell's email, | ran a simple experiment. | marked a 3,000-word student exam,
consisting of three answers of 1,000 words each. It took me 37 minutes to read and assess the three
responses and to write 200 words of feedback for each. | then gave the same anonymised exam to
GPT-03 - OpenAl's latest model, known for its “advanced reasoning capabilities”. In just 8.5 seconds,
it produced nuanced, well-structured and on-point commentaries - about 850 words each - for all
three answers.

A standard marking load for TAs at SOAS is around 300 exams. At my pace, it would take more than
23 full working days (marking non-stop eight hours a day) to complete that load. Given the 28-
minute marking allocation per exam, | would in effect work five and a half of those days unpaid.
Using GPT-03, | could theoretically process all 300 exams in under 45 minutes.

To be clear, | have not used generative Al to mark exams this year. But it would take uncommon
virtue for our underpaid TAs to resist. As Anatole France observed, “The law, in its majestic equality,
forbids rich and poor alike to sleep under bridges, to beg in the streets, and to steal their bread.”
Universities’ blanket bans on Al for marking fall equally on professors and precarious tutors, yet only
the latter must choose between subsistence and compliance.

While marking boycotts highlight how systematic wage theft is embedded in many UK universities’
business models, a £15-a-month GPT Plus subscription protects TAs' bottom line far more
effectively. Cutting marking time from weeks to minutes would turn even today’s paltry tariff into a
de facto pay rise. Many TAs at SOAS - and across the UK - have surely reached the same conclusion.

Of course, if TAs pass on their marking to Al, vice-chancellors might simply respond by deciding to
cut out the middlemen altogether and directly outsourcing the marking to bots. But that amplified
penny-pinching would expose the emptiness of their ethical commitment to the “implicit contract”.
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If university managers want human-centred institutions, they must be willing to fund the labour that
human-centred education requires.

Michael Buehler (https://www.soas.ac.uk/about/michael-buehler) is a reader in comparative
politics and a member of the Al Working Group on Learning and Teaching at SOAS University
of London (https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/soas-
university-london).
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