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Understanding How Algorithms Work 
 

Modules:  Health and well-being 
Topic: Understanding how algorithms work 
Title: From sheep to tractors and fertiliser. 
Target group: Middle and high school 
Starting Point: Students are mostly unaware how much they are influenced by 

algorithms in their everyday lives. Algorithms decide what we see 
online. It is hardly possible to speak of completely autonomous 
behaviour anymore. 

Aim: On the one hand, students are aware that there are algorithms which 
decide how information is presented. On the other hand, they are also 
aware that they themselves exert influence on the information 
presented. 

Implementation: The exercise can be used in class + homework 
Estimated Duration: Pre-discussion 20 min, one week as homework, debriefing in class 

approx. 40 minutes, depending on depth even longer 
 
More detailed content and instructions: 
 
The exercise is intended to show how algorithms work and what influence we ourselves can 
have on them. In addition, advantages as well as dangers will be discussed. 
 
In class: 
 

1. Students are asked to search for a specific topic online (Google, Instagram, Facebook, 
WhatsApp, etc.) which is not typical for them (examples: sheep, tractors, fertiliser,...) 
until the algorithm has been fed to the point where it suggests the topic itself or 
presents such content.  

2. The exercise can be started in class. However, as it may take some time for the 
algorithm to take over the topics, the students have one week to influence the 
algorithm (homework). 

3. Students can note down their progress until the next week: When did the algorithm 
take over their new interest? Which platforms are affected? How did the students do 
it? (Handout at the end of the document) 

4. After a week, their experiences are discussed in class and reflected upon.  
5. What can we conclude from this? 
6. The next step is for the students to take actions to get rid of the proposed 

information again. How can this be done? How can the algorithm be redirected? 
(Comment: this step is technically much more difficult (delete cookies, use VPN, etc.) - 
it is important to consider how many steps of this exercise teachers want to do with a 
school class, depending on age and ability). 
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TO BE TAKEN INTO ACCOUNT:  
 

• It is important to choose a neutral or positive topic for the students to search for, as 
they will then see more information related to this topic. Possibilities could be 
animals, a sport, a travel destination etc. It is also important that this is a relatively 
specific topic that can be well distinguished from students’ actual interests, so that a 
change in the algorithm is clearly noticeable.  

• ALTERNATIVE: It is also possible for the students to create a new profile together on 
a social media platform (e.g. Instagram, TikTok). This can then be 'fed' with certain 
interests at first. After a few days, the interests can be changed and only other 
content can be searched and viewed. This would be an alternative so that students 
do not have to work with their own profiles. In this case, the new profile could be 
created by the teacher or in class to make it age-appropriate.  

 
Discussion content for debriefing:  

• What did you notice? 
• What conclusions can you draw for your own usage behaviour online? 
• What could be potential risks? 
• What are potential chances and possibilities? 

 
Background information for teachers 

 
Here, you can find explanations and helpful information, which can be discussed with 
students after the exercise.  
 
Algorithms explained 
Generally, an algorithm is a sequence of certain instructions that are always executed 
exactly as given and thus always lead to the same result. Just like a cake recipe: First you mix 
all the ingredients, then you put them into the mould. Then you put it in the oven, which has 
to  have a certain temperature. Only if you follow these rules exactly will your favourite cake 
come out of the oven in the end. Algorithms work in exactly the same way. They always 
execute certain rules in the same way. Transferred to social media, this means that if you 
always look for similar content and view it for longer, the algorithm will also present similar 
content next. In other words: We ourselves instruct the algorithm to present us with similar 
content to that which we are currently viewing.  
 
What does this have to do with social media? 
Social media platforms want you to enjoy using them for as long as possible. They achieve 
this by trying to be like your favourite cake. The platforms analyse exactly what you like. 
Which posts do you like, how long do you look at photos and what do you like to comment 
on? They then assume: You like that, those are your favourite ingredients in the social media 
cake. Then the algorithms make sure that similar posts are shown to you more often and 
first in the future. Posts that do not belong to your favourite ingredients are no longer 
shown to you. This is how the algorithms of the big social networks make sure that you like 
them and stay with them for a long time. After all, they only put your favourite ingredients in 
your cake.  
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However, it is important to note that you yourself determine what your favourite ingredients 
are through your actions (likes, dislikes, longer viewing, etc.). Accordingly, you must always 
be aware that you yourself control the algorithm through your actions and not vice versa. 
The problem with this is that it is almost impossible to discover something completely 
different. Maybe in addition to posts by fashion bloggers you would also like to see posts on 
current news. But you would have to get to know them first, and the algorithms don't allow 
that. Your favourite recipe is already fixed for them. Even if political posts might be like 
chocolate chips (delicious!) in your strawberry cake: They are not in the recipe.  
 
Source: https://www.handysektor.de/artikel/was-ist-eigentlich-ein-algorithmus-in-sozialen-
netzwerken 
 
Why are algorithms a problem?  
If you are only confronted with your own opinion and are never shown the opposite side; 
rather you are only ever confirmed and miss the controversial discussion of a topic, then you 
live in an opinion bubble. Algorithms can create so-called filter bubbles. Filter bubbles are 
created by the attempt to personalise news feeds or search results: We are shown selected 
topics by algorithms that we might like and that confirm our previously registered interests 
or are similar to them (favourite cake). 
What is the problem? In addition to a distorted overview of opinions, this one-sided 
newsfeed can also influence the opinions of the users themselves. One-sided reporting 
reinforces one's own view of the world, while ignoring other views. On the one hand, this 
hinders the possibility to comprehensively reflect on a topic, and on the other hand, there is 
the danger of adapting to a constantly presented opinion. In an extreme case, this way, 
someone could be led from a moderate view to a more extreme view. 
 
Source: https://www.lmz-bw.de/medienbildung/themen-von-f-bis-z/hatespeech-und-fake-
news/fake-news/filterblasen-wenn-man-nur-das-gezeigt-bekommt-was-man-eh-schon-
kennt/ 
 
Video on filter bubbles: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-TL_Ija3Rhs 
An example which shows that one often only knows one's own point of view, but another 
point of view can bring important insights: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q-
aNLZ4fGjs&amp;amp;ab_channel=FALTER 
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How can algorithms specifically do harm? 
Algorithms decide,  

• what news we see 
• what we read, see and hear 
• what view we develop 
• whether we get a job or not 
• whether we buy a product or not 

 
As algorithms calculate who we are, they present content tailored to us. For example, 
algorithms know whether you are overweight or not, whether you have many friends or not, 
what your favourite animal is, what your sexual orientation and preferences are. Based on 
all this information, they present you with content that you should like. This may sound like 
a perfect assistant at first glance, but it limits you enormously because you don't have access 
to the big picture.  
Maybe you would like to get to know other points of view? Or get in touch with new people? 
Or maybe you would like to change your career? 
That is hard to do with algorithms because they only know the current you.  
 
Here are some more sources on the problems of algorithms: 

• https://www.focus.de/digital/experten/kuenstliche-intelligenz-maechtige-
algorithmen-steuern-uns-alle-wie-gefaehrlich-das-ist_id_8924068.html 

• https://www.uni-mainz.de/presse/aktuell/11511_DEU_HTML.php 
• https://www.deutschlandfunk.de/lernfaehige-algorithmen-gefahren-kuenstlicher-

intelligenz-100.html 
• https://www.spektrum.de/news/wie-algorithmen-uns-manipulieren/1849438 
• https://www.ardmediathek.de/video/alpha-demokratie/algorithmen-chancen-und-

gefahren/ard-
alpha/Y3JpZDovL2JyLmRlL3ZpZGVvL2RhMTQ4N2ZkLTZkYmQtNGQ3YS05NzRmLWNm
ZjI3MTkwNzI5NQ 

 
 
What can be learned from the exercise?  
As explained above, an algorithm always shows us similar content based on the topics we 
like to view. But you can influence this mechanism. An algorithm works based on what it 
learns about our interests. So if you actively search for other topics, the algorithm will take 
this information into account and also show such content. Hence, you can influence what 
you see by being active. It is important to always be aware that such mechanisms are 
working in the background and not to forget that the information, which you see, does not 
necessarily represent the whole truth, but may only be a partial aspect.  
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Breaking the cycle -  
How can you actively change algorithms? 

 

 
 
So what can be done?  
It may not be relevant to fool the algorithms on social media into thinking you are interested 
in sheep. However, one could, for example, not only follow the social media page of one's 
favourite candidates before an election, but also other parties. That way, you know you are 
not just getting one-sided information, even if you might disagree with some parties. In the 
same way, you could follow several newspapers instead of just one to get more 
comprehensive information. This way, one can better exploit the potential of these media 
and gain access to more information and perspectives. 
 
 
Videos explaining algorithms: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FBUoEumkP2w 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uXVr1RXBlxE 
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Handout for documentation during the week 
 

Date start of the exercise:   

What topic is being sought:   

Which platforms are searched on: 

 

 

When did the algorithm adopt the new 
topic? Date:  

 

On which platform was the topic first 
displayed? 

 

How did you manage this? How did you go 
about it?  

 

 

 

 

Which platforms are affected overall?  
 

 

 

What was your experience of this exercise? 
 

 

Was it difficult for the algorithm to pick up 
the new topic? 

 

Date last day of the exercise:   

 


