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Introduction

This presentation contains support materials developed by our Chief 
Examiners, Christine Paul and Diane Kolka, to support your students in 
preparation for the coming exam series. It specifically focuses on providing 
support for ‘(D)' extended questions through the provision of exemplars 

and examiner advice and guidance.

Christine Paul:

Chief examiner, GCSE Religious 

Studies, Specification A

Diane Kolka:

Chief examiner, GCSE Religious 

Studies, Specification B
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New vs legacy specification

o The new specification was first offered to students in 2018. This was a major change 
in focus initiated by the Department for Education. The grading system was changed 
from the legacy A*-U system to the new 9-1 grading system. The intention of this 
was to acknowledge the outcomes achieved by the highest achieving students 
(working above an A* on the legacy system).

o The requirements, format and assessment objectives were challenged to raise 
standards and increase the academic status of GCSE Religious Studies. The 
development team used the documents provided to write the new specification.

o The old specification (D) question was about the candidate applying knowledge and 
justifying their own point of view. It was awarded up to 6 marks.

Example question (legacy)

(D) “Everyone should have a religious upbringing.”
In your answer you should refer to Christianity.
(i) Do you agree? Give reasons for your opinion.
(ii) Give reasons why some people may disagree with you. 
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New vs legacy specification

o The new specification (D) question is now awarded up to 12 marks and is more 
demanding of students. The candidates own opinion is not required. They are to 
provide an evaluation/consideration of two diverse views (as stated in the 
specification). They should appraise the arguments in terms of strengths and 
weaknesses and reach a conclusion as to the accuracy of the statement.

Example question (new specification):

o After the change in requirements on the specification, some centres may have 
struggled in adjusting their teaching to accommodate this change. Thus, students 
responded with a ‘for and against’ and a personal conclusion, which restricted their 
maximum mark to 6/12. Responses to D questions shown in this presentation 
exemplify this change of focus.

(D) “Everyone should have a religious upbringing.”
Evaluate this statement showing you have considered arguments for and against. In 
your answer you should:
• refer to Christian teachings
• refer to a non-religious points of view
• reach a justified conclusion.
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Explanation of level descriptors

To help you understand the application of the mark scheme, this 
section provides a breakdown of the requirements for each level.

Level Mark Descriptor Explanation

1 1-3 • Information/issues 
are identified and 
make superficial 
connections among 

a limited range of 
elements in the 
question, 
underpinned by 
isolated elements of 

understanding of 
religion and belief.

• Judgements are 
supported by 
generic arguments 

to produce a 
conclusion that is 
not fully justified.

• Candidates only cover some of the demands of the question 
(for and against; refer to list; reach a conclusion). Typically, 
one sided. These only scratch the surface of what is required.  
Even in this level if a candidate answers from a non-religious 

viewpoint, that is not required by the bullet points of the 
question, this will not be credited.

• Candidates choose and present correct religious knowledge 
related to the statement separately; possibly like a point 
made in an ‘outline’ question. There is no development of the 

reasons to support the arguments.

• Candidates may make an attempt to conclude but with weak 
justification for the decision made.
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Explanation of level descriptors

Level Mark Descriptor Explanation

2 4-6 • Superficial 
connections are 
made among many, 
but not all, of the 

elements in the 
question, 
underpinned by a 
limited 
understanding of 

religion and belief.

• Judgements of a 
limited range of 
elements in the 
question are made. 

Judgements are 
supported by an 
attempt to appraise 
evidence, much of 
which may be 

superficial, leading 
to a conclusion that 
is not fully justified.

• Candidates begin to develop answers using accurate religious 
knowledge related to the statement, possibly making a point 
plus one development as made in the ‘explain’ question. 

• Candidates cover some/more of the demands of the question 

(for and against; refer to list; reach a conclusion). Typically, 
an argument for and against.  There may be evidence of an 
attempt to assess the points made/reasons given 
summarising their strengths and weaknesses, in relation to 
the statement.

• Candidates may make an attempt to conclude giving a 
cursory justification for the decision made. 
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Explanation of level descriptors

Level Mark Descriptor Explanation

3 7-9 • Deconstructs religious 
information/issues, 
leading to coherent 
and logical chains of 
reasoning that 

consider different 
viewpoints. These are 
underpinned by an 
accurate 
understanding of 
religion and belief. 
Connections are made 
among many, but not 
all, of the elements in 
the question. 

• Constructs coherent 

and reasoned 

judgements of many, 
but not all, of the 

elements in the 
question. Judgements 
are supported by the 
appraisal of evidence, 
some of which may be 
superficial, leading to 
a partially justified 
conclusion.

• Candidates begin to ‘deconstruct religious information/issues; this 
means they are able to select the correct parts of their knowledge 
and apply it to the questions as it is needed, rather than providing 
everything they know about the topic. (For example, a candidate may 
refer to a religious concept within their answer and not explain its 

meaning or purpose as they are confident they have identified the 
correct knowledge to consider the statement. Or they are confident to 
provide succinct information in order to consider the statement rather 
than providing all their knowledge of the religious information or 
issue.)

• Candidates begin to develop answers using accurate religious 
knowledge and understanding related to the statement, this is used to 
effect in giving reasons for and against.  Possibly making points that 
are developed several times and may on occasion offer some support 
from a source of authority in the religion as in the C type answer. This 
begins to form a logical organised section of knowledge and reasoning 

that cover many but not all the demands (for and against; refer to 

list; reach a conclusion) of the question.  The flow of the arguments 
may not be clearly connected.

• Candidates assess the points made/reasons given, summarising their 

strengths and weaknesses in relation to the statement or to 
demonstrate their understanding of the diversity within religions. 
They explain how one group of believers respond to the arguments of 
another (if required by the question) and why they consider those 
believers to have a weaker position. Attention may be given to the 
validity of some of the evidence used to support the arguments. 
These may not be fully explored and lead to a 

conclusion that is not convincing. 



9

Explanation of level descriptors

Level Mark Descriptor Explanation

4 10-12 • Critically deconstructs 

religious 
information/issues, 
leading to coherent and 
logical chains of 
reasoning that consider 
different viewpoints. 
These are underpinned 
by a sustained, accurate 
and thorough 
understanding of religion 

and belief. Connections 

are made among the full 
range of elements in the 

question. 

• Constructs coherent 
and reasoned 
judgements of the full 
range of elements in the 
question. Judgements 
are fully supported by 
the comprehensive 

appraisal of evidence, 
leading to a fully justified 
conclusion.

• Candidates present answers using accurate religious knowledge and 

deep understanding related to the statement. Candidates deconstruct 
religious information/issues; this means they are able to select the 
correct parts of their knowledge and apply it to the questions as it is 
needed, rather than providing everything they know about the topic. 
(For example, a candidate may refer to a religious concept within 
their answer and not explain its meaning or purpose as they are 
confident they have identified the correct knowledge to answer the 
question. Or they are confident to provide succinct information in 
order to ‘get the job done’ rather than providing all their knowledge of 
the religious information or issue.)

• All the demands (for and against; refer to list; reach a conclusion) of 

the question are met, including the required different viewpoints. 
Each argument and the appraisal of it are connected and flow as a 
whole argument from beginning to end. 

• The arguments and reasons are individually considered, either 
throughout the answer or at the end in a conclusion. Attention is 

given to the validity of the evidence that is used to support the 
arguments. Or to demonstrate their understanding of the diversity 
within religions explain how one group of believers respond to the 
arguments of another and why they consider those believers to have 
a weaker position (if required by the question).

• Candidates may then summarise an answer to the question asked, 
linking back to the statement ending with an brief evaluation of the 

arguments given. No new information will 
be given at this point.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 2 (5/12)

The example below is included to show what needs to happen to 
Level 2 responses in order for them to progress to Level 3.

The answer has been transcribed and the examiner commentary 
is provided on the following pages for clarity.



11

Annotated exemplars: Level 2 (5/12)

Question

Answer

“Some Christians might argue that local churches should be responsible for 
evangelism as Christian teachings say to “Spread the good word of God” this is a 

strong argument for Christians as it comes from God who is the most important 
part of there religion. They might believe that by not Spreading the Word and 

converting people the local churches were not following the Christian teachings and 

that they should be the ones responsible for it. 

“Other Christians might argue that the local Churches shouldn’t be responsible for 

evangelism as while Christian teachings show that “those who are baptised will go 

to heaven” it must be those individuals choosing the Christian faith for themselves 
without conversion. 

(D) “The local Church should be responsible for evangelism.”
Evaluate this statement considering the arguments for and against.  
In your answer you should:
- refer to Christian teachings
- reach a justified conclusion. 
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Annotated exemplars: Level 2 (5/12)

Answer (continued)

“Other Christians could argue that evangelism is wrong as attempting to convert 
those particularly of a different faith is going against there rights, this is a strong 

argument as one of our human rights is “the right to religious freedom”. They 

could argue that local churches shouldn't be responsible for this evangelism at 
all and should keep there religious faith for helping other Christians. 

“Some Christians could argue against this saying that the “Right to religious 
freedom” also meant that Christian Churches could attempt to convert others, 

they may also argue that Churches should be responsible for this, as they 

believe that there God is the one true God and that everyone should believe in it 
so God should be spreading the word. This is also a strong argument as “thou 

shalt not worship false idols” shows that they believe in the one that should be 
worshiped is God. 

“In conclusion while both sides are valid arguments I believe that local churches 

should not be responsible for evangelism as other faiths would find this 
conversion a breach of (their) human rights. While it is important for Christians 

to respect the word of God they should also respect other beliefs as the bible 
tells them too.”  
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Annotated exemplars: Level 2 (5/12)

Examiner commentary

This candidate would have been awarded Level 2, 5 marks.

The reasons for this are given below.

● The candidate has given two sides of the argument required to get 
beyond Level 1.

● The candidate has made superficial judgements throughout the 
answer (e.g. “this is a strong argument”).

● Most of the candidate’s arguments contain inaccuracies or are not 
sufficiently developed, leading to an overall confused answer.

● Some of the information in quote marks is not a quote or a 

paraphrase of a source of wisdom and in some cases, it is incorrectly 
attributed.

● The candidate has provided a conclusion. However, this is not fully 
justified or explained.

● The candidate has added new reasoning into the conclusion. They 

clearly assume that this is appraisal but it is reasoning.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 2 (5/12)

Examiner commentary

To be awarded Level 3, the candidate would need to follow the 

recommendations below.

● The arguments for and against need to include an accurate 
understanding of religion and belief.

● Each argument presented should give ‘chains of reasoning’. (A chain 
of reasoning is when a candidate makes a point and then develops it 

several times. They can do this by providing examples, extra 
information, or sources of wisdom.)
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Annotated exemplars: Level 3 (7/12)

This is an example of a Level 3 response, achieving 7 marks.

The answer has been transcribed and examiner commentary is 
provided on the following pages for clarity.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 3 (7/12)

Question

Answer

“An argument for this statement being true is that people have stopped remembering 
the original meaning, now they Just think about such things like Easter Eggs, rabbits and 
secular celebrations of the festival. So they don't link the festival with its original 
meaning. This is a strong arguments because it has tons of evidence, for example you 
can see that sales figures are high by most people, even non-Christians buy easter eggs. 
Also people don’t celebrate it like it was traditionally done, in the 19th Century people 
would roll paste eggs down hills after a church service, but now it has been 
commercialised with things like the easter bunny replacing Jesus. 

“An argument against this statement is that most Christians still consider it to be the 
most important festival as it celebrates the resurrection of Jesus and is the centre of the 
Christian faith. This argument is valid because in Corinthians 15:12-34, the believers are 
told that without the resurrection their faith would be a delusion and they will still be lost 
in sin. This is an early Church teaching which all Christians teach, and the 
resurrection fulfilled the plan of salvation that was prophesised. 

(D) “Easter has lost its original meaning”
Evaluate this statement considering arguments for and against. 
In your answer you should:
- refer to Christian teachings
- reach a justified conclusion



17

Annotated exemplars: Level 3 (7/12)

Answer (continued)

“In conclusion I think that the original meaning still hasn’t been lost because it is still 
taught to many people, and without it their faith would be false, and is still got some 
of its original meanings behind it.” 
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Annotated exemplars: Level 3 (7/12)

Examiner commentary

This candidate would have been awarded Level 3, 7 marks.

The reasons for this are given below. 

● The candidate has given two sides of the argument.

● The candidate has deconstructed the religious information and issues.

● The candidate has shown an accurate understanding of religion and 
belief.

● The argument does not have sufficient detail; the non-religious point 
of view needs to be ignored as it is not required by the question.

● The candidate has provided a conclusion, however this is not fully 

justified or explained.



19

Annotated exemplars: Level 3 (7/12)

Examiner commentary

To be awarded a higher mark in Level 3, the candidate would need to follow 
the recommendations below.

● The arguments for and against need to include more depth as much 
of the supporting argument does not show an accurate understanding 

of religion and belief. 

● The candidate needs to add more explanation linked to the questions 
in the coherent and logical chains of reasoning to be at the top of the 
level. 

● The candidate needs to provide more information about judgements 

and needs to provide appraisal of the evidence given in the arguments 
for and against.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 3 (8/12)

This is an example of a Level 3 response, achieving 8 marks.

The answer has been transcribed and examiner commentary is 
provided on the following pages for clarity.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 3 (8/12)

Question

Answer

“One reason why 10 commandments are important is God told Moses on [Mount 
Sinai] to follow the 613 Mitzvot 10 of [the] main ones [being] called the 10 
commandments and from Exodus in the Torah he said they must follow these to 
have a good life and live happy with God. He also said that doing these the Jewish 
people will have a better relationship with God. This is a strong argument as 
[commandments] are usually main laws around the world like do not kill or do not 
commit adultery so these laws have shaped the laws of [non religious] people 
[too].

“However all  613 Mitzvot are important as to live the best life you must follow all 
of them as [there] are [a] main 10 but the other 603 Mitzvot portray a happier life 
as the 10 said don’t commit adultery as the Mitzvot explains them better as you 
are allowed to say you partner is deceased. This also allows Jews to live with their 
free will [properly]. This is a strong argument as all of the 613 Mitzvot have a 
reasoning from God. 
However they are also outdated and not used in [today’s] society.

(D) “Jews only need the 10 Commandments to live a good life.” 
Evaluate this statement considering arguments for and against. 
In your response you should:
- refer to Jewish teachings
- refer to different Jewish points of view
- reach a justified conclusion.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 3 (8/12)

Answer (continued)

“To conclude I believe that to live a good Jewish life you have to follow 613 

Mitzvot to live a good life as 10 commandments in any case.”
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Annotated exemplars: Level 3 (8/12)

Examiner commentary

This candidate would have been awarded Level 3, 8 marks.

The reasons for this are given below. 

● The candidate has given two sides of the argument.

● The candidate has deconstructed the religious information and issues.

● The candidate has shown an accurate understanding of religion and 
belief.

● The argument, which is clearly based on evidence from the Torah, does 
not have sufficient detail.

● The candidate has provided a conclusion. However this is not fully 
justified or explained.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 3 (8/12)

Examiner commentary

To be awarded the top mark in Level 3, the candidate would need to follow 

the recommendations below.

● The arguments for and against need to include more depth and clearly 
link to ‘a good life’ rather than their importance.

● The candidate needs to add more explanation linked to the statement in 
the coherent and logical chains of reasoning to be at the top of the level.

● The candidate needs to provide more information about judgements and 
needs to provide appraisal of the evidence given in the arguments for and 
against.

● The conclusion needs to contain more justification for the final decision on 
the statement.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 3 (9/12)

This is an example of a Level 3 response, achieving 9 marks.

The answer has been transcribed and examiner commentary is 
provided on the following pages for clarity.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 3 (9/12)

Question

Answer

“In this essay I will examine the idea that “believing in purgatory is essential 

for all Christians”. I shall look at this statement from different points of view 
and assess which I feel is valid.

“Some Catholics believe that believing in purgatory is essential for all 
Christians. They believe that to get into heaven you have to be perfect but 
obviously being humans we aren’t perfect and sin. So to become perfect and 

sinless, after death, you have to undergo purification of all your sins in 
purgatory. This argument can be regarded as logical seeing as we are all 
humans we know that we make mistakes and are not perfect.

(D) “Believing in purgatory is essential for all Christians”
Evaluate this statement considering arguments for and against.
In your response you should:

- refer to Catholic teachings
- refer to different Christian points of view 
- reach a justified conclusion.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 3 (9/12)

Answer (continued)

“Catholics also believe that believing in purgatory is essential because in the Bible 
it says that to be with God you need to be sinless and holy. So to be with God you 
have to “be saved through [sanctification] of the spirit.” As far as Catholics are 
concerned it is an acceptable argument as it is found in St Paul’s writing (In 
Thessalonians) which are a recognised authority and as St Paul was one of the 
disciples in the early Church, however not all Christians view purgatory in the 
same way. For example some like ‘the Church of England’ believe that seeing as 
Jesus already died on the cross to forgive our sins there is no need to go to 
purgatory. It says in the Bible that Jesus was sent to [Earth] to die to forgive our 
sins. This is said in Matthew 1:21 “And she will bring forth a son and you shall call 
his name Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins”. So if he was sent to 
forgive our sins why do we need to go to purgatory[?] This argument is logical 
because if it says in the Bible, which is a source of authority, that he died for our 
sins then purgatory is contradictory to this so it’s better to believe what it says in 
the Bible.   

“Other Christians also believe that purgatory was just made up by the Church. 
they believe that it wasn’t taught by Jesus so it may be just a thing invented by 
the Church just for money. This is due to it is not mentioned in the Bible or in 39 
articles which has authority because they get their knowledge from the 
Apostles[‘] Creed and Nicene Creed.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 3 (9/12)

Answer (continued)

“Looking at the arguments discussed it can be seen that both arguments are 

equally strong. They both have sources with authority however Catholics 
point of view seems more logical and has more sources of authority to back 
them up.”
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Annotated exemplars: Level 3 (9/12)

Examiner commentary

This candidate would have been awarded Level 3, 9 marks.

The reasons for this are given below. 

● The candidate has given two sides of the argument.

● The candidate has deconstructed the religious information and issues. The 
arguments include a logical chain of reasoning.

● The candidate has shown an accurate understanding of religion and belief.

● The candidate has provided a conclusion. However this is not fully justified 
or explained.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 3 (9/12)

Examiner commentary

To move to a Level 4 response, the candidate would need to follow the 
recommendations below.

● The candidate needs to add more explanation linked to the statement in 
the coherent and logical chains of reasoning throughout.

● The candidate needs to provide more information about judgements and 
needs to provide appraisal of the evidence given in the arguments for and 
against.

● The candidate needs to provide a reasoned conclusion that is fully 
justified. 
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Annotated exemplars: Level 4 (10/12)

This is an example of a Level 4 response, achieving 10 marks.

The answer has been transcribed and examiner commentary is 
provided on the following pages for clarity.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 4 (10/12)

Question

Answer

“Most Christians would agree with this statement, supporting the idea that 

criminals should never be tortured. Christians my (may) agree with this due 
to the sanctity of life argument; all life is precious because all life was created 
by God, which is known to be true by Christians as the Bible says God is the 
“maker of all that is.” Therefore, Christians would use this to promote the 
idea that criminals, no matter how bad their crimes, should never be tortured 

as they our report (part) of God’s creation even though they have sinned. 
this is a weaker argument, however as it is based on theological evidence 
that requires interpretation – it isn't an argument based on the direct words 
of God.

(D) “Torture should never be used on criminals.”

Evaluate this statement considering arguments for and against.

In your response you should:

- refer to Christian teachings

- refer to relevant ethical arguments

- reach a justified conclusion.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 4 (10/12)

Answer (continued)

“In response to this some Christians may disagree with the statement and 
promote the idea of situation ethics as an alternative to the sanctity of life. 
This is where Christians seek to do the most loving thing suited to the 
individual circumstance, and in the case of torture, this may be to reveal plans 
for further crimes committed by assailants who would cause more harm to 
more people. In circumstances like this Christians may argue that torture is 
necessary to prevent more destruction, using the example of gods 
benevolence to support. The Bible states that God is ” abounding in love,” 
which promotes the idea of situation ethics, in addition to saying that “to act 
justly” is a requirement of all Christians, which in the case of some criminals 
may mean implementing the use of torture. This is a strong argument based 
on theological evidence from the Bible, however it may be weakened by the 
interpretation of quotes needed, as to “act justly” isn't necessarily equivalent 
to ‘implement torture’ and therefore the use of such methods is subjective.

“Overall, this leads to the conclusion that Christians may be divided on their 
stance towards such issues. Some may believe it is necessary for the sanctity 
of lives it protects and may argue the examples of it found in the Bible 
support its use, while others may argue it is wrong because the sanctity of life 
argument affects all life, including criminals, and that Jesus’ example of 
kindness and mercy counters any examples of torture.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 4 (10/12)

Examiner commentary

This candidate would have been awarded level 4, 10 marks.

The reasons for this are given below. 

● The candidate has given two sides of the argument.

● The candidate has deconstructed the religious information and issues.

● The candidate has shown a sustained and accurate understanding of 
religion and belief.

● The candidate has provided a conclusion which has some appraisal.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 4 (10/12)

Examiner commentary

To move to a higher Level 4 response, the candidate would need to follow the 

recommendations below.

● The candidate needed to explore the connection between torture and the 
sanctity of life more thoroughly, as the examiner is required to make the 
connection between the two.

● The candidate needed to provide a more comprehensive appraisal of 

evidence, leading to a fully justified conclusion as the justification given is 
too repetitive.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 4 (11/12)

This is an example of a Level 4 response, achieving 11 marks.

The answer has been transcribed and examiner commentary is 
provided on the following pages for clarity.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 4 (11/12)

Question

Answer

“One reason why it could be strongly argued that miracles prove the 
existence of God is because miracles cannot be explained by science. 
Therefore, only supernatural or divine intervention could have taken place as 
we have not explanation for it. This divine intervention must come from God, 

therefore God exists. However, this argument is weakened by atheists as 
there have been a number of supposed miracles that have eventually being 
explained through science. As a result miracles are just (phenomena) which 
science hasn't explained yet but will. Therefore, miracles don't prove that 
God exists. However, this would be persuasively argued against by a Catholic 

as miracles in Lourdes  have still not been explained by science. This is 
because science will never be able to as it comes from God. Therefore, 
proving God exists.

(D) “Miracles prove the existence of God.”
Evaluate this statement considering arguments for and against.
In your response you should:

- refer to Catholic teachings
- refer to non-religious points of view
- reach a justified conclusion.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 4 (11/12)

Answer (continued)

“Another reason why it could be strongly argued that miracles prove the existence 
of God is because miracles reveal the nature of God which has been in the 
scripture for hundreds of years. Therefore it is not a coincidence that miracles 
happen to seem to come from an all powerful being because the Bible suggests 
that one of God’s natures is him being omnipotent. Therefore miracles prove the 
existence of God. However, this argument could be significantly weakened as non-
religious people would argue that there are many Polytheist religions with Multiple 
gods that claimed to be able to do miracles. Therefore it would be impossible to 
know whether it is the Christian God of Abraham. As a result miracles don't prove 
the existence of God. This could be argued against by Catholics as no other gods 
would do miracles in Lourdes as it is a Catholic traditional pilgrimage site. 
Therefore it would make sense for it to be any other God. Therefore miracles 
prove the existence of God.

“Finally, Catholics could persuasively argue that miracles prove the existence of 
God as the scriptures say “unless you see signs and wonders you will not believe.” 
Therefore miracles are to be expected from Catholics as they show God is still 
alive in the world. Therefore miracles prove the existence of God. However, this 
could be weakened as atheists could say that it is impossible to fully authenticate 
a miracle and that it could be lies. However, Catholics would argue that miracles 
are put under extensive investigation for or for authority, therefore miracles 
prove the existence of God.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 4 (11/12)

Answer (continued)

“In conclusion, it is clear to see that the argument for miracles being proof of 

God's existence overwhelms the arguments against, due to science not being able 
to explain miracles as well as the extensive investigations to authenticate 

miracles. Most importantly, the Bible tells Christians to expect ‘wonders’ and 
‘signs’ therefore the statement argument is stronger, more compelling than the 

against argument.” 
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Annotated exemplars: Level 4 (11/12)

Examiner commentary

This candidate would have been awarded Level 4, 11 marks.

The reasons for this are given below. 

● The candidate has given two sides of the argument.

● The candidate has critically deconstructed the religious information/issues 
they have done this by choosing the correct religious information to 
respond to the issue raised in the stimulus understanding of religion and 

belief. 

● The candidate has provided a conclusion which has some appraisal.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 4 (11/12)

Examiner commentary

To move to a higher Level 4 response, the candidate would need to follow the 
recommendations below.

● The candidate needs to support their arguments with a more thorough 
understanding of religion and belief. For example, authoritative statements 

and sources of authority. 

● The candidate needs to be able to provide a more comprehensive 
appraisal of evidence, as the justification given lacks sufficient depth.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 4 (12/12)

This is the first example of a Level 4 response, achieving 12 

marks.

The answer has been transcribed and examiner commentary is 
provided on the following pages for clarity.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 4 (12/12)

Question

Answer

“In this essay, I will examine the idea that 
’Believing in purgatory is essential for all 
Christians’. This a place where the sinful go to 
be forgiven for their sins. One reason why 
Catholics believe this statement may be true is 
because purgatory is required to enter heaven. 
This is because you need to be perfect to enter 
heaven. The Catechism teaches that after 
death we will ‘undergo purification’, this will 
make the decision if we go to heaven or not. 
Therefore, if we are purified that will make us 
sinless and get approval to enter heaven. 

“This is the candidates first 
argument – it is accurate , 
written in a coherent chain of 
reasoning and shows 

understanding of religion and 
belief.”

(D) "Believing in purgatory is essential for all Christians."

Evaluate this statement considering arguments for and 

against

In your response you should:
- refer to Catholic teachings

- refer to different Christian points of view

- reach a justified conclusion.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 4 (12/12)

Answer (continued)

“This can be seen as a logical argument 

because if the catechism teaches, it is 
authoritative, therefore people/Catholics will 
believe it.

“However, one reason why the Catholic 
argument may be seen as untrue is because 

not all Christians believe in purgatory. This may 
be because they believe it is not required as 
Jesus died on the cross for forgiveness of our 
sins, so purification in purgatory is not 
required. We know this because in the letter to 

the Romans from St Paul he says, ‘He was 
delivered over to death for our sins and raised 
to life for our justification.’ We believe that as 
he died for our sins, we won’t need to be 
purified again. 

“This part is a judgement of 
the argument and appraises 
why it is a strong one – as 
the catechism supports it then 

it is logical Catholics believe.”

“This is the alternative 
Christian argument to that 
given in the first paragraph 
(thus also a deconstruction of 

the argument) and it is 
accurate, written in a 
coherent chain of reasoning 
and show understanding of 
religion and belief.”
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Annotated exemplars: Level 4 (12/12)

Answer (continued)

“This argument is logical to believe because it 

is said in the Bible and therefore valid as the 
argument provides evidence.

“Furthermore, people may not see this 
statement as true because some Christians 
believe that purgatory is invented by the 

Church. We know this because the 39 Articles 
suggest it is ‘a fond thing vainly invented’. 
Some Christians believe that because 
purgatory is not mentioned in the Bible it was 
invented at a time in the history of the Church 

when there was money given to the Church 
for prayers. 

“This part is a judgement of 
the argument and appraises 
why it is a strong one – as 
the Bible supports it then it is 

logical Catholics believe.”

“Another argument 
considering that purgatory 
was made up, as suggested 
by 39 articles and the history 

of the Church. It is accurate, 
written in a coherent chain of 
reasoning and shows 
understanding of religion and 
belief.”
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Annotated exemplars: Level 4 (12/12)

Answer (continued)

“This argument can be seen as authentic 
because historically we have evidence that the 
Anglican Church wrote the 39 articles and also 
know that some people were made to pay for 
being pardoned for their sins to avoid going to 
purgatory.

“In conclusion, I believe that the arguments 
are all logical as they all provide evidence that 
would make sense to a believer. However, I do 
think the strongest argument is to agree with 
the statement as the evidence of the catechism 
and the Bible convince me to believe in 
purgatory as a Catholic. However, I can accept 
that as there are more arguments against the 
statement which would be logical to other 
Christians then this could be seen as stronger. 
Looking at the statement which says it is 
essential for all Christian to believe in 
purgatory I would argue that my answer has 
shown it is not essential.”

“This part is showing that 
judgements have been made of 
all elements in the questions 
and they are appraising the 

evidence used.”

“Comprehensive appraisal of 
evidence. Fully justified 
conclusion.”
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Annotated exemplars: Level 4 (12/12)

The slides following show another example of a Level 4 response, 
achieving 12 marks.

In this example, we have not provided an image of the original 
answer, as the candidate was given special consideration and 
allowed to type his answers, with approved access arrangements 
for written examinations by Edexcel.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 4 (12/12)

Question

Answer

“Some Christians believe that miracles prove 
God’s existence because they do not think 
there is a better explanation from happenings 
that break the laws of science. They believe 
that miracles provide personal evidence of 
God for these Christians. As there are no 
alternative explanations then this increases 
their faith. They accept that miracles are 
possible because of evidence within the Bible 
which describes examples, such as Jesus 
walking on water, and that they still happened 
today because in Acts it says ‘Stretch out your 
hand to heal and perform signs and wonders 
through the name of your holy servant Jesus.’

“This is the candidates’ first 
argument. It is accurate, 
written in a coherent chain of 
reasoning and shows 

understanding of religion and 
belief.”

(D) “Miracles prove the existence of God”

Evaluate this statement showing you have considered the 

arguments for and against.  

In your answer you should:
• refer to Christian teaching

• refer to non-religious points of view

• reach a justified conclusion.
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Annotated exemplars: Level 4 (12/12)

Answer (continued)

“Non-religious people would challenge the 

validity of this argument. They would challenge 
this argument is by saying that the actual 
definition of a miracle is impossible to prove as 
fact. It still needs belief in a supernatural 
power. Just because we don’t have scientific 

explanations now doesn’t mean we will not in 
the future. The miracles may not break the 
laws of science it may be science we do not 
know yet. We can explain a lot of things now 
that were thought to be supernatural years 

ago.

“The candidate uses the 
knowledge taught (this is 
identified within the 
specification bullet point) to 

appraise the argument given 
by Christians. It is accurate 
and developed. It does not 
provide an alternative 
argument but an appraisal of 

the Christian viewpoint.”



50

Annotated exemplars: Level 4 (12/12)

Answer (continued)

“Non-religious people argue against the 

statement saying that miracles do not prove 
the existence of God because if an all loving, 
compassionate God existed why doesn’t he 
heal all people? Miracles are just things that 
happen that we cannot explain, this doesn’t 

prove the existence of God.  Proof of God must 
be backed up by scientific evidence to be 
accepted. 

“Christians question the validity of this 
argument by stating that we are human and 

cannot understand the will of God or why he 
does anything. In the Story of Job this is 
explained to Job. God is loving and 
compassionate however, sometimes people 
must suffer for reasons only God knows. 

“The candidate provides the 
non-religious argument 
against the statement, which 
is explained and justified.”

“The candidate then, again 
uses a Christian viewpoint to 
appraise the argument given 
by non-religious people.”
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Annotated exemplars: Level 4 (12/12)

Answer (continued)

“Furthermore, non-religious people ask about 
some of the reported miracles saying they are 
silly. Statues weeping, for example, or Jesus 
appearing in food. Why would God choose to 
perform these kinds of miracles? Why would he 
need to do this? Christians would not accept 
these arguments because even though the 
miracles might appear to be silly there might 
be a good reason for them, and they would 
argue that even if they are not true miracles, it 
doesn’t mean all miracles are false. 

“In conclusion the arguments given by non-
religious people are more convincing. The 
Christian responses all really based on faith, 
not science or factual evidence that can be 
seen by everyone, and therefore are impossible 
to prove. Modern miracles are investigated but 
not many are agreed.  The truth is a miracle is 
so unlikely that, if one turned out to be true, 
that itself would be a miracle.” 

“Here another non-religious 
viewpoint is given.”

“The candidate ends with a 
justified conclusion.”
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Advice from the principal examiners

This section of the resource contains advice and guidance distilled 
from the range of examiners reports available on the Edexcel 
website and through Pearson's ResultsPlus and examWizard
services. You can access these by clicking the icons shown below:

Video guides on how to get the best of each service can be found 
in the links below.

• Guide to using ResultsPlus

• Guide to using examWizard

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6iXxQuR_JqI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Csst3yqGotc
https://www.resultsplusdirect.co.uk/ResultsPlus/Default.aspx
https://www.examwizard.co.uk/
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Advice from the principal examiners

Key tip: Teaching the specification not the textbooks

o To effectively prepare their candidates for the examination, teachers are 

advised to familiarise themselves with the specification and past papers and 
examiners’ reports. These can be found on the Edexcel website.

o The examiners' reports demonstrate that the assessment of the specification, 

is based on the bullet points shown in various sections of the specification as 
shown in this example:

o The questions, and the wording used to form the question, are based on this 

information in the specification. In some schools, teachers share these ‘bullet 
points’ to help candidates decode the content and support research as part of 

their learning.
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Advice from the principal examiners

General advice

Candidates should be given the advice below. 

o Take a minute to compose yourself before dashing into the 
questions!

o Read every question carefully. If there are two parts within the 
question, highlight, circle or underline the two parts as both parts 
are important. For example: Explain two ways the characteristics 
of Almighty are shown in the Torah.

o Diversity within the religion is to be explored, where it is identified 
on the specification. Candidates need to be confident with the 
similarities and differences between the diverse groups 
within the religion studied.

o When studying religions other than Christianity, for example 
Judaism, candidates should recognise that this is a religion
’in its own right’ and not a forerunner of Christianity.
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Advice from the principal examiners

(A) Questions: ‘Outline three …’

o An outline is not a list (a list is only acceptable where the command 
word 'state' is used). A list can be one word, but 'outline’ requires 
more – candidates are required to make their points in sentences.

o If a list (word or simple phrase) is given, it is restricted to 
1 mark, but all three parts must be correct.

Example Question: ‘Outline three characteristics of God.’

Response Mark/s awarded

Distant, busy, Creator. 0 marks only one part is part is 
correct

Creator, lawgiver, judge 1 mark as a list of three correct 
answers

God is Creator 1 mark for one sentence

God is Creator, lawgiver and judge 1 mark for a list within one sentence
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Advice from the principal examiners

(B) Questions: ‘Explain two …’

o Two points (could be reasons, ways, etc.) are required and both need to be developed 
for 4 marks.

o Development consists of a piece of extra information, a reference to a source of 
wisdom, quotes, or examples.

o The development must be of the point given and to the question asked.

Example Question: ‘Explain two characteristics of God.’

o This can be answered starting with ‘an outline’

o One characteristic of God is Creator (1)

o and then developed by a source of wisdom or authority

o ‘In Christian scriptures it says, ‘God created the Heavens and the 
earth’ (1)

o A second characteristic of God is lawgiver (1)

o and then developed by...

o ‘He gave the 10 commandments and other laws for humanity to live by 
(1)

Candidates are encouraged to separate the two reasons, leave a blank line or 
indicate that there are two reasons to examiners, using dashes or bullet points.
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Advice from the principal examiners

(C) Questions: ‘Explain two ...’ and ‘You must refer to a 
source of wisdom.’

o This is the same format as the (B) question and marked in the same way.

o The extra 5th mark is awarded for the addition of a ‘reference to a source of 
wisdom’.

o The source must support the reason given and cannot be awarded twice. Therefore, if it 
is used as development, it does not gain a second mark for the source.

Example Question: ‘Explain two characteristics of God.’

o One characteristic of God is Creator (1) and then develop it by a source of wisdom 
or authority 
‘In Christian scriptures it says, ‘God created the Heavens and the earth’ (1) the 
source of wisdom here has been awarded as a development, so does not attract the 5th 
mark. The answer would need a second point of development.  

o A second characteristic of God is lawgiver (1) and then developed by ‘He gave the 
10 commandments and other laws for humanity to live by (1) in the Bible it says 
God said, ‘These are the laws you are to set before them’ (1) Here the reference 
supports the answer. 

Candidates are encouraged to separate the two reasons, leave a blank line or indicate that 
there are two reasons to examiners, using dashes or bullet points.
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Advice from the principal examiners

How to provide a ‘reference to a source of wisdom’

This is asking for a scripture, a recognised person of authority within the faith’s 
teaching, or a recognised source of wisdom or authority within the faith that 
supports the point the candidate is making. 

o Candidates do not have to reference a quote or quote it word for word. If 
examiners are unsure, they will use a search engine to check the quote or 
paraphrase.

o Candidates are advised to provide the gist of the paraphrase and reference 
it as ‘in the Bible,’ ‘in Christian teaching,’ ‘in Jewish scriptures,’ etc.

o Candidates are advised not to reference the verse. This is because if the 
candidate states that it is in John 1:1 and then writes out another verse from 
John, the mark cannot be awarded as it is incorrect. The candidate then 
loses the mark.

o If a candidate gives the paraphrase and then puts (John 1:18) in brackets, 
for example, the paraphrase can have the mark and the 
bracketed reference is ignored.

o If a candidate quotes Jesus and it was Paul (or vice versa) and the 
quote is not accredited to them, it is not awarded.
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Advice from the principal examiners

(D) ‘Evaluate … considering the arguments for and against.’

o Read the statement carefully. The statement will be controversial and 
have at least two different groups of people who have different reasons 
for agreeing or not agreeing with it.

o The candidate could be encouraged to unpick the statement, look 

for what the examiner is asking for in the answer - ‘reworded’ into 
questions. For example, the statement ‘There are no solutions to the 
problem of evil and suffering’ is asking: What are the solutions to evil and 
suffering given by some people (Christians)? Why do non-religious people 
reject these? What are the reasons given by those who do not believe in 

God?

o Candidates do not have to write long answers – It is about quality, 
not quantity. Candidates need to demonstrate the skills within the level 
descriptors, not give more and more reasons for and against.

o Less able students could be encouraged to do a (C) type answer 

for the argument – Make a point, develop it (as much as possible) 
and add a source of wisdom – explaining why this is a valid reason.
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Advice from the principal examiners

(D) ‘Evaluate … considering the arguments for and against.’

o Candidates are provided with support in the bullet points under the question.  

These are referred to as the ‘elements’ on the mark scheme. A candidate can 

use these to determine what points of view or theories are required as part 
of their answer. 

o These are usually two or three bullet points ending with ‘reach a justified 
conclusion’.

For example, in your answer you should: 

o refer to (insert religion) teachings, (this can be interpreted, attitudes/beliefs)
o refer to different (insert religion) points of view
o refer to non-religious points of view
o refer to relevant ethical arguments
o refer to relevant philosophical arguments
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Advice from the principal examiners

(D) marking – working with levels

o The response is marked via a level mark scheme; it is not point marked. 

Assessment should show how the knowledge and understanding is used and 

appraised to answer the question. There are many ways to achieve the 

descriptions within the levels. 

o More able candidates, that can articulate their thoughts clearly, are advised 

not to use formulas or writing frames. In previous years, the evidence 

suggests that these formulas hinder the candidates achieving higher marks.

o The higher levels are reached if the arguments for and against are supported 

by reasons and developed by evidence to support these reasons. They could 

also be supported, if possible, (but is not a requirement) with a reference to 

a source of wisdom or authority from within the religion or non-religious 

view.
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Advice from the principal examiners

(D) marking – working with levels (continued)

o The argument and evidence should be then ‘considered' or ‘appraised’ for its 

value as an argument. Is this argument valid? Is it supported by 

teachings/sacred writings or other sources from within the religion or non-

religious worldview? Why is there a diversity of belief within the religion and 

why do some believers of the same religion reject the beliefs of others? What 

authority do they base this on? For example, the scriptures as the word of 

God or interpreted?

o Some candidates produce conversational style between the two sides of the 

argument. Others use the design of a ‘for and against the statement’ and 

then appraise and evaluate the sides given. Others give reasons and 

evidence and appraise/evaluate the validity of the arguments throughout the 

answer. There is no ‘right way’ to answer the question.

o Candidates can reach conclusions as they go along or conclude at the end.

o Candidates should be advised to keep referring back to the statement to 

make sure they do not go off on a tangent.
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Pearson Edexcel Religious Studies

I hope that you found this resource pack useful. If you have 
any questions, then please get in touch using the Pearson 
Support Portal, by clicking the icon below:

https://support.pearson.com/uk/s/qualification-contactus?

