
Maiden Erlegh entered 263 students in 2022 for GCSE Religious Studies achieving record 
results, with over 30% achieving Level 4s in their (d) evaluation questions.

We spoke to Sian Jones (Head of Department) to both celebrate their success and ask 
what advice they may have for other schools.

About the school

Maiden Erlegh School is a successful comprehensive school based in 
Earley, Wokingham.

It offers a comprehensive education for students from 11-18 years old 
with the motto of “opportunity, diversity and success for all”.

https://www.maidenerleghschool.co.uk/

About the department

The ‘Religion and Philosophy’ department at Maiden Erlegh is comprised of an experienced team
of specialist teachers. They enter their whole cohort of students following two years of study,
with curriculum time weighted most heavily in the first year.

The department offers Edexcel GCSE Specification B to a full cohort of students, teaching in 
mixed ability classes.

Students enjoy the challenge of ‘Religion and Philosophy’, which has added to the subject’s 
status within the school. It is viewed as an academic subject where students expect rigour 
and challenge but without leading to disengagement from lower-ability students.
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Curriculum sequencing and retrieval

The curriculum is carefully sequenced as a spiral, so retrieval practice is
embedded throughout the course. Key concepts are built on throughout 

the learning journey, supporting retention and using curriculum time 
efficiently. Retrieval practice is embedded into lessons, through starters, 
plenaries and woven in lesson content so the schema is regularly reinforced, 
extended and connections between ideas are strengthened. Retrieval practice 
aims to be time efficient, linking to learning from previous lessons, previous 
terms or previous years.

Literacy support

Maiden Erlegh school has a whole-school focus on extended writing. In ‘Religion and 
Philosophy’, all students have a class exercise book and an assessment exercise book where 
formal assessments are completed. These include a bespoke literacy grid in the front (designed 
by the department) which support students with extended writing. These comprise useful 
connectives to aid the flow of writing; synonyms to help expand vocabulary used and evaluative 
terminology to support appraisal and develop the habit of using the language of appraisal.

Modelling of skills

‘Logical chains of reasoning’ and ‘appraisal’ are modelled early in the course and then practised 
throughout.  Students develop the skill of appraisal using familiar content of their choice such as 
discussing the best chocolate bar or the most successful football team.  This familiarises 
students with the process of building arguments, adding layers of explanation and evidence to 
support.  Analysis is then developed by adding counter arguments and the subsequent dismissal 
of these counter claims.  For example, when looking at Galaxy as the best chocolate, students 
assess reasons opposed and then why they are not convinced.  This enables students to become 
confident in the skill before applying to religious content.   

Embedding skills through oracy

Ideally, students would have endless time to practise writing 
extended evaluations, however with time constraints and 
content demands this is not always possible. It is imperative 
that the skills of ‘chains of reasoning’ and ‘appraisal’ are 
embedded across lessons and practised regularly. Maiden 
Erlegh school has a focus on oracy in lessons, encouraging 
the use of subject specific terminology in verbal responses.

Within lessons, when discussing arguments and viewpoints, students are encouraged to build 
up responses individually and as a class to create ‘logical chains of reasoning’. To support 
appraisal, teachers encourage students to ask, ‘Is this view practical?, ‘Is there scripture to support 
this view?’, ‘Is there scripture which contradicts this view?’, ‘Are there any problems with this view?’ 
and ‘Is it persuasive?’ This helps train students to critically analyse viewpoints and arguments as 
standard rather than as an afterthought.
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Focus on components skills

Lessons regularly involve a focus on exam questions, broken 
down into individual components. This includes composing sections of an
answer as a class, building up a single chain of reasoning together either 

in writing or verbally.  

Additionally, classes use a range of example answers (both strong and weak), analysing and 
discussing them with a focus on their component skills. Students are encouraged to recognise 
strengths and identify ways to improve these. This is completed collaboratively as a class at first 
and as students become more confident, this support is gradually withdrawn, and students 
tackle independently. This often includes using a skeleton answer with basic points where 
students focus on adding evidence, development or critical reasoning.

Regular practice of appraisal

As appraisal is a higher-level skill which is specifically 
mentioned within the level descriptors, the practice 
of this must be regular and embedded throughout 
lessons. When focusing on the skill of appraisal, 
classes are presented with the arguments rather 
than generating these individually and time is spent 
focusing on the skill of appraising the argument 
instead. Students are often given a range of points 
for and against that they can include, and they are 
tasked with building on these, adding development 
and appraisal using the language of appraisal within 
their literacy grids to support.  

Support for Low ability students

As all ‘Religion and Philosophy’ classes at Maiden Erlegh are taught in mixed ability classes, there 
is a real need for adaptive teaching, differentiation and scaffolding for lower-ability students. 
The focus on component skills supports this. Students are encouraged to focus on building up 
chains of reasoning and adding layers of development as a starting point. Once/if they have 
mastered this skill, they can then move on to higher level appraisal. As suggested in the 
exemplar guide released by Pearson in March 2022, a weaker student may find beginning their 
evaluations using the format of a (c) question to structure their initial paragraphs helpful. This 
repetition of structure can be a supportive step for low-ability students.

Top tips from Maiden Erlegh ‘Religion and Philosophy’ department

1. Sequence the curriculum carefully, using low stakes retrieval practice across lessons
2. Model the individual skills using familiar material
3. Explicitly teach the language of development and appraisal
4. Teach and practise component skills using a ‘chunking’ approach
5. Focus on embedding the skill of appraisal so students are in the habit of critical thinking
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