
 

 

 

 

Examination Reform in Religious Studies 

2014 – Frequently asked questions 

 

These answers are offered by NATRE following a reading of the draft criteria by those who have 

been consulted during the process of their development but are not intended as a definitive guide 

to examination reform or a defence of any particular response to the draft criteria. 

 

Why are examinations in Religious Studies changing? 
 
The DfE are reforming the system of examinations in a manner that will affect all subjects. The 
latest announcement states, “We are reforming the content of GCSEs to make them more 
challenging so pupils are better prepared for further academic or vocational study, or for work” 
 
What are criteria? 
 
Examination criteria are produced mainly for Awarding Organisations (AOs) and examiners and 
not really for teachers. Their primary purpose is to support the design and regulation of 
specifications. 
 
GCSE and A level criteria have two components: 
1. Subject content: sets out the knowledge, understanding and skills common to all GCSE 

specifications in that subject. It is the responsibility of the DfE to approve the content but 
Ofqual must agree that the content can be regulated. 

2. Assessment objectives: describe the principal abilities that candidates taking that 
qualification must be given the opportunity to develop and demonstrate. The assessment 
objectives are the responsibility of Ofqual. 

 
When Ofqual consider whether or not they will approve the content, they need to be convinced 
that it: 

 represents a coherent programme of study 

 reflects the purpose of the qualification and the assessment objectives 

 will enable consistent qualifications to be developed by awarding organisations 

 is at the right level of demand 

 represents the right amount of content  

What is the relationship between criteria and specifications? 
 
Awarding organisations (AQA, Pearson - Edexcel, OCR and WJEC) organize, structure and list the 
course content, setting out what will be assessed in detail and how marks will be awarded. 
These specifications are submitted to Ofqual for approval who will determine whether or not 
the terms of the criteria are met. 
 



 

 

 

 

 
What is the required content for GCSE RS? 

 
 

 
All candidates will study TWO religions through one of the routes of study described below. It is 
vital to recognise that these parts are unlikely to be translated into separate papers as awarding 
organisations are likely to integrate elements into their own style of specification, especially as 
it will not be possible to meet the assessment objects if the separate sections are examined 
without reference to each other. 
 
Why do the criteria require so much study of religions? 
 
This change is intended to address the criticism of GCSE RS that candidates could answer some 
questions with very little reference to specific knowledge of a religion. The study of religions in 
Part One are intended to provide the foundation for the study of the themes in Part Two but 
awarding organisations may choose to integrate the content (see below).  
 
If a GCSE Full Course is intended to require between 120 and 140 hours of study, the content 
listed in each of the annexes might be expected to be taught in around 60 hours or 15 hours 
per section. 
 



 

 

 

 

If we are studying two religions each for 25% of the content, what sort of material will 
candidates be expected to know? 
 
Those studying two religions each for 25% in Part One will need to study topics A and B for each 
religion. A. Beliefs and Teachings B Sources of Wisdom and Authority but this content may be 
explored through themes in Part 2 (see below) 
 
We’d like to study one religion in more depth than the other but still explore some of the 
themes 
 
This will be possible. The documents allow for specifications to be developed that permit the 
study one religion for 50% of the content. In these circumstances all four topics will be 
studied:1. Beliefs and Teachings, 2. Sources of Wisdom and Authority 3.  Practices and D: Forms 
of expression and ways of life. The study of the content related to a second religion is 
compulsory but would cover the first two topics only. In addition, two themes; either from 
textual studies or Religion, Philosophy and Ethics in the modern world will be studied for the 
remaining 25% of the content. (see option 2 above) 
 
Does this mean that new GCSE specifications will now be completely different from those we 
have now? 
 
This is a decision for the awarding organisations. The themes in Part Two include most of the 
areas found in the current specifications, so they may choose to reflect elements of these in the 
new specifications; see example below: 
 

e.g. Edexcel Religion and Life: New draft themes 

1. Believing in God (f) The existence of God, gods and ultimate 
reality 

2. Matters of life and death 
 

(e) religious views of the world, including their 
relationship to scientific views 

3. Marriage and the family (d) relationships and families 

4. Religion and Community Cohesion (j) religion, human rights and social justice 

 
The content sets out the expectation that candidates will have a clear understanding of two 
religions that will underpin their exploration of the themes. The intention is that they will have 
a more coherent understanding of the religious traditions studied than is current permitted. 
 
I cannot see some specific issues that we usually study listed in the criteria; does this mean 
they will not be studied? 
 
One of the areas of variability in the current specifications is the degree to which they lead to a 
study of each religion and belief in a manner that reflects the integrity of that tradition. Where 
the language used in these documents is general, it should allow for the awarding organisations 
to select appropriate content to overcome this issue. 



 

 

 

 

Will these documents lead to separate papers for part one and part two? 
 
This is a matter for the awarding organisations but the GCSE draft criteria include the following:  
 
8. Awarding organisations can develop, combine or cross reference the required content in any 
way appropriate to the specification, as long as the overall criteria are met. This means they 
MAY choose to bring together elements of part one (religion) and part two (themes). See one 
example below: 
  
In addition, the assessment objectives would seem to make an integrated approach to the 
content desirable: 
 
Draft assessment objectives for GCSE 
 
AO1 Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of religion, including:  

 similarities and differences between and within religions and beliefs;  

 the nature of religious beliefs and teachings and their impact on individuals, 
communities and societies.  

AO2 
 

 Analyse and evaluate questions and issues related to religious beliefs, values and 
teachings:  

 using and applying knowledge and understanding of religions;  

 constructing well-informed and balanced arguments.  
 
What is the required content for A level RS? 
 
All candidates will study two of the following three areas: 
 

 Systematic study of one religion 

 Philosophical, Ethical and Social Scientific Studies of Religion 

 Textual Studies 
 
As with GCSE, the content and assessment objectives would seem to make an integrated 
approach to the content desirable (see below) 
 
Draft assessment objectives at A level 
 
AO1  Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of religion, including: 
 

 religious belief, thought and relevant issues; 

 explaining the nature of religious beliefs and teachings and their impact on individuals, 
communities and societies; 

 making connections across different aspects of the study of religion and belief. 



 

 

 

 

 
AO2 
 
Analyse and critically evaluate questions and issues related to religious beliefs, values and 
teachings: 
 

 applying knowledge and understanding of religion; 

 using evidence and reasoning; 

 constructing well informed and balanced arguments. 
 

 
Why is there less specific and detailed content in the A level than in GCSE? 
 
The A level documents set out minimum content. This means awarding organisations are free 
to add material to complement their chosen approach. In certain areas, the content is 
illustrative for example in paragraph 10; the phrase, ‘such as dietary and dress codes’, and in 
paragraph 11, “such as utilitarianism and virtue ethics”, “matters of life and death” etc are 
illustrative of the type of content that would meet the conditions.  
 
 
 

 


