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Introduction

This year there were some excellent responses that demonstrated a wide range of ability, 
with many showing a high level of skill in engaging with the material.

Candidates generally showed thorough knowledge and understanding across the paper, 
reflecting the ability to assess, analysis and evaluate. Notable recognition of the links to other 
papers in Q04 featured heavily and thus indicating an increasing competency in addressing 
this aspect of the paper.

Candidates that achieved high marks offered responses that were detailed, and they 
deconstructed the issues identified using clear and sustained reasoning and judgement in 
relation to the question. This was accomplished through reviewing and analysing the 
strengths and weaknesses of different views and presenting clearly justified judgements. 
Overall, there was a good range of subject specific vocabulary, with a range of scholarship 
employed effectively in many responses.

The perennial issue of time management for candidates was evident. In Q01 candidates 
needed to select relevant material from the topic to address the question. Many candidates 
are still writing more than the time and space permitted for and, consequently, ran out of 
time on other questions.

Whilst most candidates wrote well and engaged with the required AO2 skills, some 
candidates simply outlined content rather than offering assessment, or weighing up of 
differing positions. Therefore, they were unable to attain the top marks. This is an area 
candidates should be encouraged to focus on to attain the higher levels of the mark scheme.

A pleasing feature of this year’s many responses were the excellent answers to the anthology 
extract in Q03(a). Candidates were able to ‘clarify’ well, and the tendency to paraphrase or 
repeat the passage, whilst still evident, was generally less obvious. Many candidates 
expanded and developed the ideas raised and set them in content of the wider topic. 
Similarly, Q03(b) revealed some outstanding responses of the highest quality.

The synoptic link element of Q04 continues to be managed well by the majority of 
candidates. However, a significant number of responses were self-penalising for not making 
links, thus limiting the levels of the mark scheme available. This link was effective when 
clearly signposted. Many of the better responses generated this link, which were embedded 
successfully throughout the candidates’ essays.
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Question 1

In this question, candidate was asked to explore the contribution of symbol to debates about 
religious language.

There were some very excellent, full and concise responses to this question. Many of these 
responses were able to identify and accurately describe Tillich’s understanding of the 
contribution of ‘symbol’ to religious language in a secure manner. Solid responses 
competently used technical vocabulary in relation to the question with confidence.

Weaker responses used up far too much time and space discussing the verification principle 
rather than focusing on ‘symbol’ and its contribution. Regrettably, some candidates simply 
offered an answer about analogy, which did not address the question set.
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This is a response that was awarded the full 8 marks. The candidate 
has given a detailed and wide-ranging response that is focused entirely 
on the demands of the question. The content accurately reflects Paul 
Tillich's thinking on symbol as a contribution to religious language.

Be direct and always explain key terms used.
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This is a response that was awarded 6 marks and achieved level 3. 
There is some terminology and scholarship along with relevant 
knowledge and understanding. The material on Tillich is good, 
although underdeveloped in terms of the manner in which symbols 
participate in what they potentially convey, for example, the cross 
participates in ideas of sacrifice, salvation, atonement and ransom etc.

Consider structuring your answer more clearly for maximum impact.
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Question 2

In this question, candidates were asked to assess the strengths and weaknesses of one 
critique of religious belief.

Overall, there were some very strong answers for this question with most candidates 
choosing from a range of critiques of religious belief, such as the sociological, psychological 
or moral critiques. For example, some candidates offered, successfully, the problem of evil as 
a critique and some others offered Westphal effectively.

Some of the better responses demonstrated the candidates’ ability to explore their chosen 
critique by not merely describing it, but also by engaging with strengths and weaknesses and, 
consequently, coming to a reasoned judgement on whether the critique was successful or 
not.

Weaker responses offered a description of a critique, usually the popularist critique of 
Richard Dawkins, without developing the amount of 'assess' material, as demanded by the 
question.
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This is a response that was awarded the full 12 marks. The candidate 
has given a wealth of material on Durkheim and his sociological 
critique. It is securely organised, covers a lot of ground, and is focused 
on the strengths and weaknesses of Durkheim’s approach. The 
candidate, repeatedly throughout the response, offers reasoned 
judgements on whether the critique is convincing or not. It uses and 
explains key terms and it is impressive, in the time available, in its 
focus and range. The response undoubtedly earns full marks for a 
quality answer.

Ensure 'assessment' is explicitly evident throughout your answer.
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This is a response that was awarded 7 marks and achieved a  
mid-level 2. The answer is a little brief, however the material is relevant 
and strengths are indicated, but the treatment is limited and lacks 
development. There is one main weakness mentioned but again this 
needed to be developed further. The answer could be improved by 
developing the amount of 'assess' material, and developing the detail 
for both strengths and weaknesses.

AO2 marks can be achieved by offering a reasoned judgement about 
the issue and this can be done by considering and assessing relevant 
counter-arguments.
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Question 3

Question 3(a) centred on the attempt by ‘believers’ in God to qualify their views in order to 
accommodate the lack of evidence to support their claim that a ‘gardener tends the spot’. On 
the other hand, the sceptic attempts to build a cumulative case to demonstrate that those 
who ‘believe’ in God make claims that are false.

The question asked candidates to refer to (though not for long quotations or paraphrased 
material from), the passage. It is essential to note that question 3(a) is not about writing out 
lines from the extract and then putting them in your own words, which many students 
attempted.

The better responses identified key ideas from the set paragraph and then linked this to 
knowledge of, for example, Flew’s falsification principle and its application for meaning in 
religious language. In addition, many of these responses confidently made use of other 
scholars to unpack and support their clarification of the ideas identified from the passage.

In the better responses, the AO1 knowledge was handled well and generally detailed. This 
resulted in good quality unpacking of the extract and development on the points it raised in 
relation to meaning and falsification, and to belief in God despite acknowledging that 
evidence may count against. The weaker responses quoted, but did not clarify and explain, 
the ideas in the passage. In addition, many candidates revealed that they did not understand 
the meaning of ‘assertion’.

In question 3(b), responses were generally of a very high quality and led to candidates clearly 
exploring both Hare’s and Mitchell’s approaches by explicitly recognising the distinctive 
nature of their respective argument, ie, that believers do not allow anything to count 
conclusively against their claims.

The weaker responses reflected confusion about the respective positions of Flew, Hare and 
Mitchell. Whilst most weak responses handled the material on ‘blik’ with some success, a high 
number of confused, or very brief, responses simply presented developed versions of the 
parables of Mitchell’s ‘Partisan and the Stranger’ and Hare’s ‘Lunatic and the Dons’ with no 
attempt to develop these, or show how they countered Flew’s use of Wisdom’s parable of the 
gardener.
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This is a response that was awarded the full 30 marks and achieved at 
the top of level 3 for part (a) and the top of level 5 for part (b).

In part (a), the candidate has outlined the ideas in the text and 
explained the context using a wide range of knowledge of religious 
ideas. The response is fully developed as the ideas are linked to 
references from the extract and specialist language is used well 
throughout. The candidate displays a rigorous understanding of the 
key concepts and implications in this passage.

In part (b), the response is clearly structured and covers a wide range 
of knowledge and uses specialist, technical vocabulary throughout. The 
candidate makes connections between a range of ideas and 
deconstructs issues. The candidate also manages to present coherent 
and reasoned judgements with a full appraisal of the evidence.

Explain the technical terms clearly, where relevant, to demonstrate 
your understanding.
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This is a response that was awarded a total of 17 marks and achieved 
at level 2 for part (a) and level 3 for part (b).

In part (a), there is a limited range of material present. Some accurate 
knowledge of the context of the extract is evident in the response but 
this needed to have been developed further. Overall, a safe level 2 
answer that incorporates some accurate use of technical vocabulary.

In part (b), Mitchell’s parables of the ‘Stranger and Partisan’ is offered 
with some analysis as a counter to Flew’s falsification principle. 
However, Hare is mistaken for Hick and therefore weakens the 
response as the material is not relevant to the question as set. 
Therefore, this is a level 3 response.

Answer the question as set and not what you think it should be. Do 
this by structuring your answer which helps focus on the question.
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Question 4

Many candidates made effective use of relevant material and developed answers that 
offered a generally accurate account of a range of arguments for the existence of God.

This was a well answered question with many candidates demonstrating secure 
understanding of the role of ‘probability’ that the question demanded, leading to conclusions 
on whether the probability of God existing, or not, might be the case.

Many candidates showed a good understanding of the main protagonists and their 
arguments together with sound analysis attacking the premise of ‘probability’ in the question. 
The use of clear signposting was welcomed to show what other components candidates were 
using to make their synoptic links.

Some candidates were unable to earn further marks and achieve at level 5 given they made 
no synoptic link, even though they had written an otherwise excellent answer. Some of the 
weaker responses attempted links but the quality of the essays was poor due to being vague 
or simply descriptive rather than evaluative, and failing to address all the elements of the 
question.

In the better, high quality responses, there were very full and detailed essays that used an 
excellent structure to analyse the success of the arguments for the existence of God being a 
probability rather than a certainty. This gave candidates an opportunity to demonstrate their 
knowledge on Anselm, Aquinas, Paley, Tennant, Hume, Swinburne, Russell, Copleston, Craig, 
etc. Many candidates discussed Swinburne’s cumulative argument well. The high scoring 
responses were those that were able to demonstrate this knowledge critically, and made 
judgements throughout.

Some of the weaker responses often gave opinions without any scholarly reference, or were 
unable to distinguish the different emphasises of the various arguments for God’s existence. 
Many failed to address the issue of ‘probability’.
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This is an example of a very strong response that was awarded the full 
30 marks and reached the top end of level 5. The candidate has used a 
good range and variety of material. There is a clear structure and a 
good link made with Christianity. The candidate controls their material 
well making good, reasoned judgements throughout.

A defined structure to the longer essays is very beneficial for 
maintaining clarity of thought. Signpost your synoptic link section to 
the examiner in a way that is clear to another component you are 
linking to.
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This is a response that was awarded 24 marks and achieved at the top 
of level 4. The candidate made solid use of a range of relevant 
material. The response has coherent chains of reasoning and 
appraises the evidence effectively. However, the essay failed to reach 
level 5 because there was no identifiable synoptic link and, 
consequently, it was capped at the top of level 4.

Try to signpost your synoptic link early in the essay. This will ensure 
that you reach level 5, providing the rest of your answer is of sufficient 
quality.
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Paper Summary

Based on performance on this paper, candidates should:

Ensure they choose relevant material specifically to address the question as set. For 
example, Q01 (8-mark) essay, candidates need to focus the structure of their response to 
the marks and space available.
Remember to clearly identify the use of the command words (assess, analyse and 
evaluate), by offering an assessment of, or verdict on, a stance and not to merely present 
an alternative view, eg, ‘some scholars disagree’, without demonstrating relevant reasoning 
why ‘some scholars disagree’.
Read the question thoroughly and reference it throughout to sustain the focus within their 
answer.
Ensure scholars are used accurately in respect of the ideas ascribed to them.
For Q04, make the synoptic link explicitly clear. Sound synoptic links are usually more than 
a sentence or two in content and draw attention to the issues being linked.
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Grade boundaries

Grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, can be found on the website on this link:

https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/support/support-topics/results-certification/grade-
boundaries.html
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