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6RS02 1D     The Study of World Religions  
 
General Comments 
 
The 2016 examination season is a testimony to the high level of engagement 
with selected studies drawn from a very wide range of academic fields. Over 
the life of this specification there has been consistent evidence of superb 
research on topics that are clearly of great interest to candidates. This legacy 
of academic achievement has been inspirational for examiners whose 
privilege it is to see what can be achieved by our candidates. The new 
specification will provide a different assessment experience and centres will 
find that their excellent resources can be integrated into future schemes of 
work.   
 
The high standard of work evidenced in June 2016 was no exception to 
historical high standards as candidates demonstrated a very high level of 
independent enquiry which clearly demonstrated what their chosen area of 
investigation had meant to them as a learning experience. Candidates 
showcased their knowledge of a particular academic field in the way they 
identified a line of enquiry, clearly expressed their view, analysed key 
concepts and deployed evidence with coherent understanding of their task 
whilst fluently evaluating a wide range of source material that they had at 
their disposal. The enthusiasm for and knowledge of the chosen topic was 
clearly conveyed in many answers that were truly academic in their approach. 
A few centres continue to focus on the same or similar topics for all their 
candidates, whereas other Centres permitted considerable choice for 
individual candidates. Candidates were mostly very well prepared for the 
examination and it was evident that Centres used their specialist resources 
and interests to encourage candidates to research in depth a particular area 
of study. The ‘Investigations’ unit has a definite academic purpose and aims 
to involve students as active participants pursuing open-ended enquiries with 
an emphasis on independent learning. Questions were designed to be 
inclusive of all possible approaches to various topics and all valid answers 
were considered. At this stage in the life of the specification it is difficult to 
find new things to report because, in the main, centres possess a very high 
degree of expertise and this is clearly evidenced in the work that is produced 
on the day of the examination. 
 
There are still a few areas for development that are reported similarly each 
year and once again 2016 showed evidence of a small minority of centres 
that need to take this on board. Centres are encouraged to review their 
performance in 2016 against all or some of the following points:  
 

 Whilst most centres had entered their candidates for the correct option 
there were still a few entries for particular Areas of Study where 
consideration regarding entry for a different Area of Study may have 
been beneficial to the candidate. It is important to ensure candidates 
know which area of their investigation is the best fit for the question 
they answer on the paper.  
 

 A small number of candidates were not entered by the centre for the 
correct paper. 



 

 
 

 There was evidence of candidates choosing a different question on the 
paper to the question they had clearly prepared for before the 
examination. In some of these cases the candidate was using material 
suitable for Question 1 to answer Question 3 (or vice versa) and not 
really grappling fully with the demands of the question. This practice 
does not always work to the best effect as the candidate might end up 
answering neither question as fully as possible. It must be noted that 
each question was written for ONE of three topics within each 
particular Area of Study. 
   

 Candidates were not penalised if correct entries were not made or a 
cross was put in a box that did not match the answer or if no box was 
ticked at all.  However, evidence shows that candidates have decided 
that the question for a topic that they clearly had not prepared for 
looked more inviting and selected that question but that did not 
necessarily mean they were best prepared to answer that question. 
Whilst it is good to note that less candidates than 2015 attempted this 
approach there were still some candidates in this session who 
answered a question they had not prepared for and may need to be 
reminded which question their material is best directed at and be 
advised to answer that question. 

 
 Candidates using a pre-prepared essay inclusive of centre selected 

quotes often ignored the question. 
 

Examiners were encouraged to mark positively and to credit all valid material 
according to the mark scheme and question paper. Centres should ensure 
that candidates are entered for the option that matches their Area of Study 
and that candidates are clear about which question they have been prepared 
for on the paper. There is still evidence of Centres studying Papers 1B and 1F 
being entered for 1A. This might be an oversight regarding filling out the form 
– centres must choose 6RS02 and then identify which of the seven papers 
from 1A to 1G is the specific entry.  
 
Variation in achievement was related to the two assessment objectives. These 
objectives should receive prominent attention in the process of the 
investigation. Importantly there must be explicit attention to both objectives 
in the examination answer and also to the question that is intended to focus 
the answer. Each question consistently referred to the assessment objectives 
with the trigger word ‘Examine’ for AO1 and ‘Comment on’ for AO2. These 
dictated the structure of the question and helped candidates to plan their 
answers. It would be advisable for candidates to pay regular attention to the 
level descriptors for these assessment objectives as a way of monitoring their 
development and progress during their investigations. The phrase ‘with 
reference to the topic you have investigated’ will always appear in the 
question to ensure that the generic question can be answered with material 
from any appropriate investigation. The mark scheme itself is generic to all 
questions but the answer itself is not necessarily generic as candidates are 
expected to use their material to answer the question. The purpose of the 
question is to challenge candidates to adapt their material so that at the 



 

highest levels they may demonstrate a coherent understanding of the task 
based on the selection of their material. Widely deployed 
evidence/arguments/sources were evident in well-structured responses to 
the task whereby a clearly expressed viewpoint was supported by well-
deployed evidence and reasoned argument. There was skilful deployment of 
religious language in many answers and the fluency of good essays showed 
command over the material; such command makes for high outcomes and 
rewards the amount of hard work done by the candidate. Many candidates 
had clearly learned much in the process and their overall grasp of the issues 
involved and command over their material was highly commendable.  
 
Candidates at the lower end of achievement struggled with the demands of 
the question. These candidates were insecure with their management of 
material and did not know how to best structure their content to answer the 
specific question. Success can be undermined by writing up a rote-learnt 
answer which was not adapted to the question set or by answering a question 
that has been written for a topic they have not studied. In 2016 there was still 
far too much evidence of rote learned answers using the same structure and 
material inclusive of quotes; whilst much information was relevant to the topic 
and consequently was awarded in terms of AO1, there was a significant lack 
of engagement with the specific demands of the question and consequently 
marks for AO2 were low, with only generic evaluation provided. This approach 
is contrasted with excellent praxis whereby candidates were trained to answer 
the question; arguably, this is evidence of good practice but at the lower end 
some candidates thought it was sufficient to simply use the question stimulus 
at the end of each paragraph. The best answers were those which were guided 
by the statement as opposed to simply ‘tagging it on’ to anticipated content. 
A balanced approach to the question that meets the highest levels of 
achievement according to both assessment objectives is obviously desirable 
and the generic question accommodates many possible routes to success 
whereby any valid approach to the question was credited.  
 
Finally, there is increasing evidence of poorly written scripts that are almost 
illegible – scripts are scanned onto software for marking and even though the 
examiner can enlarge the screen many scripts were still very difficult to read. 
Candidates are strongly advised to develop their practical handwriting skills 
and then practice writing under timed conditions. Candidates who cannot 
achieve legible writing may need to consider accessing the facility for word 
processing their answers according to the regulations. Centres are assured 
that much time was invested in attempting to decipher illegible answers but 
there is always the risk that a badly written word/phrase/paragraph could be 
misinterpreted and it is best to avoid the chances of this occurring. Examiners 
understand the time constraints that candidates are writing under but this 
problem regarding illegible handwriting seems to be on the increase. Centres 
need to address this issue because the current format for examinations 
requires candidates’ ability to sustain handwriting and academic standards 
under examination pressure.  
 
That said, the excellent work of centres and candidates in 6RS02 bears 
testimony to the academic potential of candidates that is a joy to behold when 
it is fully realised. 
 



 

Specific Comments 
 
Question 1    ETHICAL PRECEPTS & APPLIED ETHICS 
 

The Study of World Religions continues to attract a more sustained academic 
approach within the quality of investigations for this question. 2016 was no 
exception as many candidates have really taken on board new ways to 
improve the quality of their studies. Candidates addressed the range of issues 
required in question 1. They examined the key ethical teachings in their 
selected religion(s) and commented on the problems and possible solutions 
in relation to applying these teachings to ethical issues. In order to achieve 
higher marks, successful candidates presented material targeted explicitly on 
this range of demands. The best answers to this question were attempted 
with an eye to scholarship and candidates had a very wide ranging 
understanding of the topic and included an in-depth knowledge of a wide 
range of religious and ethical teachings. The level of detail about religious 
teachings and traditions was impressive in good quality essays where 
candidates had studied one or more religious traditions in great detail and 
were able to support their answers with a substantial amount of religious 
teachings and relevant scholarship. These studies were confidently expressed 
and offered a convincing assessment in relation to the question. Candidates 
were able to apply their knowledge to the question and combine breadth and 
depth to produce an effective, coherent argument, although other responses 
only gave a vague indication that the question was there. Candidates on the 
whole presented comprehensive and detailed responses to the question which 
showcased their religious knowledge. Strong opinions in the matter of 
personal choice destroyed weaker candidates’ objectivity in writing but it was 
pleasing to see more able candidates pursuing their own view by fully 
substantiating this view within the substance of the essay. The best 
candidates had studied one or more religious traditions in great detail and 
were able to support their answers with a substantial amount of religious 
teachings and relevant scholarship.  

 

The challenge of this unit, and with this particular topic, is to ensure that a 
range of meticulous detail surrounding the issue is coupled with sufficient 
analysis to achieve high levels of attainment. Candidates studying Judaism 
presented impressive studies on Post-Holocaust Jewish Thought that 
evidenced independent research; candidates understood clearly the different 
positions taken by a group of Jewish theologians from Orthodox, Reform and 
Reconstructionist Judaism to the ethical dilemma of Nazism. Rubenstein, 
Fackenheim, Greenberg, Berkowitz, Cohen were placed in the correct context 
and carefully contrasted against Wiesel’s Protest stance and Nietzsche’s 
nihilism. It is refreshing to see work that engages with an issue with such 
carefully selected detail; the only caveat being that a few candidates missed 
out on making the most of such rich material to substantiate their own view. 
Overall, there is no doubt that candidates studying Judaism are thoroughly 
grounded in Jewish theology and this has a positive impact on the quality of 
discussion surrounding Jewish beliefs and practices. 

 



 

Candidates investigating Islam presented essays that have become more 
scholarly year on year. The strongest essays are full of relevant scriptural 
references; the use of detailed religious teachings from Qur’anic Suras, 
Hadith and Fatwa often supported a very well researched argument and 
higher quality essays made careful use of relevant scholarship to enrich the 
topic under discussion. This approach is strongly encouraged as candidates 
can reach the higher levels of achievement if the argument is sustained by a 
substantial range of sources that are effectively deployed throughout the 
essay. It is a shame that too few candidates do not explore more fully the 
distinctive Sunni and Shi’a following as the largest and oldest divisions within 
the history of Islam, for its relevance to the ethical dilemma under scrutiny. 
One of the more popular topics was an investigation into jihad. Candidates 
studied key Islamic teachings on the complex range of topics and distinctions 
about types of jihad and some candidates made effective use of the ideas of 
Tariq Ramadan. Bearing in mind the nature of this exam paper, they teased 
out key ethical factors and their political and social implications. Most 
incorporated ideas on what was perceived to be misinterpretations of jihad 
as a source of serious problems together with possible solutions. This included 
the charge of taking Qur’anic verses out of context and how this type of 
exposition may be improved. AO2 material was often associated with case 
studies and subsequent evaluations. The best candidates, however, paid 
attention to this point and were able to ground their discussion in a thorough 
exposition of a range of Islamic schools of thought with proficient use of 
technical terms – there has been much improvement in the academic 
approach to Islamic studies and this year is no exception. Candidates studying 
Islam are very well grounded in Islamic thought although weaker studies are 
often over reliant on a certain well-worn identikit approach clearly evident in 
Question 1.  Candidates rote learn a model answer which they frame to fit 
likely questions. Although this direction does not negatively impact on 
examiner marking there should be an awareness that such modelling may 
lead to constraining the natural and nurtured ability of candidates to produce 
something original and compelling to read. As such, some candidates missed 
out on higher achievement despite their ability because this framework limits 
opportunity to critically appraise their material in a meaningful way.  

 

Candidates investigating Buddhism generally produced higher standard 
answers and the strongest candidates made a more concerted attempt to 
discuss alternative views within various branches of Buddhism that were 
supported by religious teachings. The best answers were guided by the 
question and grappled with a detailed discussion of how ethical teachings 
might resolve ethical dilemmas. At the lower end some Buddhism answers 
lacked depth or breadth regarding their application to a dilemma. These 
answers confined themselves to outlining the five precepts and four noble 
truths without drilling down further into why the practice of Buddhism with its 
particular response to ethical dilemmas emphasises the individual search for 
liberation from the cycle of samsara. Some candidates missed an opportunity 
to discuss the differences between Theravada and Mahayana Buddhism; this 
might have raised the level of achievement according to the level of detail.  

 



 

There were a number of answers that discussed fully the ethical precepts of 
Islam that were accompanied by excellent information about schools of 
thought within Islam. There were a few answers on greater and lesser Jihad 
by more able candidates who were very knowledgeable about their subject 
whilst less able candidates simply wrote all they knew about Jihad without 
making reference to the question. The most popular topics included Jihad, 
homosexuality, capital punishment, suicide and euthanasia with reference to 
one or two world religions. There was some very interesting work on the 
ethical teachings of War and Peace that was adapted to Hinduism and 
Buddhism and also to the debate of sexuality and marriage in Islam. 
Candidates at the higher end who addressed the issues in these topics with 
reference to Buddhism presented some very knowledgeable responses that 
scrutinised closely the ethical precepts of Buddhism. Some weaker candidates 
failed to address the question and spent most of their time writing about the 
history of Buddhism and failed to address the question. These responses also 
made little or no reference to scholarship.  

 

Candidates can improve their answers by demonstrating a much more detailed 
approach to studying any particular world religion. Weaker answers might 
contain a few quotes from sacred scripture but fail to include other sources 
such as relevant scholarship; scholarship is best accompanied in this Area of 
Study by ethical precepts that are derived from religious tradition and the 
authority of religious leaders. There is continued evidence of an increased 
number of candidates from the same centre using the same pre-prepared 
answers and having difficulty with adapting the selection of material to answer 
the question. Centres are encouraged to find ways of ensuring that candidates 
are given the space to do some independent work as the same structure, 
quotes and content are not always adapted sufficiently to the question. It must 
be emphasised that candidates are not marked down for this but works of this 
types are self-levelling if insufficient attention is paid to the assessment 
objectives.  
 
The following essay illustrates an improved approach to ethical precepts. The 
candidate explored the key teachings of Islam in relation to the problems and 
solutions of the ethical issue of abortion. The first line opens with scholarship 
and this style continues throughout the essay.  
 
The candidate understands the material and presents a clear and thorough 
understanding of the topic. 
 
 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 
 
 
Question 2    RELIGIOUS PLURALISM, INTERFAITH DIALOGUE, and 
RELIGIOUS PRACTICE 

There was a mixture of responses to this question and, as entry numbers are 
still low, the range of topics offered remains narrow. In order to perform well 
in this question, candidates needed to understand and communicate key 
terms and stances, for example pluralism, inter-faith and multi-culturalism. 
One of the ways of achieving this was via scholarship. Students in this area 
have a galaxy of eminent scholars such as Barth, Bowker, Cantwell Smith, 
D’Costa, Hick, Rahner, Smart etc. Candidates have a superb choice of case 
studies and the Interfaith Dialogue attracted some very good answers which 
showed secure knowledge of Barth, Rahner and Hick’s contribution. This topic 
can be a little difficult for candidates who have not experienced the 
excitement and renewal of the Vatican Council era; however, the strongest 
candidates distinguished themselves by showing secure knowledge of the 
intricacies of this dialogue through appropriate sources and scholarship. 
There was evidence of interesting research on pluralism within Hinduism. This 
approach to the question worked well and demanded an in-depth knowledge 
of Hinduism that strong candidates could thrive on in their research. On the 
whole, candidates deployed a wide range of evidence and were able to draw 
sophisticated conclusions using sound religious terminology. At times 
however, these were presented in a descriptive manner without the 
appropriate level of analysis.     

 

Amongst weaker responses; candidates who focused on the role of women in 
Islam failed to present alternative opinions. Candidates need to include a 



 

range of evidence in their investigation that is supported by sound scholarship 
and, where possible, to show knowledge of more than one point of view. 
Answers in the lower levels tended to be brief, descriptive and generalised. 
Some candidates also relied on pre-prepared essays and failed to understand 
or answer the question. Answers can be improved by taking decisive views, 
based on the evidence and also by paying close attention to the demands of 
the question.  There was some evidence of fresh approaches in some answers 
but clearly there are more candidates that would benefit from treading new, 
if not deeper, waters.  

 

The introduction to this 8 ¼ page essay indicated a comprehensive grasp of 
the topic coupled with accurate use of technical terms. The candidate made 
extensive reference to a substantial range of relevant scholarship. The 
candidate covered the classical range of thought regarding the inter faith 
dialogue and this was very well done. 

 

 
 

The next essay adopted a theme and successfully analyses a range of stances 
on Christian soteriology. The first page sets the context and then Christian 
salvation is examined from the perspectives of inclusivism, exclusivism and 
pluralism. The commentary on how far each of these approaches could 
contribute successfully for interfaith dialogue is explored with precision.  



 

 



 

 



 

 
 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 
 

 

 



 

Question 3    CONTRASTING STANDPOINTS ON BELIEFS ABOUT GOD 

There was admirable and diverse material on this topic. This question 
attracted a larger number of excellent answers; candidates who wrote about 
Judaism knew their material well and included a range of sources in their 
essays. Candidates were very well informed about the different beliefs about 
God in Islam, however some candidates did not understand fully the Christian 
teachings on the existence of God and Christian denominations were 
sometimes confused with each other. Some candidates were not very clear 
about the differences between the contrasting viewpoints on belief about God 
they were arguing for. Often candidates selected a major theme and 
contrasted this across two different religions. For example, the figure of Jesus 
across Christianity and Islam. At times this proved to be successful. In some 
cases, however, the quality of argument was limited because the differences 
were presented almost as a list of points with little evidence of discrimination 
of the significance of the various topics under discussion.  Candidates who 
wrote about the Sunni and Shia Islam were one sided and unfortunately 
answers can be one-sided if candidates are not confident about a tradition 
other than their own.  That said, candidates generally appreciated differences 
in belief and their research conveyed the desire to understand in greater 
depth a view they did not ascribe to. 
 
Candidates, in most cases, were aware that in this type of topic it is important 
to create a balance of material between the different traditions under 
investigation. Candidates, whatever their religious background, should be 
aware that the Roman Catholic Church is a branch of Christianity, not a 
separate religion. Natural Law, as propounded by Aquinas, is regarded by 
Catholics as a separate source of authority, as opposed to scripture, since its 
basis is in reason not revelation. Likewise, if candidates are going to refer to 
Islam, they should show some awareness of different traditions within this 
world religion, as most did for Christianity. These remarks apply, mutatis 
mutandis, to other non-Christian religions. Candidates focusing on Hinduism 
produced excellent responses to this question. Candidates discussed different 
beliefs about God using the Upanishads, Bhagavad-Gita, Vedas and different 
schools of thought. The better responses to this question included detailed 
knowledge of different beliefs about the existence of God; in particular 
Shankaras Advaita Vedanta and critically compared this with Dvaita Vedanta. 
The best candidates had very sound knowledge of the complexities of Hindu 
scholarship. There are a range of perennial problems that are reported on 
each year and that means the same issues persist; however, it is encouraging 
to see more evidence this year of candidates exploring the latest scholarship 
where they can. The strongest studies clearly discriminated the significance 
of the topic under discussion and presented coherent understanding of the 
subject matter.  
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

The extract from this essay indicates that the candidate had very secure 
knowledge of Hinduism and could address the question with a high degree of 
accuracy and fluency.  

 

 
This second essay extract promises a focussed answer on the on the question 
as the candidate appears to have a sound grasp of contrasting standpoints 
with regard to some fundamental beliefs about God and/or existence.    

 



 

 
 

This essay on Jewish responses to the Holocaust is a very competent study 
on Post-Holocaust Jewish Thought that evidenced independent research; the 
candidate understood clearly the different positions taken by a group of 
Jewish theologians from Orthodox, Reform and Reconstructionist Judaism to 
the ethical dilemma of Nazism. Rubenstein, Fackenheim, Greenberg, 
Berkowitz, Cohen were placed in the correct context and carefully contrasted 
against Weisl’s Protest stance. Further critical appraisal with reference to 
Cohn Sherbok and Wittgenstein rounds off the discussion. It is refreshing to 
see work that engages with an issue with carefully selected detail; 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Advice for candidates:  
 

 Do not ignore the question; manage your material to focus on 

the demands of the question.  

 Use appropriate sources and, if possible, include recent 

scholarship.  

 Demonstrate how well you understand the topic by your 

selection of material.  

 Do not forget to comment on your material. Show that you 

have thought about your research. 

 Use your evidence to substantiate your argument.  

 Comment on alternative views if you know them.  

 Express your viewpoint clearly.  

 Practice writing under timed conditions as part of your 

preparation.  

 Do not spend too long writing out your essay plan to the 

detriment of the essay itself.  

 Spell key terms and key scholars correctly.  

 Write legibly.  

 
 



 

Grade Boundaries 
 
Grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, can be found on the website on 
this link: 
http://www.edexcel.com/iwantto/Pages/grade-boundaries.aspx 
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