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Introduction
This was the first sitting of the New Specification and there were some commendable 
responses with some excellent ones. Generally, pupils were very successful. This format 
allowed students to demonstrate a wider range of skills with the longer and shorter 
responses. Faced with a new specification, with different assessment criteria, students and 
teachers have risen to the challenge. It was a privilege to read the scripts and be privy to the 
hard work that has taken place throughout the year in schools across the country.

However, it appears some centres did not manage to cover the whole Specification, or 
at least students did not in their revision, which clearly disadvantaged those candidates. 
There were a large number of questions left blank, notably in relation to the Process 
theodicy question. This topic is clearly on the Specification (3.2 (c)) and no sections of the 
Specification are optional. 

Candidates seemed to be getting to grips with the trigger words and the best answers did 
‘assess’ in the Assess questions (q’s 2 and 3) weighing up the strength of, or reasons for, a 
position, and forming a conclusion – employing the AO2 skill as required by these questions 
and indicated on the SAMs. There were a good number of responses however that failed to 
assess the question adequately. Many candidates did an excellent job in the straightforward 
AO1 ‘Explore’ questions and gave full, succinct responses. Some candidates were tempted 
to include strengths and weaknesses or analysis here but this was not required; material 
was credited where relevant of course, but often this element of the response took time and 
content away from material that would have been more directly relevant. The key to success 
in these questions is writing material that directly focuses on the issue of the question only, 
without including any extra tangential material to detract from the time and task available. It 
is certainly not necessary to write extra material to reach the top levels in these questions. 

The ‘big essay’ in q4 was tackled well by the majority of students although there were some 
rather short responses – candidates should be mindful of the number of marks available for 
this section of the paper and try to plan their time accordingly. It is also prudent to take care 
not to repeat material from a) in b) and to instead target material to the specific demands of 
each of the questions. The best responses in 4 b) tackled the issue of whether the argument 
fails to prove the existence of God or not, with good use of detailed argument, counter 
argument, clear and accurate use of scholarship and direct evaluation of the issue and a 
clear conclusion reached.
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Question 1
Explore key ideas about the existence of God in the Ontological Argument. (8)

Some students worked systematically through the views of Anselm (although surprisingly 
not many were able to be accurate about his definition of God as ‘that than which nothing 
greater can be conceived’) Descartes and one modern thinker; others concentrated on 
Anselm unpacking key ideas there and either approach saw success. There was good use 
of technical terms in many answers such as ‘in intellectu’ and ‘in re’ which was pleasing. 
Gaunilo’s view was often used but not always then linked into key ideas about the nature 
of existence. Excellent responses in a page covered the nature of existence in Anselm’s two 
forms, Descartes’ re-minting and even Malcolm’s or Plantinga’s modern reformulations. 
They were outstanding in their succinctness and precision of language with a clear focus on 
the ideas about the existence of God. Weaker responses spent too much time on narrative 
or irrelevant detail which was a pity as sharper focus on the question could have led to 
higher marks. Some responses revealed candidates were confused between the Ontological 
and Cosmological arguments. 

Many students took this to be a question about key ideas of the Ontological argument and 
so spent a lot of time on its nature as an a priori deductive argument rather than focusing 
on the key ideas about the existence of God that the question had asked for.
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This is an example of a script that earned full 
marks. The material is concise and applied to 
the question. It is wide ranging and the Gaunilo 
material is applied to the issue of the nature of 
existence and how it differs in relation to islands, 
where it cannot be used to conjure something 
into reality, and to God where it is part of God's 
definition and nature.

Examiner Comments

Stay concise but keep your 
writing as clear as possible.

Examiner Tip
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This response surveyed a range 
of ideas about God encompassing 
existence; it clearly identified these 
ideas but the material was not fully 
developed. It was awarded a mark of 6; 
it just reached Level 3.

Examiner Comments

Make sure you develop your 
knowledge sufficiently and apply it to 
the question.

Examiner Tip
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Question 2
 Assess two key weaknesses of the Design Argument for the existence of God. (9)

In the infancy of a new specification it was heartening to see that many candidates had 
practised this key AO2 skill of ‘assessing’. The majority were aware that the bulk of the 
marks were being awarded for AO2 and there were many who outlined two weaknesses 
briefly and then systematically assessed the impact of these weaknesses on the argument 
with clear critical analysis. Some did this through pointing out alternative strengths to 
the argument or a flaw in the weakness itself.  The most common weaknesses were 
the presence of evil and suffering and Darwin and Dawkins’ views on evolution. Many 
candidates were able to make judgements about these weaknesses and to provide counter 
arguments. Excellent responses also employed a conclusion that drew their assessment 
together. Pupils seemed to enjoy the opportunity to demonstrate their understanding of 
this area of the specification. 

In weaker responses, most candidates could identify two weaknesses but did not assess 
the impact of these but rather outlined them. Others spent too long outlining the design 
argument itself and lost focus on the matter at hand of two weaknesses and their success 
or otherwise. It is not necessary to outline the argument as the question required an 
assessment of two weaknesses of it. Some candidates however very ably gave a succinct, 
2 line, summary of the key thrust of the argument and then launched straight in to the 
weaknesses. Some very weak scripts simply described one weakness. 
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This response is also at Level 3 but at 8 marks. It has 
a neat introduction that does not waste too much 
time. It is clear in its presentation of two weaknesses 
and offers a view on how strong each weakness 
is, although in a simple fashion. It then responds 
to the weaknesses of the argument as a whole by 
assessing some strengths, albeit rather briefly. It 
is a rather short answer but there is clear AO2 skill 
being employed here which puts it into Level 3. A 
more sophisticated analysis or a response to the 
individual weaknesses raised in greater depth would 
have enabled it to reach full marks. 

Examiner Comments

Develop the idea about chance being 
improbable here perhaps?

Examiner Tip
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This response is clearly in Level 3 and 
was awarded the top mark of 9. It gets 
straight to the point, is clear and well 
structured. It outlines a weakness and 
assesses it in relation to a counter 
argument about the strength of 
the argument or a solution to this 
challenge. The material is detailed and 
well marshalled.

Examiner Comments

Well done for getting straight to the 
point and keeping your assessment 
of each weakness clear. A line or two 
in conclusion would improve this 
response even further.

Examiner Tip
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Be sure to focus material on the 
specific demands of the question.

Examiner Tip

This example shows a response that was 
awarded 4 marks, just into level 2. There is very 
little material on weaknesses, they are named, 
and the assessment is a presentation of material 
about the argument as a whole or the strength 
of complexity and the improbability of chance 
although none of these ideas are sufficiently 
unpacked. This candidate probably knows more 
than they have presented but this is just into 
Level 2 response.  

Examiner Comments
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Question 3
Assess the strengths of Process theodicy. (9)

This question provided the most wide-ranging standard of scripts. There were some 
candidates who indicated that they had not been taught this part of the specification, for 
others there was just a blank page. 

Good responses were familiar with the ideas of Whitehead and Griffin and how their ideas 
on creation led them to modify the traditional concept of God – and thus resolving the 
logical incoherence within the problem of evil. Assessment usually discussed both strengths 
and weaknesses involved in changing the idea of omnipotence. The most common strengths 
that were assessed were God’s continued omnibenevolence, God suffering alongside 
humans, the possible overlap with scientific theories such as evolution, and that, according 
to Process theodicy, God doesn’t have the power to stop evil and suffering and so is not to 
blame. When assessing each of these strengths, candidates often gave counter arguments, 
for example when discussing God’s lack of power to stop evil and suffering, many 
candidates then explored whether such a God was worthy of worship; this enabled them to 
assess the success of this particular strength. Many responses also dealt with the issue of 
whether it is in fact a theodicy and the impact this may have on resolving the problem. 

Weaker candidates usually only focused on the modified idea of omnipotence without much 
more detail – but there was evidence of knowing the topic.



14 GCE Religious Studies 8RS0 01

This response is an example of a script that was awarded full marks. It gets right to the heart of 
the theory early on and carefully assesses the strengths and weaknesses thereof in a systematic 
and thorough fashion. It is constructed carefully and exhibits a clear flow in the response. It is 
also pleasing to see the range of implications considered from the impact of this theory. A clear 
full marks. 

Examiner Comments
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This response is a mid Level 3 answer that was awarded 8 marks.  It gets 
straight to the heart of the matter by explaining the strengths of the 
theodicy and it offers clear assessment of the power and validity of these 
strengths after each one. There is also a consideration of the weakness 
of the theory despite the assessed and evaluated strengths and this is a 
useful AO2 approach. It could be improved by tying up the conclusion 
more tightly, or juxtaposing the weaknesses with the strengths in a more 
integrated fashion. Despite this, the material presented is a solid level 3 
and the candidate carefully earned their 8 marks.

Examiner Comments

Don't forget to tie up your conclusion 
really neatly if time.

Examiner Tip
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Question 4
(a) Explore the key ideas of contingency and necessary existence in the Cosmological 
Argument. (8)

(b) Analyse the view that the Cosmological Argument fails to prove the existence of God. (20)

a) This question, like q1, is all AO1 marks. High scoring candidates relished the opportunity 
to present their knowledge and understanding of these two key ideas of the cosmological 
argument. Good responses showed precise knowledge of the meaning of contingency and 
necessary existence which was well defined and linked to the argument through the issue of 
infinite regress. Some excellent answers unpacked the idea of ‘aseity’. 

In weaker responses, it was evident that some candidates were not clear on the particular 
definitions and so tended to write generally about the Cosmological Argument and Aquinas 
instead. Some responses in this part were too short to do the candidates justice as they only 
wrote a paragraph with little detail or explanation of the terms, and some took 'necessary' 
to mean' needed'.

It may be pertinent for teachers to address the issue of timing with their students; some 
candidates spent too long writing a long introduction and working through Aquinas’ Three 
Ways which was not required to address the question. They obviously wanted to display 
their detailed subject knowledge but sometimes the material was not directly answering the 
question. Time is a precious commodity in this exam. 

Question 4b 

b) This question saw a wide range of responses. There was very good use of scholarship in 
the best answers and many answers revealed candidates’ detailed knowledge and included 
analysis of the ideas of philosophers such as Aquinas, William Lane Craig, Bertrand Russell, 
Copleston, Ockham, Swinburne, Newton, Hume, Dawkins, Darwin, Leibniz and Hawking. 

Good responses focused on the failures in the Cosmological Argument, but not simply as 
a list of problems. The fallacy of composition was often included and used very well, and 
good answers constantly referred back to the premise in the argument being attacked 
and whether it could survive these challenges. These answers gave scholarly replies to the 
problems in the Cosmological Argument, often using the work of Copleston and Swinburne. 

Usually the thread of assessment running through the answer was rounded with a 
conclusion drawing their views back to the question. The strongest scripts were not 
merely descriptive but analytical throughout. Students analysed each of the reasons, gave 
examples, counter arguments and made judgements. 

Weaker responses just gave a list of objections from Hume, Russell, and/or Dawkins. Some 
of those students who had not made judgements throughout their essay then missed a 
further opportunity by only writing a short conclusion (e.g. “it absolutely fails”) without 
showing how the argument had been undermined. 

A minority of candidates had answered 4 a) with everything that they knew about cosmology 
and then struggled to identify material for 4 b). An even smaller group of the weakest scripts 
showed great confusion and darted from infinite regress, to God existing in the mind and 
in reality, to Irenaeus; there seemed to be little understanding of which material related to 
which topic. A small number of students answered 4 b) on a completely different topic from 
4 a) - usually giving the Ontological argument but occasionally Design.
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Unpack ideas as fully as possible to 
access the full range of marks.

Examiner Tip

This script scored 8 marks at the top of Level 3 for part 
a) and 18 marks in the middle of Level 4 for part b).
It is clear and nicely developed in a) evidencing good 
detailed knowledge. The material is focused carefully 
and accurately on the demands of the question 
with good use of the Ways being made to explore 
contingency and necessary existence.
Although not particularly long, part b) has a good 
range of material and it connects ideas together well. 
It also gives reasoned judgements and uses termi-
nology appropriately. This is clearly a candidate who 
knows and has used their material well to address the 
question set. This response is a solid Level 4 response.   

Examiner Comments
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For part a) it is only really the second 
half that addresses the question, the 
response is rather broad and thin in 
relevant material. It scored 5 marks in 
Level 2.
For part b) there is just enough 
material and AO2 skill in evidence to 
reach into Level 4 as it is clearly argued, 
athough it does lack some technical 
language. It was awarded 16 marks.

Examiner Comments

It is always a good idea to have a clear 
conclusion to sum up your argument; 
adding a few key reasons for the 
verdict would improve this example.

Examiner Tip
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Paper Summary
Based on their performance on this paper, candidates are advised to: 

• target their material in a way to earn maximum credit for their knowledge

• aim to operate carefully within the time available in the exam and the space available for 
each question in the answer booklet

• provide detail in a succinct and focused manner and build in clear and developed 
assessment or analysis to the relevant questions (2, 3, and 4b) but avoid it elsewhere if it 
detracts from the demands of the question.

• avoid including tangential material in their answers

• focus on the issue of the question only
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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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