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Introduction 

Our examiners’ reports are produced to offer constructive feedback on candidates’ performance in the 

examinations. They provide useful guidance for future candidates.  

The reports will include a general commentary on candidates’ performance, identify technical aspects 

examined in the questions and highlight good performance and where performance could be improved. 

A selection of candidate responses is also provided. The reports will also explain aspects which caused 

difficulty and why the difficulties arose, whether through a lack of knowledge, poor examination 

technique, or any other identifiable and explainable reason. 

Where overall performance on a question/question part was considered good, with no particular areas to 

highlight, these questions have not been included in the report. 

A full copy of the question paper and the mark scheme can be downloaded from Teach Cambridge. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Would you prefer a Word version?  

Did you know that you can save this PDF as a Word file using Acrobat Professional?  

Simply click on File > Export to and select Microsoft Word 

(If you have opened this PDF in your browser you will need to save it first. Simply right click anywhere on 
the page and select Save as . . . to save the PDF. Then open the PDF in Acrobat Professional.) 

If you do not have access to Acrobat Professional there are a number of free applications available that 
will also convert PDF to Word (search for PDF to Word converter). 

  

https://www.ocr.org.uk/qualifications/teach-cambridge/
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Paper 2 series overview 

The Religion and ethics paper introduces candidates to a range of both religious and secular ethical 

theories as well as looking at some key debates within the field. The paper assesses knowledge and 

understanding (40%) and analysis and evaluation (60%). 

Candidates’ responses to this year’s paper as ever demonstrated a full range of marks. The questions 

seemed to facilitate some excellent responses that showed sophistication and nuance, while also being 

accessible enough to make sure that less successful candidates were able to gain a creditable mark.  

Most candidates completed three full questions within the time with only a very small number of 

candidates answering only two questions. That said, it seemed that more candidates than usual were 

pressed for time during their third essay. This meant that a lower score for this third essay (in turn 

skewing the overall total) was not uncommon.  

Candidates overall seemed to display a high level of subject knowledge and drew on a wide range of 

material, some of which was from beyond the specification. There was evidence of engagement with the 

subject and a lot of extra reading particularly in meta-ethics, but equally other candidates used only the 

named thinkers and covered them well. Some candidates attempted to bring in a wide range of material 

from beyond the specification but were not secure enough in their understanding or were trying to do too 

much in the time allowed; in these cases, it may have been better to keep to standard material that they 

were more secure on. 

Selection and Application 

Selecting relevant material and using it well on essays written in under forty minutes is a key skill in this 
assessment. Often this is as much about what is left out as it is what is put in. Candidates may have 
learned a vast amount of material on each topic. As they briefly plan their answer to the specific 
question asked, they need to consider which material works best and which material to leave out. 

Most candidates were able to satisfy the need to show both AO1 and AO2 in their responses. There 

were several different approaches that candidates used to achieve this end depending on their natural 

writing styles and any structuring advice they had been given by teachers. Generally, these were helpful, 

particularly in enabling candidates who might otherwise struggle to achieve a stronger mark. On a few 

occasions overly elaborate phrasings and formulaic writing frames hindered candidates from fully 

expressing themselves.  

Many candidates showed confidence in bringing in relevant material from other topics and units to 

address the question, particularly using ideas from Developments in Christian Thought. Equally, for 

some candidates introducing ideas from other areas meant that their essay lost focus. ‘Is this helping to 

answer this question?’ should be the main deciding factor for whether a candidate chooses to bring in 

material from elsewhere. 

Generally, candidates focused their answers to the set question, but a few answers seemed pre-

prepared and presented similar material which was not always fully focused on the question. This tended 

to be more noticeable on Question 1. 

Question 4 was by far the most common question attempted. Although Question 3 was perhaps the least 

popular question, those who attempted it generally answered this question very well.  
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Candidates who did well on this paper 

generally: 

Candidates who did less well on this paper 

generally:  

• were able to write in a focused way that 
specifically addressed the question set 
throughout the response 

• showed a depth, skill and nuance in their 
understanding of key ethical ideas and 
arguments 

• were able to select and apply a wide range of 
appropriate and relevant material to 
demonstrate understanding and further their 
evaluation 

• presented coherent and developed arguments 
throughout their essays where points were 
clearly considered and logical conclusions 
reached 

• were able to cope well with the format and 
timings of the exam, delivering 3 full essays in 
the time allowed. 

• tended to write in a more general way where at 
least some of the sections of the essay were 
not addressing the precise question 

• presented a more broad-brush approach to 
ethical ideas which, although not incorrect, did 
not show any depth or precision 

• tended to try to fit too much, less relevant 
material into answers and/or were unable to 
show how the stated idea was relevant to the 
question  

• argued by assertion or by juxtaposition: 
presenting an alternative view does not in itself 
demonstrate the truth or falsity of the original 
idea 

• produced a significantly less successful and/or 
shorter 3rd essay due to either timing issues or 
lack of preparation. 
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Question 1*  

There were some very strong responses to this question, but for many candidates this response was 

less successful than their responses to other questions. While knowledge of a range of ideas was often 

strong, candidates struggled to direct these ideas precisely towards the question. 

There was often very good knowledge of the ideas of Aquinas on telos and the link to primary and 

secondary precepts. Some candidates were able to explain telos in the work of Aristotle’s ideas including 

eudaimonia and show how these ideas were then developed by natural law. The four causes from 

Aristotle and the use of telos as part of Aquinas’ teleological argument were also relevantly deployed, 

although some candidates did not always link these ideas back to natural law. 

Candidates who struggled on this question tended to miss one of the key terms in the question and 

either provided a philosophical discussion of telos without focusing on natural law or provided a general 

discussion of the strengths and weaknesses of natural law without being particularly focused on telos. In 

the latter case, candidates did not always see how the different aspects of natural law connected to the 

idea of telos and provided standard strengths and weaknesses of natural law without really linking these 

to the question. A small number of candidates seemed to be attempting to turn this question into last 

year’s question about the importance of primary precepts compared to other aspects of the theory. 

In terms of evaluation, better responses focused the discussion on a number of theological, scientific and 

philosophical issues around the use of telos in natural law (see extract 1 for a good example of a section 

on scientific criticism): Augustine’s and Barth’s criticisms of the use of reason, Dawkins’ ideas that 

evolution explains apparent purpose in the universe, and the idea of the Naturalistic Fallacy were typical 

of each of these types of approach. There were also some strong discussions of Sartre’s existentialism 

as a response to telos, but equally there were other candidates who had been taught to include Sartre 

but didn’t really seem clear on why his ideas were significant to the issue. 

Less successful evaluation tended to be provided by candidates who were not sufficiently focused on 

telos. General arguments around procreation, same-sex relationships, the theory being outdated or 

lacking flexibility were credited appropriately where these were clearly linked to the question rather than 

presented as a generic issue with natural law.   

While most candidates understood that the discussion was around ‘telos’ in natural law, several 

candidates included other teleological and deontological systems such as Kant’s ‘universalisability’ and 

attempted to tie this to telos. This was almost always unsuccessful. Some of these essays seemed to 

have a common structure which perhaps has its origin in a common online source. 

Assessment for learning 

 

BUG the question (B-ox command word, U-nderline key terms, G-lance through again) is one 

strategy for decoding exam questions. This would make sure that a candidate is less likely to 

miss the need to focus on both telos and natural law in this question.  
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Exemplar 1 
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Exemplar 1 is an AO2 section from a top Level 6 essay. The candidate fully unpacks the scientific 

criticism of telos using a range of thinkers. Points are discussed and a well-supported judgement is 

reached at the end of the section. 
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Question 2*  

Most candidates approached this question through Aquinas and Freud, often taking a comparative 

approach with varying levels of success depending on the extent to which the presence of God was 

addressed. Other thinkers such as Piaget and Fromm were also often used well; other candidates used 

Butler, Newman, Augustine, Bonhoeffer and Barth to varying degrees of success. 

Candidates generally showed good knowledge of the key ideas of Aquinas and Freud. Concepts such as 

ratio, synderesis and conscientia were typically understood and candidates were able to explain how 

vincible and invincible ignorance may lead to moral mistakes despite God’s presence for Aquinas. 

Freudian ideas of id, ego and super-ego were generally understood although some candidates referred 

to these as parts of the conscience for Freud or mixed up what each aspect did. Less successful 

responses had some simplistic understanding of Aquinas (voice of God) and conflated his views with 

other religious views of the conscience, but this did not seem as widespread as in previous sessions.  

Despite most candidates showing at least a reasonable amount of knowledge, discussion and evaluation 

was noticeably less successful for some candidates on this question with attempted discussion of each 

thinker appearing as a ‘bolt-on’ at the end of a paragraph. Among candidates who attempted more 

developed evaluation, a number offered an Aquinas versus Freud comparison which lost sight of the 

question arguing that Freud is more convincing than Aquinas without really considering the role of God. 

Some candidates offered the claim that Aquinas was wrong because he was ‘out of date’ without further 

justification, or that Freud was better because Aquinas relied on God, which seemed to slightly beg the 

question.  

Some candidates challenged the view that God was present in Aquinas’ view of the conscience as God, 

having given us ratio and free will, was only very indirectly involved in the actual workings of the 

conscience, while others argued that as we were created in the image of God that God must be present 

in the workings of the conscience. Both were argued well at times. A few candidates made the 

interesting argument that God, as an idea of an authority figure, was in a sense present in a Freudian 

superego.  

Candidates also made use of the experience of guilt and discussions of the possible existence of shared 

moral values to support or reject a God-given conscience. There were some interesting examples 

around changing social behaviour over time, cultural variations and psychopaths.  

Some candidates who had previously answered the telos question were keen to repeat some of the 

same material again in this question- not always in a successful manner. Some candidates consistently 

used the word ‘consciousness’ instead of conscience; sometimes this was just an incorrect term, on 

other occasions serious confusion was revealed. 

Misconception 

 

A common argument on this question was that God cannot be present because people are 

now more secular and don’t believe in his existence. This confuses two questions: just as the 

earth has always been round regardless of individuals changing their beliefs, so too if God 

were to exist, he would logically exist for all people including those who do not believe in him.  
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Question 3*  

Although this was slightly less popular than the other questions on the paper, those who attempted this 

question tended to do well. Some candidates approached the question via the three theories named on 

the specification, using them to discuss the statement. Other candidates focused their discussion more 

narrowly by just addressing intuitionism. Both approaches were valid and could be deployed well.  

The knowledge and understanding of the key theories as well as their application to the question was 

typically strong. G E Moore’s ideas that goodness was self-evident and not able to be defined was often 

explained clearly via his Open Question argument and the example of the colour yellow. Some 

candidates went beyond G E Moore and included other intuitionists such as Pritchard and Ross, even if 

their ideas were not always fully understood.  

Less successful responses contained some significant misunderstandings of Moore or gave a more 

colloquial account of intuition not really extending beyond Intuition as a gut instinct or special feeling. 

Linked to this, some candidates conflated emotivism and intuitionism. Some candidates confused the 

idea of something being self-evident with the idea of empirical evidence in naturalism. 

Candidates produced a range of ideas to support their evaluation. J L Mackie’s arguments on the 

relativity of moral values and his argument from ‘Queerness’ were often deployed effectively to counter 

the idea that moral ideas are self-evident. The problems of conflicting intuitions, including how Pritchard 

or Ross might respond to this criticism, and the difficulty of the potential vagueness of the concept of 

intuition were also generally well used.  

Where evaluation was less successful, candidates sometimes resorted to outlining all the meta-ethical 

theories at length, sometimes adding prescriptivism and error theory to the ones named in the 

specification without really focusing on the precise question or using the ideas to provide an evaluation in 

response to the question. Better responses sometimes had very similar content but skilfully deployed this 

material using the relevant aspects of these theories to move the discussion forward. 
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Exemplar 2 

Exemplar 2 is a good example of an AO2 led paragraph from a Level 5 essay on meta-ethics. The 

candidate focuses on how cross-cultural moral agreement might support intuitionism before discussing 

alternative explanations of the phenomena. While the final section on Philippa Foot might not be totally 

clear, it is a solid developed section of discussion.  
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Question 4*  

This question proved extremely popular, and candidates generally showed a good understanding and 

engagement with the topic even if the focus on the precise question was not always present..  

Some candidates explored what might be involved in the idea of quality of life in detail using ideas such 

as Singer’s criteria of personhood, the absence of pain, or freedom to live as one wishes, as suggested 

criteria. Several other candidates, despite writing in considerable detail about various concepts in the 

topic, did not really explore what quality of life is beyond a one sentence description.  

Candidates typically contrasted quality of life with sanctity of life which they linked to Aquinas and Biblical 

teaching. This was often successful depending on how well the evaluation was tied to the question. 

Some candidates wrote more generally outlining the approach of natural law which was linked to sanctity 

of life and situation ethics which was linked to quality of life. To some extent this addressed the question 

by default but often lacked the precision and focus to access the higher levels. A few less successful 

responses presented four paragraphs applying each of the ethical theories to the topic of euthanasia but 

without really engaging with the precise question. 

There were often sophisticated discussions of personhood using Singer and autonomy using Mill’s non 

harm principle. At times candidates used these as part of the concept of quality of life whereas other 

candidates treated them as concepts to be evaluated separately. Either approach worked well provided 

the candidate was clear and consistent. Some candidates also made good use of ideas of weak sanctity 

of life and right to life versus right to death.  

In terms of the arguments around quality of life, many candidates addressed deficiencies in alternatives 

such as sanctity of life, which was held to be focused on irrelevant religious ideas, and autonomy, which 

provides less help with regards to involuntary euthanasia. Candidates made good use of the slippery 

slope argument against quality of life and were aware of Helga Kuhse’s defence against this. At times, 

Kant’s views on treating persons as ends were used relevantly to support both quality of life and sanctity 

of life. Some candidates tended to argue based almost exclusively on case studies that were often long 

and overly descriptive.  

Some candidates were aware of current developments in the UK debate on assisted dying and issues 

raised by the MAiD system in Canada and were able to deploy this material to further their argument. 

Other candidates seemed to have no awareness of the current debates or represented them 

inaccurately.  
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Exemplar 3 

The Exemplar 3 response has provided some depth to their explanation of quality of life using the ideas 

of Peter Singer. 

OCR support 

 

A very helpful blog has been written by the OCR Religious Studies Subject Advisor in 

collaboration with some of the senior examiners to explain further what makes for good 

Religious Studies essay writing under examination conditions.  

 

https://www.ocr.org.uk/blog/writing-alevel-religious-studies-essays-ten-top-tips/
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