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For many years, assessment in RE was fairly settled. As with other foundation and
core curriculum subjects, we used levels to assess pupils’ progress. We reflected the
developments of these subjects within our agreed syllabuses and other resources,
using the same terms from ‘assessment gurus’ such as Paul Black and Dylan Wiliam.1
We tried not to stand outside the crowd, so that we did not cause problems for teachers. When levels were
removed by the government, RE held onto them longer than other subjects in some places and school types.
Now, for most schools, the time to find alternatives to assessment using the eight-level scale is long overdue.
Schools have spent the last few years trying out different systems for core and foundation subjects,
a search for clarity that has been paralleled in RE.
This book is designed to support head teachers, senior leaders, heads of RE, subject leaders and classroom
teachers in reflecting on the different practices that are being used around the country in the search for
assessment solutions in RE. It starts with a brief look at the general issues around assessment in RE before
focusing on assessing RE in primary and then secondary schools. The book presents examples of legitimate
and viable practice, written in the main by classroom practitioners, supplemented with a few chapters by
those who work closely with schools or have trialled ideas in schools. It is not presenting one of these as the
correct model. Instead, it offers you some different teacher experiences so you can consider whether aspects of
these would work in your school, or perhaps provide some alternative options. Everyone who has contributed
to this book has suggested their ideas or practices for perusal – without claiming they are perfect – in the hope
that they might be helpful.
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1 For example, Black, P. and Wiliam, D. (1998), Inside the Black Box: Raising Standards through Classroom Assessment (London: Kings College).
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Descriptor-based assessment
Naomi Anstice has been an RE subject leader for over 20 years in a community
primary school. She also works with church and community primary schools in her
capacity as primary adviser for Cheshire West. Here she describes her descriptorbased model of formative and summative assessment.

Assessment without levels:
apprehension

Assessment without levels: an
objective-based solution

When assessment without levels was introduced
I was initially apprehensive, but used this as an
opportunity to completely revise and rethink how I
assess in RE. I considered a number of models that
were being produced for a range of curriculum
subjects but none quite fitted what I wanted to
achieve or worked for how I wanted to deliver RE. I
wanted to see how my assessment helped to show
pupil progress clearly.

I decided that each unit of work I delivered needed
a specific knowledge-based outcome as well as
a skills objective. All unit and lesson planning is
based on this outcome and objective. My teaching
style is based on pupils having a key question
that we take steps towards answering in each
session. I may well present clues that they ask me
questions about and research themselves, and they
can interview experts and have the opportunity to
develop their own views. At the end of each session
we discuss how we have found more evidence or
clues to help us to answer the big question.

After exploration I designed an assessment grid
using ideas from RE Today resources and the
Non-Statutory Framework for RE (2013)1 with
its three attainment targets. This enabled me to
see assessments in smaller steps, allowing for
greater flexibility within a class and over a key
stage. It wasn’t perfect by any means, but it gave
me the broader range I was looking for. This then
became my ‘go to’ document for my pupils’ skills
development. My year as a Farmington Scholar
then provided an opportunity to link this with
global learning skills.

For each unit of work I have created a document
that is based on each of the unit key questions. I
needed to know what I expected pupil responses
to look like using the headings of Remembering
(Emerging), Understanding and applying (Expected)
and Analysing (Exceeding).

Year 1 – What happens inside a church?
Remembering

I can tell you how the church can be used by the community and recognise some of
the church furniture.

Understanding
and applying

I can name and explain the purpose of pieces of church furniture and tell you
about symbols that I find. I understand how Christians believe the Church to be a
worldwide family.

Analysing

I can reflect on the purpose, atmosphere and community of a church.

Skill

I can ask ‘who’, ‘what’ and ‘when’ questions.

Year 4 – How do Hindus worship?
Remembering

I can recall how Hindus believe in one God but in many forms. I can recognise one of
the deities, name them and tell you how a Hindu may worship that deity at a shrine.

Understanding
and applying

I can give an example of how to explain the Hindu concept of God and the cycle of
Create, Preserve and Destroy. I can explain how Hindus worship at home and in the
mandir and the associated symbols and gestures. I can tell you about the Hindu
festival of Holi and why it is celebrated.

Analysing

I can give an explanation for the concepts of reincarnation and my own view on life
after death. I can explain why Holi is important for a Hindu. I can discuss the value and
purpose of worship for a Hindu.

Skill

I can consider, communicate and apply ideas in which diverse communities can live
together for the well-being of all and respond thoughtfully to ideas about community,
values and respect.

These statements are then always at the top of my medium-term plans to remind me of what I want to
achieve by the end of a half-term unit of work.

Silent debates offer
children the opportunity
to express their own ideas
and challenge each other's.
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1 A curriculum framework for Religious Education in England (REC 2013).

A formal summative assessment is conducted each term, which is then recorded on an online assessment
tracker. My school selected a tracking system that allowed us to write in our own targets for RE so that it
works for our curriculum, rather than us having to fit our curriculum to prescribed statements. More regular
formative assessments inform my teaching and content but are not formally reported on.
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Assessing without grades:
interleaving skills and knowledge
Dawn Cox teaches in a secondary school in Essex. Her blogs and social media posts
are a good source of practical wisdom to the RE teacher. Here she writes about
assessing without grades and interleaving the curriculum.

• Reasoning – reasons for and against
• Developing reasoning – using quotations
• Knowledge – key beliefs & teachings, using
subject keywords, using textual sources
• Evaluation – coming to a justified conclusion
Each skill has an agreed definition of how it needs
to be shown in student work, bearing in mind
that subjectivity will always be an issue. We use
a simple red/orange/green system to identify how
well the student has demonstrated each skill. Our
aim is to develop our assessment to be as rigorous
as possible. We’re gradually working towards
Professor Rob Coe’s guidelines (2018) of being
informative, accurate, independent, generalisable
and replicable.

No grades
We don’t use marks or grades or levels. One issue
with using these is that research and experience
suggests that students look at these and ignore any
feedback that is given alongside them. They also tend
to amalgamate skills and summarise them, so all
detail is lost. For example, if a student is given a ‘5’,
how does anyone know what this five is made up of?
Are they good at giving different opinions but not so
good at using key terminology? Keeping assessment
at the micro level means that it is easy to see what the
student has shown they can or cannot do.
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Key Stage 3 overview
Topic

I have considered the following as summarised
from research by Smith and Firth (2018):
Learners should practise concepts until they
have got them right three times, and then study
them a further three times at times that are
spaced out over days or weeks.

Year 7

Since ‘life without levels’, my school has been open
to any subject assessment system as long as it
supports student progress. I looked at the key skills
required in the new A level and GCSE to help inform
development of Key Stage 3 (11- to 14-year-olds).
Our first draft was far too complex for Key Stage 3
curriculum time. We then reduced and refined it to a
smaller number of core skills:

The usual caveats of assessment apply here. For
example, we cannot possibly say that just because
a student has or hasn’t displayed a certain skill on
one assessment that this is representative of their
general ability to display that skill.

This is particularly a challenge for RE when
curriculum time can be significantly less than that
of other subjects. Depth rather than breadth is key
in this case. Therefore, our assessment system must
ensure that we enable students to apply the skills
multiple times. This is where interleaving comes in.

Concepts/
themes

This doesn’t mean we should do one lesson on one
thing and do another on something completely
different without coherence. However, it might get
us to reconsider how we plan schemes over a longer
period. We interleave skills and the core knowledge
at Key Stage 3.

Term 2

Term 3

Introduction & Judaism

Old Testament – The Messiah
and Jesus

Muhammad & the beginnings
of Islam
For/against

Key beliefs
& teachings

Key beliefs
& teachings

Key beliefs
& teachings

Key beliefs
& teachings

Keywords

Keywords

Keywords

Keywords

Textual
sources

Textual
sources

Textual
sources

Quotes

Quotes

Quotes

Sacrifice, monotheism,
‘rules’, covenant, leadership,
commitment/relationship
with God, sin/bad actions

Topic

Skills

Keywords
Textual
sources
Quotes

Concepts/
themes

Sacrifice, salvation, sin/
bad actions, commitment/
relationship with God,
suffering, prophecy

Hinduism
Key beliefs
& teachings

Interleaving skills
Research suggests that if we want students to be
able to remember things over time that we should
‘interleave’. In basic terms, instead of teaching all of
one topic at once (massed practice) and only once,
we should mix up content.

Term 1

Skills

Year 8

‘Life without levels’ in
Key Stage 3

For/against

Key beliefs
& teachings

Key beliefs
& teachings

Keywords

Keywords

Justified
conclusion

Justified
conclusion

Key beliefs
& teachings
Keywords
Justified
conclusion

Sacrifice, leadership, struggle,
service, monotheism,
equality, symbolism

Keywords

Keywords

For/against

Quotes

Justified
conclusion

Monotheism, ‘rules’, leadership,
differences, struggle, sin/bad
actions, prophethood

Sikhism

For/against

Monotheism, commitment/
relationship with God,
struggle, differences,
‘rules’, sin/bad actions,
equality, symbolism

Key beliefs
& teachings

Key beliefs
& teachings

Buddhism
For/against
Key beliefs
& teachings

Key beliefs
& teachings
Keywords

Keywords
Justified
conclusion
Suffering, struggle, atheism,
differences, ‘rules’, sin/bad
actions, symbolism

The long-term plan above shows how we have interleaved the core skills we want students to develop over
time. There are several repetitions and then skills are spaced to give students the time to ‘forget’ and then
re-study. This doesn’t mean they cannot use the skills in all pieces of work, but these are the ones we will
specifically focus on. We hope that they become a key part of their writing over time without them having to
be reminded. For example, when they look more at the reasoning of different opinions in Year 8, they can back
these up using quotations even if we’re not specifically looking at how they use these.
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