
Holland Park School | Year 8 RE 
Topic 1 | Islam  

 

Overview Big Question: What does it mean to be a Muslim  
This unit of work analyses the religion of Islam, from its origins to an analysis of what it means to be Muslim in today’s world. It also covers key 
events within the Islamic belief and history and analyses these events in depth. Students begin by looking at the historical, geographical, political 
and religious status of pre-Islamic Arabia and then learn how Prophet Muhammad changed this landscape.  Students will also have chance to 
engage with key teachings and practices within Islam such as the five pillars, as well as an analysis of the concept of Jihad.  By the end of this unit 
students will have a rich understanding of key events, concepts and beliefs within the religion of Islam and understand its development across time.   
 

Assessment Skills Focus: Explain Questions 
Students will engage with a number of explain questions throughout this unit. They will be exposed to model answers, success criteria and scaffolds 
for each question. This will allow students to develop the skill of explaining different concepts and ideas using the PEE structure (Point, Evidence, 
Explain). This will culminate with an end of unit assessment, where students will be asked a series of knowledge questions and explain questions.  
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Key words  Islam- The religion of the Muslims, a monotheistic faith 
regarded as revealed through Muhammad as the Prophet of 
Allah. 

 Allah- The God in Arabic 

 Tawhid- The belief in the oneness of God 

 Revelation- A message from God to human beings  

 Prophet Muhammad- An Arab religious, social, and political 
leader and the founder of Islam 

 Qur’an- The central religious text of Islam, believed by Muslims 
to be the final revelation from God. 

 Mecca- Holy City for Muslims established by Ibrahim and 
Ishmael. 

 Hijrah- The migration of Muhammad from Mecca to Medina 

 Ummah- The worldwide Muslim community 

 Hadith – The sayings of the Prophet Muhammad 

 Sunnah- The traditions and practices of the Prophet Muhammad 

 Sunni- The branch of Islam with the majority of followers, Sunni 
meaning followers of the Sunnah 

 Shia- The branch of Islam with the minority of followers, Shi’a meaning 
‘House of Ali’ 

 Sunni/ Shia Split- A division in Islam which occurred after the death of 
the Prophet Muhammad on who should lead the Ummah 

 Caliphate- An area ruled by a Muslim leader 

 The Five Pillars- The basic acts in Islam, considered mandatory by 
believers, and are the foundation of Muslim life 

 Hajj- The Hajj is an annual Islamic pilgrimage to Mecca, Saudi Arabia, 
the holiest city for Muslims 

 Greater Jihad- The spiritual struggle within oneself against sin.  

 Lesser Jihad- Defending Islam from threat but must meet a range of 
strict conditions to be declared  

 Islamophobia- Dislike of or prejudice against Islam or Muslims 
 



 

 

 

 
 

Topics Key content 

Pre- Islamic Arabia  The social context of Arabia before the birth of Islam  

 The tribal structure of society and the dominance of polytheistic religious beliefs 

 The regular violence that occurred over resources.  

Prophet Muhammad: 
The Qur’an 

 

 The background of Prophet Muhammad as someone who was orphaned at an early age, became a trader with a good 
reputation, who married a wealthy women named Khadija.  

 The revelation of the Qur’an and how this was met with great objection as its message conflicted religious traditions and 
ethical teachings that were dominant at the time.  

Prophet Muhammad: 
The Hijrah and the Conquest of Mecca 

 

 How the message of the Qur’an was received 

 The migration of Prophet Muhammad from Mecca to Medina 

 The establishment of the first Ummah 

Prophet Muhammad: 
The Final Sermon 

 

 The teachings of the final sermon  

 The key messages of Islam imparted to the Ummah before Prophet Muhammad’s death 

 The difficulty with recording the final sermon and competing validity of Hadith’s 

The Sunni/Shia Split 
 

 The problems experienced by Muslims after the death of Muhammad and the debate around leadership of the Ummah.  

 The competition between Abu Bakr and Ali as leaders of the Muslims and the division this causes within Islam which last to 
this day between Sunni and Shia.  

Islamic Caliphates 
 

 The growth and development of Islam 

 Rashidun, the Umayyad and the Abbasid caliphates 

The Five Pillars 
 

 The meaning and significance of each of the five pillars 

 How these pillars are expressed in the life of Muslims in the modern world 

Hajj  The Hajj pilgrimage and the steps taken in Hajj 

 Hajj in modern Saudi Arabia 

Jihad  Islamic teachings of Jihad and the distinctions between lesser jihad and greater Jihad. 

 The very strict conditions for declaring jihad, which is essentially impossible in the modern world.  

Islam Today  The state of Islam today as a religion which is growing rather than declining and one that had to deal with persecution and 
prejudice. 



 

 

Topic 2 | Philosophy of Religion  

 

Overview This unit of work introduces students to the Philosophy of Religion by examining key arguments around the existence of the God of Classical 
Theism.  This unit is the first exposure students will have to the Philosophy of Religion and using the lens of philosophy will help them to understand 
religion in a different light as opposed to where they have looked at theology, history, sociology etc. in previous units.  Here students are exposed to 
a range of different arguments for the existence of God, followed by critiques of those arguments.  By the end of the unit, students should have an 
appreciation for the key arguments scholars have put forward across time to support the existence of God, but also, how those arguments have 
been critiqued.   
 

Assessment Skills Focus: Explain Questions 
Students will engage with a number of explain questions throughout this unit. They will be exposed to model answers, success criteria and scaffolds 
for each question. This will allow students to develop the skill of explaining different concepts and ideas using the PEE structure (Point, Evidence, 
Explain). This will culminate with an end of unit assessment, where students will be asked a series of knowledge questions and explain questions.  
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Key words  Omnipotent- The belief that God is all- powerful 

 Omniscient- The belief that God is all- knowing  

 Omnibenevolent- The belief that God is all- loving  

 Omnipresent- The belief that God is present everywhere 
at once.  

 Transcendent- The belief that God is outside of the 
universe 

 Theism- The belief in God.  

 Atheism- Disbelief or lack of belief in the existence of 
God or gods.  

 Agnosticism- The belief that nothing can be known 
about the nature or existence of God.  

 Design Argument- The argument for the existence of 
God based on evidence of design in the world.  
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Cosmological 
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Evil

Theodicies
Religious 

Experience

Criticisms of 
Religious 

Experience

 William Paley- Thinker who argued for the design argument. 

 Analogy- A comparison between things that have similar features, often used 
to help explain a principle or idea.   

 Cosmological Argument- The argument for the existence of God which 
argues that God is the cause of the universe.  

 Thomas Aquinas- Thinker argued for the cosmological argument.  

 Causation- The relationship between cause and effect.  

 Problem of Evil- The argument that the existence of evil undermines belief in 
an omnipotent and omnibenevolent God.  

 Epicurus- Thinker who came up with the problem of evil.  

 Theodicy- An argument which defends God against the problem of evil.  

 Religious Experience- An experience which has a religious meaning for the 
person who experienced it.  

 Empirical Evidence- Evidence for something based on observation or 

experience. 



 

 

Topics Key content 

Who is God?  The nature of the God of classical theism as an omnibenevolent, omnipotent and omniscient being.  

 Why God is understood in this way by many religious believers according to examples from scripture which express these 
traits.   

Theism, Atheism and Agnosticism 
 

 The position of theists, atheists and agnostics and the reasons different people hold such positions.  

 The difference between empiricism and faith as a basis for making knowledge claims about the metaphysical.   

The Design Argument 
 

 The argument that God existence because there is evidence of design in the world.  

 William Paley’s watch analogy- how it is used as evidence for the existence of God.  

Criticisms of the Design Argument 
 

 The criticisms of the design argument i.e. even if the universe was designed it doesn’t follow that the God who designed it 
was the God of Christian theism, the existence of evil in the world shows an imperfect designer, the universe could have 
occurred by chance etc.  

The Cosmological Argument 
 

 The Cosmological Argument according to Aquinas- the main focus being on cause and effect. Everything in the universe is 
caused by something else and if we trace this back we must get to a point where we have an uncaused cause, this being 
God.   

Criticisms of the Cosmological 
Argument 

 

 The criticisms of the Cosmological Argument i.e. the fallacy of composition- that you can argue from every event in the 
universe has a cause, therefore the universe has a cause and the idea that the existence of the universe if just a ‘brute fact’ 
etc.  

The Problem of Evil 
 

 The problem of evil as posed by Epicurus. The challenge this poses to the God of classical theism.  

 The distinction between natural and moral evil and how the existence of evil cancels out at least one of God’s attributes 
i.e. the inconsistent triad.  

Theodicies  How theists answer the problem of evil through theodicies.  

 The free will defence, the idea that humans are responsible for evil through their actions, and the soul- making theodicy, 
that allows human beings the opportunity to do good and through their response, grow towards God.  

 To what extent these defences are a successful response to the problem of evil posed by Epicurus.  

Religious Experience  Religious experiences as a form of evidence for the existence of God.  

 Testimonies of religious experience e.g. Bernadette at Lourdes and reasons for why it may be a credible source of 
knowledge for the existence of God.  

 To understand why some religious believers would credit religious experience as a proof for God’s existence and therefore 
why they are valued so much by those experiencing them.   

Criticisms of Religious Experience  The various challenges to religious experiences from the scientific perspective.  

 To understand challenges such as temporal lobe epilepsy, the principle of credulity and testimony, the fact that many 
religious experiences are contradictory etc.  

 To what extent are these criticisms successful in discrediting religious experience as a form of evidence for the existence of 
God.  



 

 

Topic 3 | Atheism  
 

 

Overview Big Question: How did Atheism develop as a worldview?  
This mini unit of work aims to expose students to the multi-faceted nature of atheism.  It is important students understand the development of 
atheism as a worldview and how it intersects with religious and moral thinking.  Students will explore the origins of atheism in ancient Greece and 
then look at the development of atheism over time through an analysis of key historical and religious moments   

Assessment Skills Focus: Explain Questions 
Students will engage with a number of explain questions throughout this unit. They will be exposed to model answers, success criteria and scaffolds 
for each question. This will allow students to develop the skill of explaining different concepts and ideas using the PEE structure (Point, Evidence, 
Explain).  

Glossary Links Page 28-31 

 

 

  

Where did Atheism come from? Plato's Cave The Enlightenment Without God Everything is Permitted

Key words  Omnipotent- The belief that God is all- powerful 

 Omniscient- The belief that God is all- knowing  

 Omnibenevolent- The belief that God is all- loving  

 Omnipresent- The belief that God is present 
everywhere at once.  

 Transcendent- The belief that God is outside of the 
universe 

 Theism- The belief in God.  

 Atheism- Disbelief or lack of belief in the existence of 
God or gods.  

 Agnosticism- The belief that nothing can be known 
about the nature or existence of God.  

 Design Argument- The argument for the existence of 
God based on evidence of design in the world.  

 William Paley- Thinker who argued for the design 
argument.  

 Analogy- A comparison between things that have 
similar features, often used to help explain a principle or 
idea.  

 Fallacy- A mistaken belief, especially one based on unsound 
arguments.  

 Cosmological Argument- The argument for the existence of God 
which argues that God is the cause of the universe.  

 Thomas Aquinas- Thinker argued for the cosmological argument.  

 Causation- The relationship between cause and effect.  

 Problem of Evil- The argument that the existence of evil 
undermines belief in an omnipotent and omnibenevolent God. 

 Epicurus- Thinker who came up with the problem of evil.  

 Theodicy- An argument which defends God against the problem of 
evil.  

 Religious Experience- An experience which has a religious 
meaning for the person who experienced it.  

 Empirical Evidence- Evidence for something based on observation 
or experience. 



 

 

Topics Key content 

Where did Atheism come from?  The origins of the term atheist from the Greek ‘atheos’ meaning ‘without gods’.   

 Greek thinkers who began to explain the world in terms of physical processes rather than relying on myth to explain 
happenings in the world and how some philosophers such as Xenophanes thought the gods were projections of 
humankind. These thinkers laid the seeds for atheism. 

 Atheism as we know it today was non-existent, it developed from this starting point of people questioning mainstream 
religious notions and seeking alternatives. 

Plato’s Cave 
 

 The details of Plato’s allegory of the cave. 

 The impact in terms of atheism in encouraging a search for truth that is not rooted in what society is telling people to 
think.  This allegory places great emphasis on the need for self-discovery and the importance of not accepting things at 
face value. 

 The impact of this on religious thinking by contributing towards the idea of pursuing God as truth, but also the notion 
that this story is about thinking for yourself and breaking away from the conventions of others. 

The Enlightenment 
 

 To understand the enlightenment as a period of time in which people began to turn towards science in order to explain 
the world around them.   

 This period of time saw the advent of more and more people challenging religious notions and thus put the wheels of 
atheism in progress. 

 What  the scientific method is and why many turned to it as a way to make claims about the nature of the world.   

 The differences between truth on the basis of empirical evidence and truth on the basis of faith. 

Without God Everything is Permitted 
 

 The view that if God is the moral legislator of the world and some believe that this God does not exist, then does it mean 
that people are permitted to behave in whatever manner they wish? 

 Two responses to this view, one that embraces the absence of morality in the absence of God and one that maintains 
moral standards in the absence of God.  With the latter view, students must see that atheists can ground their lives in 
meaning through alternate methods i.e. through science, art and relationships with others. 

 


