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The aim or intent of the Key Stage Three Curriculum as to enable 
pupils to be literate about religious and non-religious worldviews. This 
is implemented through units of work which comprise the substantive 
knowledge of the curriculum. This substantive knowledge is organised 
around certain key concepts or big ideas which will enable pupils to 
comprehend religious and non-religious worldviews. Thus, each unit will 
focus on some or one of these big ideas which will be expressed via an 
enquiry question, although one big idea, positionality not neutrality, runs 
throughout all to ensure that there is also a focus on personal knowledge 
which is essential to understanding the idea of worldviews. The big ideas 
can be seen in the table below. 

Big ideas for the substantive knowledge

Positionality and not neutrality 

Unity and diversity

Continuity, fluidity and change

Fuzzy edges: syncretic and hybridity 

Power and influence

Broad and embodied in their influence

In addition, each of these units will be approached through a particular 
discipline to recognise that Religious Studies is an inter-disciplinary 
subject in its exploration of religions and non-religious worldviews. Thus, 
these disciplines will provide the method through which the enquiry 
question which links to the big idea will be approached and explored. The 
table below shows the disciplinary knowledge which will be focused on 
throughout various units.

Disciplinary knowledge which will be covered

Theology including textual analysis (drawing on Hermeneutics) and history 

Philosophy of Religion

Psychology of Religion

Sociology of Religion

These series of lessons focus on the two big ideas (in addition to 
positionality and not neutrality which all units link to). These are: continuity, 
fluidity and change as well as fuzzy edges: syncretic and hybridity. The 
discipline that they focus on is theology, particularly textual analysis. 

The series of lessons explore the story of the Buddha. In particular, 
they focus on the worldview of the Buddha (i.e. the context in which he 
lived) and how the stories surrounding him have developed over time 
(where they draw upon other influences and a style of writing known as 
hagiography). This could be a standalone series of lessons or it can form 
part of a group where another figure is explored such as Jesus for example 
or where there is a further exploration of how significant the story of the 
Buddha is for Buddhists today. 
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1. Who are these lessons directed to? 

Year 9 students (i.e. upper end of Key Stage Three 13/14 yo). 

2. What is the main aim of the example? What is it trying to open up? 

The lessons are aimed at enabling pupils to explore deeper two of the big 
ideas which help organise the substantive knowledge in our curriculum, 
i.e. continuity, fluidity and change (third principle of our curriculum) and 
Fuzzy edges: syncretic and hybridity (this is the fourth principle of our 
curriculum). It also aims for pupils to learn more about exploring these 
concepts via the discipline of Theology, in particular literary analysis. 
Thus, it enables pupils to understand the literary style of writing known as 
hagiography which will help pupils to realise there are different ways of 
analysing stories and accounts that do not simply focus on evidence for 
historical truth. The series of lessons also allow students to explore the 
context of the Buddha and see how this shapes and informs the stories and 
teachings found in this religious worldview (linking to the fourth big idea). 
In addition, through analysing the different types of stories surrounding 
the life of the Buddha, pupils will also be able to engage the developments 
in the hagiographies, looking at reasons for this as well as ascertaining 
what has remained the same and what has changed (linking to the third 
big idea).  These lessons will also link to the first big idea of our curriculum 
as there will be an exploration of personal worldviews. In particular, there 
are opportunities for students to consider their own pre-existing views on 
how stories surrounding historical figures should be understood and how 
their own context and environment has shaped their thoughts and ways of 
interpreting the world.

3. What learning outcomes do you envision? 

The learning outcomes that pupils should gain are:

• To understand that stories surrounding significant figures are often 
written in a style known as hagiography and that a good way of 
approaching these is not to look for historical verification but rather 
to see what message or teaching they are giving to believers and 
diverse views surrounding this.

• To see that the stories of the Buddha have changed overtime (and 
to know why this may be the case) and to ascertain the continuity 
within this change.  

• To comprehend that religions do not emerge in a vacuum but that 
they are shaped by the pre-existing beliefs and ideas or worldview as 
well as other practices that are prevalent at the time. 
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4. Are assessment practices significant here?

There does not need to be assessment for this unit however, suggestions 
have been given in the material.  

5. Are there educational policies that you have in mind?

The education policies are very much in line with the Ofsted requirements 
of considering the Intent of your curriculum as a whole (i.e. what you 
want pupils to know, understand and be able to do by the end of Key 
Stage Three) as well as the implementation and impact. In so doing it 
looks to the work of the Big Ideas project under the leadership of Barbara 
Wintersgill. It also draws upon the changes suggested by the CoRE report 
of moving towards a worldviews curriculum that shows greater diversity, a 
recognition of more disciplines and positionality. 

6. How does your example fit into a larger scheme of work? 

These series of lessons fit into a larger scheme of work which explore 
what does it mean to be a Buddhist? This unit focuses particularly on the 
discipline of Theology and also the two Big ideas identified above (i.e. 
continuity, fluidity and change (third principle of our curriculum) and 
Fuzzy edges: syncretic and hybridity (this is the fourth principle of our 
curriculum). After focusing on the story of the Buddha, the unit continues 
by exploring the Dharma and the Sangha. These other two areas also 
demonstrate the two big ideas and also the discipline of Theology. 

7. Any other contextual factors? 

These lessons were written for a context of high achieving girls in a 
selective school. 

8. What is the snazzy title?

 What does it mean to be a Buddhist? Buddha- man, myth or master? 

9. What is the introduction or general context/purpose? 

The lessons should be completed in te order shown on the following page.
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Lesson 01

Activities: 

Read through this 3 times. The first time just read through this. The second time complete 1-2 on the list 
below. The third time do 3-4. 

1. Highlight in one colour any key words in the piece which are on your key vocab list. 

2. Highlight in another colour any other key words on this piece. 

3. The Buddha will be critical of or he will change some of the current religious practices of his time. 
Summarise in bullet points the religious practices that existed during his life in the boxes below. 

Vedic religion Folk Traditions Shramana or renouncer movement

4. Is there anything else about this piece that you find interesting or which links to anything else we have done?
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Lesson 02

As we look at these different accounts of the story of the Buddha, answer the following: 

1. What are the main themes of the life of the Buddha covered in the account you are focusing upon?

2. What elements show he is more than human? What elements show he is a liberator? What elements 
show he is more than human? Which is more prominent? 

3. How do they demonstrate the style of writing known as hagiography? 

4. How do they show the influence of other styles of writing or belief that were prominent when they  
were written?

5. What is similar between the stories and what is unique? 

Lesson one:
• Begin by asking pupils to reflect on their own worldview and in 

particular what ideas, beliefs and practices have shaped this.

• Explain that this was the same for the Buddha and go back over the 
big idea of Fuzzy edges: syncretic and hybridity discussing how this 
will be focused on initially in this unit as we explore the worldview of 
the Buddha and how this shaped his beliefs, teachings and practices. 
Also, re-cap what the discipline of Theology is and in particular how 
this includes textual analysis and history as these disciplines will be 
focused on again in this unit. 

• Complete the activity on the background to the life of the Buddha. 
Discuss the findings from the activity. 

Lesson two:
• Ask pupils to consider how they think we should explore historical 

figures. Thus, spend time unpacking their worldview ideas in this area. 

• Move onto discussing the worksheet which introduces the idea of 
Hagiography. Ask pupils to consider any other examples they may by 
aware of. Discuss how this differs from looking for historical evidence 
and what this means with regards to how stories should be assessed 
and understood. Explore whether they think this is a good way of 
considering stories. 

• Before looking at the different examples, watch a summary of the 
story of the Buddha that is commonly used in schools. A very good 
one can be found on True Tube. Ask pupils to consider how this clip is 
an example of hagiography. 
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Lesson one: Background to the life of the Buddha.

Lesson 01

This extract below is a summary taken from the book, Buddhism, written by Professor Denise Cush. I want 
you to read through this and answer the questions that follow. The aim of this work is to enable you to 
realise that religions do not arise in a vacuum but are influenced and shaped by the historical, political and 
religious landscape they emerge from (which links to the big idea of fuzzy edges: syncretic and hybridity).  

The Buddha is also known as Siddhartha Gautama or Sidddhartha of the Gautama clan. He lived in 
Northern India on the boarders of Nepal probably around 2,500 years ago (scholars are not sure 
exactly when he lived but most agree it was probably between the 6th to the 4th centuries BCE). 

He lived in an area surrounding the Ganges river in Northern India. This area was full of forests broken 
up by settlements where the people lived. People belonged to tribes which were sometimes grouped 
into small kingdoms. Two powerful kingdoms were Magadha and Kosala and both of these would later 
become important in helping to spread Buddhism across the Ganges region. Most people farmed but 
some also traded goods between the various towns and cities and a small number were priests or 
entertainers or intellectuals. The Buddha was part of the Shakya tribe (which is why he is sometimes 
called Shakyamuni or the holy man of the Shakya tribe). It was led by his father, a man called 
Suddhodana. He was more of a leader of the area rather than a king. 

Great change was occurring in the ideas, beliefs and practices found amongst the people when the 
Buddha lived. There were different views surrounding the best way to live a good life, what kinds of 
religious practices should be followed (if at all) and the answers to the ultimate or big questions of life 
(such as why we are here and what the purpose of life should be). There were many different religious 
and non-religious groups claiming they could answer these questions (this is known as religious 
pluralism a bit like we have today). All of these ideas and practices influenced the Buddha and the 
rejection, adoption or refinement of these can be seen in the teachings he gave. 

One of these was the Vedic religion which is an early form of Hinduism. They worshipped a group 
of Gods such as Indra the Storm God and Agni the Fire God who are also found in Buddhism and 
Hinduism today. It was a very influential group that was led by priests who said prayers and chants 
and who performed sacrifices and read holy books called the Vedas. They believed in Samsara where 
the soul (Atman) is re-incarnated due to Karma. The Vedic religion tended to be followed by the very 
powerful in society, but most of the ordinary people followed what has been called the folk traditions 
(i.e. beliefs of the ordinary people). These are very ancient and include giving offerings to local spirits 
and using spells and omens to protect oneself against devils or evil spirits. They also believed in a 
creator God called Brahma which was later absorbed into Hinduism. 

Another group includes the Shramana or renouncers. This refers to those people who decided to 
give up normal life and become a wandering holy man or philosopher. They would live in the forest 
spending time meditating and practising yoga in the hope that they would find the truths about life 
(often considering questions about the soul or Atman, samsara, re-incarnation, Karma etc). They would 
live off donations (known as alms). Sometimes they would live in groups or spend time with a person 
who was more knowledgeable than them. Some would follow very extreme practices such as reducing 
the amount of food or sleep they would have in the hope that this would help them find the answers 
they were looking for more quickly. One group of renouncers influenced the development of the Vedic 
religion into Hinduism as they created the books called the Upanishads. Another group led to the 
emergence of the religion known as Jainism whose founder, a man called Mahavira, lived about 100 
years before the Buddha.   
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Lesson 02

The figure of the Buddha is important for many Buddhists. He is not believed to be the first or last Buddha, 
but rather he is part of a long line of Buddhas. This is because there is believed to be a Buddha for every 
eon. A famous Buddha in history is called Vipassi and the last is believed to be one called Maitreya.  

Very little is known about the Buddha that is definitely true. It is believed that he lived in northern India 
probably somewhere between the 6th to the 4th century BCE but some scholars even doubt this. Dr 
Naomi Appleton at Edinburgh University claims it is pointless trying to find out what is definitely or 
historically true about the Buddha as this is not possible from the information that is available. Instead 
she claims the focus should be on examining the different ways in which he is described or shown in 
the various sources of information about him and also to explore the different ways this information is 
understood and used by Buddhists.  

Stories were a significant way in which information about the Buddha was used to inform Buddhists 
about his life and teachings.  Dr Appleton claims most of these are in a style known as hagiography. 
Hagiographies are biographies which describe the main character as being holy. They describe these 
holy people as being totally good, doing nothing wrong at all. Instead they do things perfectly, and 
sometimes they do miraculous things. People can read these stories and learn from their actions and 
words to work out how they too can be a good person. Thus, the stories of the Buddha show that he is 
more than human, and that he is a philosopher and teacher who liberates and saves humanity. 

Dr Brian Black from the University of Lancaster agrees that you cannot read the stories about the 
Buddha as if they were a historically true. He claims that you also need to see how these stories have 
been influenced by other Indian philosophical and religious literature. For example, you can see the 
influence of the Hindu Mahabharata and the Ramayana as well as other ideas found when he lived such 
as Karma, Samsara, liberation, the soul and the gods found in Hinduism. Thus, it is important when you 
look at the stories surrounding the Buddha that you see them as examples of hagiographies and also the 
influence from other ideas found in Hinduism as well.  

Dr Brian Black claims that the earliest accounts of the life of the Buddha are found in temple art which 
arose from about 200 years after the Buddha died. The most famous examples can be seen in a place 
called Sanchi. These early carvings never show the Buddha but instead they show things associated 
with him such as foot prints, an umbrella etc. The earliest written stories can be found in a collection 
of teachings called the Digha Nikaya written in Pali which forms part of the Pali Canon. They include 
the Mahapadana Sutra and the Mahaparinirvana Sutra. They were probably written around 500-200 
BCE. Another significant text is the Buddha Carita which was written probably in the 1st century CE in 
Sanskrit by a Brahmin who converted to Buddhism. It is written in a poetic style similar to the Ramayana 
and the Mahabharata and shares similar themes to these books. 

Lesson two: Stories about the Buddha
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Lesson 04

Lesson four: Assessment activity on the stories of the Buddha

2.   Big idea: continuity, fluidity and change.

Look back to the work we did in lesson three where we explored different stories surrounding the Buddha. 
Select two things that remained the same in all of these four accounts and two things that changed or was 
not present in all four of these accounts. 

3.    Discipline: theology especially textual analysis. 

a)    In your own words, describe what hagiography means. 

b)    Give two reasons why this might be a better way to understand the story of the Buddha?

c)   Do you think this is a good way of exploring stories of significant people in religions? Explain your answer.  

The two things that remained the same in all four of the accounts: 

The two things that were changed or which were not present in all four accounts: 

1.

1.

2.

2.

Lesson three:
• Reflect on what was covered in the previous lesson. In particular, look 

again at the concept of hagiography and also the story of the Buddha 
that they watched in the last lesson. 

• Divide pupils up into groups and ask them to look at the four different 
stories and to complete the word document on this. The four different 
stories are: 

1) temple art from Sanchi; 

2) the story from the Mahapadana sutra from the Digha Nikaya; 

3) the story from Buddha Carita by Asvaghosa; 

4) the story from What the Buddha Taught by 

Lesson four:
• Ask pupils to discuss and share their findings from the work they 

completed last lesson. If there is time, they could also compare what 
they have learnt to the clip they watched in the previous lesson. 

• Students should complete the written exercise based on the work that 
has been covered. 
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Lesson 03

Lesson three: Life of the Buddha from the Mahapadana sutra from the Digha Nikaya

When the Buddha was living in the city of Savatthi in Jeta’s park he heard (with his divine hearing) some 
monks discussing past lives. The Buddha got up and went to them and started speaking about past lives. 

The Buddha started to talk about a previous Buddha called Vipassi. He came to this world 91 eons ago. 
Another was the Buddha Sikhi who came 31 eons ago, followed by the Buddha Vessabhu. In the present eon 
it has been Kakusandha, Konagamana and Kassapa. Now it is the current Buddha.  

He then starts giving information on each of these past Buddhas:

Vipassi Sikhi Vessabhu Kakus-
andha

Konag-
amana

Kassapa The 
current 
Buddha

When he 
arose

91 eons 
ago

31 eons 
ago

31 eons 
ago

Present 
one

Present 
one

Present 
one

Present 
one

Caste Royal Royal Royal Brahmin Brahmin Brahmin Royal

Clan Kondana Kondana Kondana Kassapa Kassapa Kassapa Gotama

Life span 80,000 
years

70,000 
years

60,000 
years

40,000 
years

30,000 
years

20,000 
years

About 
100 

Where Palol tree Burflower 
tree

Sal tree Mahari 
tree

Cluster fig Banyan 
tree

Fig tree

Chief 
disciples

Khanda 
and Tissa

Abhibhu 
and 
Sambhava

Sona and 
Uttara

Vidhura 
and 
Sanjiva

Bhiyyosa 
and Uttara

Tissa and 
Bharadv-
aja

Sariputta 
and Mog-
gallana

Gather-
ings

3 major 
ones

3 major 
ones

3 major 
ones

One major 
one

One major 
one

One major 
one

One 
major 
one

Chief 
monk

Asoka Kheman-
kara

Upasanta Buddhija Sotthija Sabbamit-
ta

Ananda

Father Bandhu-
ma

Aruna Suppatita Aggidatta Yanna-
datta

Brahma-
datta

Suddon-
dana

Mother Bandhu-
mati

Pabhavati Yassavati Visakha Uttara Dhanavati Maya

City Bandhu-
mati

Arunavati Suppatita Kehmavati Sobhavati Benares Kapilav-
atthu
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Lesson 04

Lesson four: Assessment activity on the stories of the Buddha

2.   Big idea: continuity, fluidity and change.

Look back to the work we did in lesson three where we explored different stories surrounding the Buddha. 
Select two things that remained the same in all of these four accounts and two things that changed or was 
not present in all four of these accounts. 

3.    Discipline: theology especially textual analysis. 

a)    In your own words, describe what hagiography means. 

b)    Give two reasons why this might be a better way to understand the story of the Buddha?

c)   Do you think this is a good way of exploring stories of significant people in religions? Explain your answer.  

The two things that remained the same in all four of the accounts: 

The two things that were changed or which were not present in all four accounts: 

1.

1.

2.

2.
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Lesson three: Exploring stories surrounding the life of the Buddha

Which story is this?

Which main themes does this story 
cover in the life of the Buddha?

Give some examples form the 
story which show he is human.

Give some examples from the 
story which show he is a liberator.

Give some examples from the 
story which show he is more than 
human.

Give some examples which show it 
is a hagiography.

Give some examples of shared 
beliefs with Hinduism (e.g. Karma, 
samsara, the gods, heaven etc).

What is unique in this story and 
what is shared with the others?

Lesson 03
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10. How does it demonstrate the principles of the project?  

1. Purpose/aim: the general education purpose of these series of 
lessons is to enable pupils to explore the story of the Buddha in 
a more nuanced manner drawing upon scholarship surrounding 
how the story of the Buddha has developed over time and how 
this links to hagiography as a literary style. It also recognises the 
influence of other Hindu literature and beliefs and teachings as 
well as the background to when Buddhism emerged. 

2. Agency: It is the teacher who has developed these after 
considering the principles of a worldviews curriculum that 
individual units should exemplify. Thus, the unit exemplifies 
continuity, fluidity and change and syncretic and hybridity. 

3. Exemplarity: The examples chosen demonstrate that there is 
continuity in Buddhism (i.e. the story and importance of the 
Buddha) but that this has changed over time (both in its content 
and importance). In addition, it shows syncretic and hybridity 
as there is an emphasis on how Buddhism did not emerge in a 
vacuum but has been influenced by other worldviews and the 
situation of the time. 

4. Judgement: My judgement has been trusted to create these 
series of lessons and also the curriculum aims that these lessons 
will help to identify. 

5. Resonance: these resources resonate with the life world of 
students in the sense that they recognise that there is diversity in 
any belief systems and that we are all influenced by the context 
in which we emerge and live. 

6. Interpretability: It recognises that the subject matter being 
explored is contextual; indeed it demonstrates this as it 
recognises that the Buddha’s context is essential in being able 
to understand the stories that are depicted about him including 
later contexts such as stories in Hinduism and other ideas that 
have influenced both religious worldviews. 

7. Decolonising: these lessons help to decolonise the story of the 
Buddha by going back to the original sources rather than a later 
20th century version written for a western audience. 
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Religious 
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11. How does it show Klafki’s 5 questions?

1. What exemplary meaning can the content illustrate? The 
exemplary meaning the lessons illustrate are two core ideas 
of our curriculum. In particular: continuity, fluidity and change 
(third principle of our curriculum) and Fuzzy edges: syncretic and 
hybridity (this is the fourth principle of our curriculum). Thus, it 
shows that the continuity is the story of the Buddha but that this 
has changed over time. It also shows that this is influenced by the 
worldview at the time as well as ideas and beliefs found in other 
religions (such as Karma, Samsara, Hindu gods etc). In addition, 
it also shows an awareness of hagiography as a literary style and 
how this can be used to understand the story of the Buddha. 

2. How do the students understand it at this point? These lessons will 
help students be aware of different ways of approaching stories, 
i.e. through the lens of hagiography, and what can be learnt 
from this rather than just seeing these through looking at what 
is historically true (which I feel is a more western enlightenment 
approach perhaps). 

3. What might it mean for those students in the future? It will 
help to enable them to realise that there are multiple ways of 
understanding and approaching stories as well as how things 
should be studied within their context as much as possible (seeing 
how this shaped and influences things). 

4. To what extent is the content embedded in the broader structure 
of disciplinary content? It shows that there is more than one way 
of studying religious content. 

5. What concrete cases, aesthetic objects, and the like, would 
enhance the learning of the content for these particular students? 
Here the cases are different sources that the story of the Buddha is 
drawn from. It would be good if this was followed up with looking 
at various ways in which this story is important for Buddhists today 
whereby the variety within this is explored. 
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