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AM Sociology 
MAY 2009 Session 
Examiners’ Report 

 
1.0. STATISTICAL DATA 
 
1.1. As can be seen in Tables 1 and 2 below, overall this year there were 39 more students who 
registered for the examination than for the May 2008 session.  
 
1.2. The number of absentees this year was four more than that of last year, 25. 
             

 
Table 1 

MATSEC Advanced Level Sociology, May 2009 
Distribution of Grades 

 
 All Candidates  
GRADE NUMBER % 
A 14 4.5 
B 34 10.9 
C 81 26.0 
D 99 31.7 
E 26 8.3 
F 33 10.6 
Absent 25 8.0 
Total 312 100.0 

 
 
 

Table 2 
MATSEC Advanced Level Sociology, May 2008 

Distribution of Grades 
 

 
 All Candidates  

GRADE NUMBER % 
A 7 2.6 
B 16 5.9 
C 66 24.2 
D 55 20.1 
E 52 19.0 
F 56 20.5 

ABSENT 21 7.7 
TOTAL 273 100.00 

 
 
 
 
1.3. The number of candidates who obtained a grade A-C was 40 more than last year’s both in absolute 
numbers (129 as against 89) as well as in relative weight (41.4 against 32.7) 
 
1.4.  The overall number of candidates who obtained a grade D-E was 18 more in absolute numbers (125 
against 107), and also registered a higher percentage (40.0 against 39.2 %) 
 
1.5.   The number of failures was 23 less than last year’s (33 as against 56) and 10.6 as against 20.5 %. 



AM EXAMINERS’ REPORT MAY 2009 
 

 3 

   
2.0. OVERALL GENERAL COMMENTS 
 

2.1.   As in the past year, the three papers were set according to the new syllabus for 2008-2010. Paper 1 
was devoted fully to Sociological Theory. Candidates had to choose three out of five questions each 
carrying 33 marks.  
 
         Paper II was divided into two parts each consisting of three questions. The first part was devoted to 
Methodology and the second to Substantive Areas namely a) Social Change and Development and b) 
Social Stratification & Inequality. Candidates were requested to choose three questions: two from Part I 
and one from Part II each carrying 33 marks. 
 
         Paper III which was totally devoted to Substantive Areas was divided into two parts each consisting 
of three questions. Part I was devoted to a) The Family and b) Poverty & Social Exclusion. Part II was 
devoted to a) Education and b) Religion. Here again candidates were requested to choose three questions: 
two from Part I and one from Part II each carrying 33 marks. 
 
  2.2. Generally speaking, in Paper I, the level of student preparation was average. Apart from one notable 
exception, namely question 3, a significant number of candidates failed to interpret the questions correctly 
and provide evidence of a developed understanding of the salient issues at stake. However, it is noteworthy 
that a limited number of candidates did very well, demonstrating an ability to construct sociological 
arguments that were immensely intellectually challenging and refreshingly. These candidates supported 
their arguments with examples from published sociological studies on Maltese and/or other societies. This 
is highly commendable. This is surely a direct result of the sociological textbook edited by Junior College 
lecturers. It was also evident that such candidates had engaged themselves in perusing other publications 
than the expected textbook materials, leading to sociological arguments and evidence that were both 
intellectually challenging and refreshingly different. 
 
         In general, answers demonstrated a lack of critical analysis, without any appreciation for sustaining 
argumentation that referred to the expert literature whilst falling prey to an over-reliance on common sense 
valuations. Further effort is surely required to better equip students with a deeper appreciation of the 
sociological schools of thought at the disposal of the sociologist. The responses reviewed denoted that 
students are not highly familiar with the diversity of social theories pertinent to the sociological discipline. 
Compared to previous years fewer candidates supported their arguments with examples from published 
sociological studies on Maltese and/or other societies. Indeed, mention of local published sources was 
almost inexistent. One also noted that certain candidates showed evidence of intensive memorisation of 
text-book material but subsequently approaching the exam with a rehearsed answer but paying little 
attention to the main issue in the question. This was very evident in questions 1 and 4 where most 
candidates failed to take stock of the questions – which asked them to elaborate on the maintenance of 
order and Weber’s thoughts on the link between social actions and large-scale organisations – and 
dedicating most of their answers to general information on the functionalist school and Weberian sociology 
respectively. As in previous years, in the majority of cases, the scientific approach to the subject was rarely 
evident. In fact, many candidates gave superficial answers showing that no in-depth study of the subject 
was made prior to their sitting for the examination.  The answers generally manifested a lack of knowledge 
of the basic terms or concepts, skills and attitudes. 
 
The lack of intensity when answering questions was again a feature that characterised a number of answers. 
Advanced level students are expected to articulate their answers and not just write some few hundred 
words. Additionally, it is objectionable that, at this level, students generally lack the concept of thinking 
and expressing themselves sociologically in their answers. Moreover, at this level candidates are expected 
to compare and contrast between the various theories, perspectives and thinkers. Furthermore, there were 
instances where the essays written were literature essays rather than sociological – scientific essays.  
 
         Another observation is that while the three questions from Part I of the paper where all popular on the 
other hand, the fourth question was popular from Part II while the sixth question was the least popular with 
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the candidates. Moreover, the majority of the candidates that answered question four showed that they have 
a good command of the ‘social mobility’ subject. The candidatesdid answer in a thorough manner.  
 
 
  2.3. On a general note it was noted that there was a higher academic level than previous years. Of course 
there were still weak essays but on the whole the candidates showed more authority over the subject.  
 
There was also a significant improvement in the length of the essays. Since at the advanced level both the 
quality and the quantity of the essay are taken into consideration, it is to be kept in mind that the candidates 
have at least fifty (50) minutes for each essay.  
 
Notably, there were instances when the candidates tended to be too descriptive at the detriment of not being 
analytical. At this level the students need to start showing a basic level of analytical thinking which is 
expected to be backed by theories and sociological staff.  
 
The candidates were expected to show that they have full authority over the subject they chose to write 
about. This authority must translate itself in the way they construct the essay, the theorists that they 
mention and the terminology that they use. On the latter, one has to note that the candidates are required to 
show that they are writing a sociological essay which is a scientific and not a literature piece of work. 
Indeed, there were candidates who especially in essays nos. 5 and 6 wrote their general ideas and opinions 
regarding the middle-class formation in society and on poverty. This is not what is expected from the 
candidates at this level. Even the choice of words makes a difference. In sociology there is a difference 
between saying ‘the ‘world is becoming bigger’ and saying instead ‘the world is becoming borderless’ or 
‘the world is shrinking’. 
  
         Regarding the construction of the essays one must state that some candidates’ level of English was 
poor and others’ presentations were very confusing making the flow of the essay not easy to follow.  
 
 
2.4. Generally speaking, the level of student preparation in Paper III was average, with many candidates 
being unsuccessful in obtaining the level expected at an Advanced Level. A good number of students only 
partially addressed the questions. Moreover, they failed to provide a holistic response to the essay 
questions, choosing instead to provide an overview of sociological theory related to a particular topic. This 
was particularly evident in relation of the questions on religion where many students failed to distinguish 
between what was asked in question 4 and in question 5 in Part II and, therefore responded to either 
question with an essay that would have been far more relevant in relation to the other question. 
 
A number of candidates responded to a particular question without the necessary theoretical knowledge 
required to respond to that question. This led to either very vague explanations of theoretical paradigms, or 
else an entire essay based upon common sense assumptions and stereotypes. This was particularly 
noticeable in the questions related to the family (question 1), and poverty (question 2) in Part I. 
 
Certain candidates presented arguments which were well-grounded in sociological theory. However they 
provided very little critical analysis either in favour, or against, the statement mentioned in the essay 
question. In so doing, candidates attempted to merely declare their knowledge without making any attempt 
to place it within the broad social contexts while considering an argument’s merits or demerits. 
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3. SPECIFIC COMMENTS 
 
 
 

Table 4 
MATSEC Advanced Level Sociology, May 2009 
Questions Answered by Number of Candidates 

       

Question No 1 2 3 4 5 6 
              
Paper 1 219 88 212 152 101 --- 
              
Paper 2   214 215 136 270 69  80 
              

Paper 3 203 197 163 40 60 192 
 
 
 

Table 4 
MATSEC Advanced Level Sociology, May 2008 
Questions Answered by Number of Candidates 

       

Question No 1 2 3 4 5 6 
             
Paper 1 157 163 131 161 136 - 
             
Paper 2 126 237 130 127 85 35 
             
Paper 3 244 221 29 91 28 123 

 
 
 
Comments regarding Paper I 
 
3.1. Question 1.  Parsons and Durkheim shared the same views on social order. Society has certain 
functional prerequisites, the most important of which is the need for social order. In elaborating how social 
order is achieved in modern societies, Parsons examined transactions in the marketplace where the parties 
concerned form a contract. In order for the conduct of business to be orderly, it is necessary that contracts 
are bound by a system of regulator, normative rules. In Parsons’ view, fear of the consequences is 
insufficient to motivate people to obey the rules and a moral commitment is essential. In general society, 
value consensus forms the fundamental integrating principle which binds people in unity and cooperation. 
Moreover, functional prerequisites (adaptation, goal attainment, integration, and pattern maintenance) 
organised societies as ordered, stable social institutes which persist through time. 
 
3.2. Question 2.  Dahrendrof claimed that, far from the two main classes becoming polarised, as Marx had 
predicted, the opposite had happened. The proportion of the skilled and semi-skilled workers had grown, as 
had the size of the new middle class of white-collar workers such a clerks, nurses and teachers. Inequalities 
in wealth have become reduced partly because of the changes in the social structure and partly because of 
the measure being taken by the state. Social mobility had become more common, and, crucially the link 
between ownership and control in industry had been broken. Managers, rather than owners, exercised day-
to-day control over the means of production. In view of these changes, Dahrendorf argued that conflicts 
were no longer based upon the existence of the two classes identified by Marx, nor were they based upon 
economic divisions. Instead, Dahrendorf saw conflict as being concerned with authority. 
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3.3. Question 3.  In Mead’s view, human thought, experience and conduct are essentially social. They owe 
their nature to the fact that human beings interact in terms of symbols, the most important of which are 
contained in language. Social life can only proceed if the meanings of symbols are largely shared by 
members of society which is actually accomplished by means of a process that Mead termed ‘role-taking’. 
Mead argued that through the process of role-taking, individuals develop a concept of self: by placing 
themselves in place of others they are bale to look back upon themselves. The notion of the self developed 
in two main stages: the play and game stages. Mead also accepted that a society has a culture, and that this 
culture suggests appropriate types of behaviour for particular social roles. 
 
3.4. Question 4. To Weber, a social action was an action carried out by an individual to which a person 
attached a meaning: an action which, in his own worlds, takes account of the behaviour of others and is 
thereby oriented in its course. For a full casual understanding of show social actions may lead to full-scale 
large-scale changes, it is necessary to determine which gives rise to the motives that led to the actions. This 
can be best seen from Weber’s work The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism in which he tried to 
show that there was a relationship between ascetic Protestantism and capitalism. Weber’s work on the rise 
of capitalism illustrates the idea that social actions, particularly those involving a large number of people, 
could lead to large-scale social changes. 
 
3.5. Question 5. According to Bourdieu, the major role of the educational system is cultural reproduction. 
Contrary to Durkheim’s sociology of education it does not provide the transmission of the culture as a 
whole but instead the reproduction of the culture of the dominant classes. The latter have the power to 
impose meanings and to impose them as legitimate. They are able to define their own culture as ‘worthy of 
being sought and possessed’, and to establish it as the basis of power in modern societies. However, this 
evaluation is arbitrary since there is no objective way of showing that it is any better or worse than other 
subcultures in society and emerged from a process of symbolic violence on the working classes. 
 
Comments regarding Paper II 
            
3.6. Question 1. The third most popular question in this paper dealing with conducting interviews in 
sociological research. It was attempted by 214 candidates. The answers to this essay were generally 
satisfactory, indeed this was one of the most favourite essays indicating that the interview as a research 
method is conceptualised well by the candidates. However, few amplified their explanation with reference 
to specific classical examples which text books illustrate on the subject.  
 
3.7. Question 2. 215 candidates attempted this question making it the second most popular question. The 
candidates showed that they are aware of the two main methodologies, that is, the qualitative and the 
quantitative. Most of them managed to explain these separately and a number of candidates also attempted 
to contrast them whist referring to triangulation. In this essay the discussion of the quantitative – qualitative 
distinction should have been the main focus of the candidates in their answers. This can often be best 
explained as a series of dualities: objective versus subjective reality; describe, explain and predict versus 
interpret and understand, deductive versus inductive (theory testing versus theory building); elimination of 
bias versus its recognition; ‘width’ versus ‘depth’ and so on and so forth.  
 
3.8. Question 3.  136 candidates attempted this question dealing with the sampling method. The majority 
of the candidates did succeed in describing the different samples. However, more was expected from them 
and this is where many failed to affirm why within sociological parameters one method is better than 
another in terms of the question posed.   

3.9. Question 4.  This was the most popular essay being answered by 270 candidates. This maybe due to 
the fact that Max Weber, as one of the founding fathers of Sociology, is well covered during the academic 
years of preparation. However, there were cases when the candidates decided to write on Marx’s view of 
classes within society rather than Weber’s view. In this essay the candidates were expected to discuss 
Weber’s notion of class and status in society, however, candidates that also tried to compare and contrast 
Weber’s ideas with others’ such as Marx showed analytical capabilities. It is to be noted that very few 
made references to the local situation and to what local experts wrote on this matter.  
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3.10. Question 5.  This question dealing with the mass of the population in contemporary societies 
belonging to the middle rather than the working class was the least popular in the whole paper. In fact only 
69 candidates attempted this question. A number of answers to this question lacked sociological 
applications when in this case the candidates decided to almost literally give their own opinion. The 
candidates are expected to draw on sociological theories, studies and examples when answering their essays 
especially at this level. Additionally, it was noted that quite a number of candidates in their essay had the 
habit of using as reference the phrase “other sociologists” without stating the name of the sociologist/s they 
had in mind. They did not even state to which sociological perspective/s this/these theorist/s belong/s to. 
This showed a lack of confidence in the subject they were writing about.  
 
3.11. Question 6. Another unpopular question in which the candidates were requested to discuss the 
statement that many poor countries were in the past better off economically than they are now. Some 
candidates tried to apply their knowledge in this essay by referring to bodies such as the World Bank, 
International Monetary Fund and the European Union. However, notably candidates treated globalization 
as something rather than as a process, globalization does nothing, it is just a concept.  
 
Comments regarding Paper III 
 
3.12. Question 1.  The most answered question in this paper attempted by 203 candidates. Most of them 
focused primarily on the works of Talcott Parsons, George Murdock and Kathleen Gough, and identified 
the Functionalist perspective as the ideology that devalues alternative forms of family. However, a small 
number of candidates did not expand this argument to consider whether other theoretical perspectives also 
work towards promoting a particular family form over others. 
 
A number of candidates included the Marxist perspective in their discussion, successfully demonstrating 
how Marxist theory argues that the nuclear family works to the benefit of the Capitalist system. Many fared 
poorly because they restricted their answers to providing a definition of the family and different forms of 
families, without critically assessing the family’s functions. 
 
3.13. Question 2. 197 candidates answered this question making it the second most popular question 
regarding the amount of unpaid labour performed by women. A number of candidates focused solely on the 
issue of gender and changing gender roles without analysing what the change in gender roles implies within 
the broader social context of capitalism. The work of Ann Oakley and Marxist feminists was particularly 
popular amongst candidates who chose this question. 

A small number of candidates failed to understand the question’s implicit reference to domestic labour and 
child rearing duties, and instead wrote solely about female exploitation at the workplace. Others failed to 
relate the changing gender roles within society to changes in family life and employment patterns, and 
simply presented feminist theory without clarifying its implications within other aspects of social life. 
 
3.14. Question 3. Another popular question regarding the development of a range of new religions and the 
revival of some old ones in post-industrial societies. A number of candidates were not adequately prepared 
for this question, and attempted to present their argument without making any reference to sociological 
literature whatsoever. Many candidates presented a valid discussion of theory related to poverty and social 
exclusion, but failed to address the issue of whether poverty is a necessity for society. 

In comparison, a small number of candidates included their personal opinions in a disjointed manner. An 
example of this is presenting theory arguing that poverty is a necessity, but then concluding an essay by 
stating that poverty is undesirable, without providing any literature to back this statement.  

3.15. Question 4.  Attempted by only 40 candidates, this was the least popular question in the whole paper. 
Many failed to comprehend this question, and wrote about secularisation without any reference to new 
religious movements. Some even failed to distinguish it from question 5, and merely presented a discussion 
on secularisation and changing religious values, including theory that was not relevant to the question itself. 
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 3.16 Question 5.  This question was fairly unpopular when compared with the other question on the 
sociology of religion (Q.4). In the majority candidates failed to refer to the matter of church particpation, 
and chose to merely discuss secularisation in broad terms. A number of candidates did not suceed in 
distinguishing this question from the preceeding question  and included a lengthy discussion on the merits 
of new religious movements while answering this question.Other candidates failed to adequately address 
the local situation, and did not correlate the presence of secularisation to wider social phenomena such as 
changing family patterns or gender roles. 

3.17. Question 6. A good number of the 192 candidates who answered this question regarding the 
statement that pupils’ ways of dealing with schools depended on whether they accepted or rejected the aim 
of success, were adequately prepared and had a good knowledge of the sociological theory related to the 
issue of education. 

 A number of candidates, however, only explained how the individual’s response to education system 
shapes academic success, but failed to define how the education system promotes certain ideologies at the 
expense of others, or how it works towards reproducing class conflict. In this respect, some only discussed 
the writings of Paul Willis, as this is the theoretical work that can be most easily associated to the question. 

  
The Chairperson 
Board of Examiners 
July 2009 
 
 
 
 
 


