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IM SYSTEMS OF KNOWLEDGE  
MAY 2010 SESSION 

EXAMINERS’ REPORT  
 
The report is divided into two sections 
Part A  deals with statistical information, outlining the performance of students in this 
examination. 
Part B  deals with the write up of a report by each examiner, outlining suggestions for both 
students and teachers. 
 
Part A: Statistical Information  
For comparative analysis the performance of students for 2009 is included. 
 
Table 1a: Number of students (2009) 
Male Female Total 
994 1458 2452 
 
Table 1b: Number of students (2010) 
Male Female Total 
1026 1399 2425 
 
Table 2a: Results by Subject and Gender (2009) 

Subjects A B C D E F Abs Total 

SOK 56 418 1264 246 30 429 9 2452 
% of total 2.3 17.0 51.5 10.0 1.2 17.5 0.4 100 
Females 31 253 780 139 16 234 5 1458 
Males 25 165 484 107 14 195 4 994 

 
Table 2b: Results by Subject and Gender (2010) 

Subjects A B C D E F Abs Total 

SOK 53 357 851 437 291 430 6 2425 
% of total 2.2 14.7 35.1 18.0 12.0 17.7 0.2 100.00 
Females 36 227 506 267 149 211 3 1399 
Males 17 130 345 170 142 219 3 1026 

 
General Comments 
 
The examination paper was divided into four sections, with two questions in each section. 
Questions were set in both the Maltese and English language. 
 
The opinion of the examiners is that candidates find it difficult to discuss a topic or an issue. 
The answers tend to be of a descriptive nature. Students seem to lack the ability to critically 
reflect on the issues involved, and simply write/reproduce notes that somehow pass as an 
answer to the set question. However, candidates this year made better connections among 
the various parts of the syllabus, particularly between the arts and the sciences. One also 
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notes basic errors in the language of expression, mistakes that are unacceptable at this level. 
At times one finds it hard to even understand what the student is saying. Presentation of an 
argument is in general poor, with no use of subheadings, no paragraph breaks, and more 
seriously, an excessive use of ‘fillers’; irrelevant information that students put in simply to 
complete an essay. In depth knowledge is definitely lacking, with answers tending to be of a 
superficial nature.  
 
 
Part B  
 
Section A of the examination  
 
Unfortunately, most of the essays showed little creativity or propensity to discuss the issues 
addressed by the two questions in a deep, critical and understanding manner. A good number 
of candidates simply re-hashed and/or superficially re-assembled a number of pre-prepared 
answers to related (or even not so related) questions. Even the examples the candidates 
gave tended to be the same; evidence that they were merely re-producing what they were 
told in class/is contained in their pre-prepared notes.   
  
The ‘information’ reproduced in the essays was in many cases very much lacking. For 
instance, democracy was very often simplistically defined in terms of formal procedures 
(voting in elections; direct vs. indirect; etc.); with little or no awareness of the intricacy of 
concepts and the different meanings assigned to it throughout the years. This simplistic 
understanding of the concept of ‘democracy’ is evident even in the ‘foe’ identified by almost all 
candidates/those who taught them: ‘communism’. The simplistic dualism democracy vs. 
communism, not merely ignores the other ‘alternatives’ to democracy throughout the ages, but 
assumes that the two are necessarily at odds (something which a lot of philosophers and 
political theorists deny) and imply an essentialist understanding of democracy which does not 
do justice to the richness of the concept.  

 
 

Regarding the first question; the question as to whether the democratic process excludes 
women; many considered the question in a purely formal way; that is, whether women have 
the right to vote and/or contest an election. Statistics which show lack of women participation 
were generally either ignored or considered simplistically (they have all opportunities, but 
simply fail to participate). The mechanisms at work in the exclusion of women were rarely 
considered. As to positive discrimination, a good number of candidates were not aware of the 
meaning of the term; either mistaking it with negative discrimination or else with incentives 
like nurseries and parental leave.  
 
Even regarding the second question, a good number of candidates failed to grasp the depth 
of the problem. The issue as to whether the media is fulfilling properly or not its democratic 
functions was considered shallowly; simply in relation to political parties. The power struggles, 
strategies and alliances within society were very often ignored. Hence, many identified local 
political party stations/newspapers as the culprits or major threats to democracy; and 
characterised stations like PBS and newspapers like the Times as ‘objective’ and ‘neutral’. To 
be fair, when referring to multinationals, a number of students highlighted the abuse that there 
might be; mentioning the case of Silvio Berlusconi as a case in point. However, a lot of them 
elicited the dangers simply in partisan terms; claiming that a larger number of multinationals 
would solve the problem. The question as to whether the danger of having multinationals 
controlling the media consists in only having certain groups or classes with definite interests 
influencing people’s mind, and the consequent exclusion of other groups and classes, was 
rarely considered.  
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Section B of the examination  
 
A recurrent problem in this section is the replication of notes and in the essays, rather than a 
serious attempt to answer the question by analysing it carefully and giving relevant examples 
to illustrate and strengthen one’s arguments.  This was especially the case in answers to 
question 1, dealing broadly with different meanings of the word ‘culture’.  Some answers by 
and large ignored the question and went over a summarised version of Western art history.  
Many candidates who attempted this question in a more direct way presented rather 
superficial answers, sometimes merely copying sentences directly from the question 
paragraph and repeating these sentences throughout in different ways, with little or no 
attempt at a critical understanding of the implications of the word ‘culture’.  The best essays 
dealing with this question demonstrated a perceptive and critical knowledge of the 
relationship between society, the arts and value systems.   
 
Essays dealing with question 2 (a comparative analysis of two works from different historical 
periods) were generally more varied in their approach to the question.  A relatively small 
number of candidates appear to have misunderstood the question and either referred to 
general periods like the Renaissance instead of focusing on a specific work within that period, 
or selected two works from the same period.  More commonly, historical inaccuracies marred 
the essay, with specific works of art attributed to the wrong artists or technical and historical 
specifications used erroneously (for instance, situating a particular period in the wrong 
century).  The best essays dealing with this question demonstrated a very accurate use of 
specialist terms and effectively compared visual qualities as well as the ideas that are 
associated with the work and its historical context. 
 
Section C of the examination  
 
Section C had two questions pertaining to Module 3 (Scientific Values and Technology) out of 
which, as for the other sections in the paper, candidates were to choose one. 
 
Grammatical correctness and expression in general: 
 
The level of the language used by the candidates, in terms of structure, punctuation and 
expression in general, was on average quite low and, in certain cases, one wonders how 
certain candidates passed their SEC level English Language or Maltese examination.  A 
certain number of candidates – in actual fact a lower number with respect to those who 
answered in English – opted to answer in Maltese. A considerable proportion of the latter 
group of candidates clearly has a low level of expression in Maltese and so, the general 
sensation that one gets is that many of those that answered in Maltese did not do so due to 
any patriotic or nationalistic reasons but because they lack the very basic skills of expression 
– presumably in any language – one would expect, at a threshold of decency, at the end of a 
two-year sixth form course prior to enter University. As a group, the candidates answering in 
Maltese were – in general – of a lower level than those answering in English. 
 
Although marks are not expressly deducted for language deficiencies – as long as the essay 
is understandable and the ideas and arguments presented are intelligible – the general 
picture one gathers from the cohort of over two thousand candidates is quite bleak. If it is 
assumed that what a person can express in writing reflects his or her way of and processes of 
thinking, one would be more than justified to be worried about the general level manifested by 
the candidates sitting for Systems of Knowledge, who constitute the whole group sitting for 
the Matriculation Certificate – after two years of Sixth Form education, and a minimum of six 
passes at SEC level including passes in English and Maltese language – that is the passport 
for a degree course at the University of Malta. 
 
One notes with disappointment that certain mistakes were quite common. Some of the most 
common were: 
The incorrect use of ‘its’ and ‘it’s’ 
The incorrect use of ‘where’ and ‘were’ 
The use (and surprisingly quite frequently) of the term ‘publicate’ instead of ‘publish’. 
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The two questions: 
  
The two questions pertaining to Module 3 (Scientific Values and Technology) that were given 
in the May session are reported below. The majority of candidates chose option C2. 
 

C1 “Despite the success of the natural sciences, we should be cautious about 
some of the more extravagant claims that are made on its behalf. For science is 
not God and, like every other area of knowledge, it has its weaknesses and 
limitations ... We ... need to keep in mind that the natural sciences do not have a 
monopoly on the truth and that there may be other equally valid ways of making 
sense of the world.” 
Richard van de Lagemaat, Theory of Knowledge, Cambridge University Press, 
2008. 
Discuss. 
 
C2 “Science has been described as involving observation, description, 
categorisation, investigation, experimentation and formation of theoretical 
explanations for naturally occurring phenomena – activities performed by 
scientists using scientific methods.” 
The Social Construction of Scientific Knowledge, The Open University 
[http://openlearn.open.ac.uk/mod/resource/view.php?id=189032] 
Discuss. 

 
A number of candidates – for both options C1 and C2 – did not actually ‘discuss’ the 
statement given as was required, but just ‘described’ in some way or another – and in most 
cases not so effectively either – the statement given phrase by phrase and part by part, and 
so did not actually go through the task as required.  
 
As regards Question C1, in a not such an insignificant number of cases, the term ‘God’ in the 
statement triggered a quasi-theological type of answer which is more akin to other subject 
areas, leading to discussions about abortion, the use of IVF methods, the uses of genetic 
engineering, etc. Many also resorted to going through all the anecdotal inputs reporting 
Galileo Galilei’s mishaps with the Vatican due to the promotion of the heliocentric model of 
the universe.  
 
One would have expected the discussion to be developed in terms of the non-infallibility of 
science in terms of the fact that, in the light of new evidence, the enunciations of science can 
be amended and changed and, consequently, in theory, the final word is never said. The 
second part of the statement points at the fact that there are different facets of reality and one 
can interpret the latter through various perspectives as in, for example, the different ‘rules’ of 
interpretation of the different areas – or systems – of knowledge as in science, art, religion 
and other fields. 
 
The expectation as regards Question C2 was a discussion of the different ‘modes’ of scientific 
method, as in: the inductive and the deductive methods, and the scientific method as exposed 
by Kuhn, Popper and Casti. Some also delved into Bacon and the Positivists, as Comte. 
Although quite a number of candidates who opted for this question mentioned a whole 
spectrum of scientific methods, many mentioned only one or two. Quite a number were 
expected to ‘discuss’ and expose the various methods better and more comprehensively. 
 
Going through the various answers, one finds batches of answers with similar and common 
features, which hint at the possibility of their origin and extraction from the same or similar 
sources. A typical example was the inflated presence of the statement that science is based 
on three main questions, which – although seen in various forms and permutations – can be 
summarised as follows: What is it made of? How does it work? What is its history? Another 
quite frequent affirmation was that if a hypothesis is proved in at least 95% of the cases then 
it is kept, otherwise it is discarded. As one can see, apart from the fact that such affirmations 
were not always totally correct, they should also be appropriately placed in context and 
developed by the candidates. There were quite a number of other similar instances of 
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affirmations that were commonly encountered in a significant number of answers. In a number 
of cases, candidates gave the impression that experiments in ‘real’ science are done in the 
same way as during the Secondary School years and that when results are published through 
a scientific publication it is as if one is writing the lab report at SEC level  (which is definitely 
not the case).       
 
One note with disappointment that only a minority of candidates can be regarded as being 
able to develop and present arguments in a logical, coherent and ‘innovative’ way, according 
to what is presented for discussion. Rather, the order of the day was the presentation of a set 
of ‘anecdotes’ that seem to be recollections of notes which were presented – not always in a 
very coherent and linear fashion – and were seemingly triggered off by given keywords or key 
phrases in the statement included in the question.          
 
Section D of the examination  
 
In Section D the candidates had a choice of two questions (to answer one).  The first (D1) 
referred to MEPA and its primary functions.  The second (D2) referred to the international 
conference convened in Copenhagen, attended by world leaders from all continents that had 
the specific agenda of addressing global warming and attendant environmental issues.  Both 
items are quite recent.  MEPA is very often in the news and the Copenhagen conference was 
convened on the 18th and 19th December 2009.  The choice was intended to cover both local 
and international issues.   
 
The number of students that chose question 1 or question 2 was fairly even.  This might mean 
that most of the candidates were capable of answering both questions.  They were both 
accessible to them.  The first question (MEPA) facilitated the task since the expected answer 
was set on three main issues which were embedded in the question.  The candidates were 
made to realise that very little if anything is “stand alone” and whatever we do as citizens has 
a ripple effect.  MEPA’s work and its effect on the social, cultural and economic aspects of our 
life in Malta were tackled quite well by most of the students that chose this question.  They 
showed that they are aware of the importance of a regulatory body to oversee development.  
There was consensus on this.  Most of the candidates showed that they know the 
consequences of not having regulation and some referred to pre MEPA times.  A good 
number of candidates peppered their answers with recent controversial instances of 
development or applications for same.  Again most of them successfully explained the 
benefits of regulation and the socio/economic importance for us mainly through tourism.  The 
connection between cultural heritage and our identity (and its importance for tourism) was 
brought up by quite a good number of students.  The impression one gets is that the 
candidates genuinely believe what they wrote and it was not simply ‘studying for the exam’. 
 
The second question, like the first, did not pose a particularly difficult hurdle because it 
addressed global environmental issues that are not only studied during the course but are 
topical in the media quite frequently.  The majority of candidates showed that they were 
prepared for this section of the examination.  They were rather split when it comes to a 
positive or negative judgement of the results of the Copenhagen conference.  Some lamented 
the failure of the leaders to agree on a comprehensive strategy to address the issue of global 
warming.  Others lauded the achievements of the conference in as much as there was a 
commitment to take a number of steps.  Both groups, however, showed that they are aware of 
the consequences of global warming and the urgent need to do something about it.  The 
difference between candidates was the amount and level of detail presented to substantiate 
their argument.  The language skills were what we have been used to for a number of years 
now, ranging from excellent structure, vocabulary and spelling (both in English and Maltese) 
to a level that makes one wonder whether they ever obtained their SEC Level pass. 
 
 
Chairperson 
Examiners’ Report 
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