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EXAMINERS’ REPORT

Part 1: Statistical Information

1.1 Total Number of candidates:A total of 184 candidates registered to sit for the Intermediate examination in Sociology in May2015, 37 less than in May 2014 (221). There had been a reduction of 97 candidates the previousyear, so the downward trend of recent years appears to be abating.The number of absentees in May 2015 numbered 16, 1 less than in May 2014 (17).
1.2 Distribution of grades in Intermediate level Sociology May, 2015The number of candidates who obtained grade A, B or C in May 2015 was, in absolute numbers, 79and therefore 18 less than in May 2014 (97). This translates as a 1 point reduction in relativeweight (42.9 %) when compared to 2014 (43.9 %).The number of candidates who obtained grade D or E in May 2015 was, in absolute numbers, 55and therefore 7 less than in May 2014 (62). This is slightly more in relative weight  (29.9%) than in2014, where 28.1% of candidates scored D or E.
Table 1 shows the distribution of grades for the May 2014 session of the examination, while Table 2
shows the same distribution for May 2015.

Table 1
MATSEC Intermediate Level Sociology, May 2014

Distribution of Grades

GRADE A B C D E F abs TOTAL
NUMBER 9 28 60 38 24 45 17 221

% OF TOTAL 4.1 12.7 27.2 17.2 10.9 20.4 7.7 100

Table 2
MATSEC Intermediate Level Sociology, May 2015

Distribution of Grades

GRADE A B C D E F abs TOTAL
NUMBER 12 18 49 29 26 34 16 184

% OF TOTAL 6.5 9.8 26.6 15.8 14.1 18.5 8.7 100

In May 2015 the number of fails (Grade F) was, in absolute numbers, 34. This is 10 less than lastyear (34), which in relative terms is 18.5% of total candidates as compared with 20% in May 2014.
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Part 2: Comments regarding candidate’s performance

2.1   General CommentsAs was the case in 2014, the paper contained three sections, namely: Section A: Theory, Section B:Methodology and Section C: Substantive Areas. Candidates were requested to answer one questionfrom Sections A and B, and two questions from Section C. Each question carried 25 marks.
Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10

Section A Section B Section CTOTAL submitted scripts 168 168 168 168 168 168 168 168 168 168Total responses for Q 89 52 27 73 26 69 56 140 99 40% Of total scripts 53 31 16 43 15 41 33 83 59 24MEDIAN for question 12 15 14 13 8 18 14 16 14 12MODE for question 14 15 14,15,18 14 10 18 16 16 17 17
There was a broad range of quality in the responses, with the better performing candidatesdemonstrating excellent understanding of the concepts in focus, and ability to apply theoreticalknowledge to the set question. These responses were in stark contrast with the often short, butsometimes verbose contributions which simply offered lay commentary and purple prose. Themajority of respondents offered work which sits squarely between these two poles, demonstratingadequate comprehension of the concepts in focus and good ability to present their responseslogically and clearly. The average length of the essays was around 2-3 pages. There was a tendencyfor long essays to distort from the focus of their response. Several candidates providedintroductions that were too broad with respect to the question title, and conclusions were toogeneric and lacked a summary of the key arguments discussed in the essay – both of these extremeswere examples of possibly memorized paragraphs, used indiscriminately.
Q8, which focuses on the female role within the family, was by far the most frequently answered ,with 83% of all candidates choosing to answer this question, and , in the main, doing this quite well,with a median and mode of 16 marks. This is an interesting indication of the way candidates clearlyprefer to engage with social issues which seem relevant to their own experience of everyday life.The Methodology section (Section B) is the one with the most erratic scoring.  Q6 has the highestmedian and mode for the paper (18 in each case), while Q5 the lowest, with a median of 8 and amode of 10. This offers interesting insight into the profile of candidates’ abilities - though they wereclearly well prepared and competent to describe the differences between quantitative andqualitative methods in Q8, the majority were unable to offer critical insight as to why quantitativemethods are considered less valid than qualitative design by interpretative researchers. This maywell be an indication of the tendency of candidates to rely on memorisation of notes, at the expenseof thinking critically from basic concepts.English language skills were not directly taken into consideration for marking purposes, howeverthis issue may be the cause of the memorisation techniques candidates choose to use and thereforeindirectly impact on the quality of responses.
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2.2 Specific Comments

SECTION A

Q1: Discuss Emile Durkheim’s view that individual action is constrained by ‘social facts’.An overall view of the marks obtained by the candidates indicates that half of the candidates wereawarded less than 12 marks  for this question This means that only a minority were equipped todeal with this question’s specific requirement, that is, Durkheim’s argument that members ofsociety are constrained by ‘social facts’. As a matter of fact, a substantial number of candidatesdevoted their essay to discuss (or rather elaborate) on other parts of Durkheim theory, particularlyhis study of suicide. At times they embarked on this route to the point that they dedicated moretime elaborating on this particular study rather than focusing on the question posed, or they did noteven sought to relate this particular study and the conclusions Durkheim’s drew from this study,with the question being put forward. Others discussed at length other parts of the Functionalistperspective, such as Talcott Parsons’ point of view that any social system has four basic functionalprerequisites, without even making any specific reference to Durkheim theory of ‘social facts’.Notably others continued repeating the title of the essay under one form or another without reallyadding any more insight to it. Another common occurrence was the fact that candidates interrelated‘social facts’ and ‘social institutions’. It was also noted that a number of candidates found it difficultto express themselves within a sociological framework, this was evident when candidates usedphrases such as: “social facts begin to grow in your mind”; “social facts are good”; “social facts arethings that are true in society”; “social facts in a way help people by giving them a task”.
Q2: Describe, by referring to the work of George Herbert Mead, the way in which individuals
develop a ‘self’ within a process of social interaction.The absolute majority could describe the development of the ‘self’ but one could notice a range inthe quality and depth of the answers offered by the candidates. Candidates who gave good qualityanswers distinguished between Mead’s two aspects of the self – the ‘me’ and the ‘I’; explained thatthe self is not in-born; elaborated on Mead’s two main stages of development: the ‘play stage’ andthe ‘game stage’, and also offered examples to sustain such an insight. Others deviated from thefocus of the question because they dedicated their essay either to discussing how, according toMead’s theory, human beings interact through symbols, or they elaborated on the individual’sprocesses of socialisation, without making any effort to relate to the focus of the question posed.
Q3: Outline and discuss Max Weber’s theory of bureaucracy as a form of rational action.This was by far the least popular essay in this section. Candidates were not just expected todescribe Weber’s ideal type of bureaucracy, but discuss and outline why for Weber it was a form ofrational action, evidently the latter was the most challenging part for the candidates. Some devotedtoo much time to outlining Weber’s types of actions, that is, the affective, traditional and rationalactions, to the extent that then they did not elaborate at an appropriate length how for Weber (i)bureaucratisation is a prime example of the process of rationalisation, and (ii) bureaucracy is arational action in an institutional form. It was also noted that some candidates were not able todistinguish between Weber’s ideal type of a bureaucracy and the current negative connotation theword ‘bureaucracy’ has. A handful of candidates went off on a tangent when they discussed Weber’sstudy: ‘The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism’ or even Talcott Parsons’ theory withoutlinking it to the focus of the question.
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SECTION B

Q4: Discuss some of the different forms and styles of the interview as a research method.With 73 responses, this was the most popular question in this section and was well tacked in themain, with a median of 13 marks. Candidates who provided good quality responses highlighted thedifferent forms of interviews (structured, semi-structured and non-structured) and also discussedgroup interviews as an interviewing style.  These responses demonstrated a good comprehensionof the different techniques of an interview and also a good understanding of the different types ofdata that the different forms and styles of interviews produce in terms of reliability and validity.The average quality responses simply mentioned the different styles and forms of interviews. Theseresponses did not discuss the types of data that the different interview methods produce and didnot pinpoint issues of validity and reliability. The poor responses clearly showed that respondentslacked knowledge on the techniques of the different styles and forms of interviews and simplydescribed what an interview is and what it entails without differentiating between forms and styles.Some candidates were led off the focus of the question by discussing, in detail, the various samplingtechniques as part of the research process.Overall respondents did not use any examples to support their discussion on the different formsand styles of interviews. This clearly demonstrated that candidates lacked practical experience tobe able to identify reasons as to why a particular form and / or style of an interview is consideredas appropriate for a particular research approach.
Q5: Why are some interpretive sociologists so critical of the questionnaire as a research
method?This question was the least popular (28 responses) and also the most problematic (median mark:8). Responses to this question were expected to discuss issues such as the aim of the interpretivesociologist to gain rich quality data through qualitative methods such as qualitative interviews, theproblems of operationalization of questionnaires, the lack of interaction between the researcherand respondent, and issues of validity. Only a small percentage of candidates were able to do this,and to demonstrate an understanding of why interpretive sociologists are so critical of thequestionnaire as a research method. The good quality responses engaged critically with the issuesof validity of questionnaires. Most of the candidates who responded this question failed to providean answer as to why interpretive sociologists perceive the questionnaire as an insufficient methodof research. The poor quality responses were drawn off from the key points of the set question anddescribed what a questionnaire is, the format of a questionnaire and looked at the disadvantages ofa questionnaire without actually discussing the relevance of these limitations and the impact on thequality of the research
Q6: Describe the key differences between positivist and interpretivists sociological
approaches.This was the second most popular essay in this section (69 responses), and was generally wellanswered (18 median mark). The ‘good quality responses’ approached the question from amethodological point of view and thus were attributed with the highest marks. This is particularlybecause these candidates were able to differentiate between ‘sociological approaches’ and methodsof research. These responses highlighted the differences between the two sociological approachesand made reference to key concepts such as Verstehen, social action and social facts. In additionand in relation to such concepts such responses provided examples and made reference to keysociological theorists such as Weber, Durkheim, Comte, Karl Popper and Paul Willis. By doing sothese respondents demonstrated good understanding of the key differences existing between the
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two sociological approaches. On the other hand other ‘average quality responses’ approached thequestion from a methods point of view. Such responses focused on the different methods thatpositivists and interpretivists use when conducting a research rather than focusing on thesociological approach per se. These candidates lacked the ability to differentiate between the terms‘sociological approach’ and methods of research. Due to this, these responses were attributed lowermarks then those responses providing a critical analysis of the differences between the twosociological approaches. Such responses made reference to quantitative and qualitative methods ofresearch in relation to issues of reliability and validity. The ‘poor quality responses’ to this questionwere from candidates who started discussing different research methods used by social scientistsbut who were drawn off from this argument and ended up focusing on the different samplingtechniques that one can utilize when conducting a research.
SECTION C

Q7: Some scholars claim that the importance of religion has decreased in contemporary
society. Discuss with reference to the concept of secularisation.This was the second least popular question in section C, attempted by 33% of candidates. Themajority of candidates were able to critically select the theories and concepts related to thequestion. A problem shared by many candidates was that they limited their answer to meredescription without linking their argument directly to the question. In some cases, a passivedescription of Durkheim, Marx and Weber’s views of religion were provided. Another case in pointwas the description of different types of denominations and New Age Movements. Other candidatesmentioned Bruce and Wallis’ views but then again without referring back to the question. Very fewcandidates provided an adequate definition of secularization.A few best quality responses based their arguments on Wilson and Weber’s views on secularizationby highlighting how rationalization and scientific knowledge served as crucial causal factors inreligion losing its importance in all aspects of social life. A particularly strong candidate elaboratedbriefly on how ‘scientific discourse’ emerged to challenge religion’s status.
Q8 In what ways, if at all, can family roles put women at a disadvantage?This was by far the most popular question on the paper with 83% of all candidates selecting it.The majority provided very good answers, (median score 18) where candidates discussed therole/s of women within the family through feminist and conflict viewpoints. Candidatessuccessfully engaged in a critical argument whereby they discussed the submissive and exploitativerole/s of women in the family. Most candidates focused on various feminist views particularlyMarxist, Critical, Liberal and Difference feminist (i.e. Delphy and Leonard, Greer, Firestone etc.)which further added to the quality of their response. A few candidates provided a comparativeanalysis by highlighting the opposing views adopted by functionalist and feminist views towardsfamily roles.In a few cases, candidates passively applied all their knowledge on the sociology of the family(particularly Functionalist views such as Durkheim, Parsons and Murdock) irrespective of the focusand demands of the question.
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Q9: Conflict theorists claim that the educational system tends to serve the interests of the
powerful. Discuss.Question 9 was the second most popular question attempted by candidates in this section. Anumber of candidates successfully discussed Bowles and Gintis’ correspondence theory in order tohighlight the working of the educational system. Such responses varied in quality with somecandidates going into great detail and focusing on Bowles and Gintis’s theory while others weremore generic and brief. Reference to Willis, Bourdieu and Bernstein was also present in asubstantial number of essays.In some cases, arguments were based on Conflict perspective in general by using phrases such as‘According to Conflict theorists…’ or ‘A particular conflict theorist…’ Most probably candidates wereafraid of confusing different sociologists and theories. A few candidates discussed Functionalistviews towards education and concluded by criticizing from a Conflict stance. Less successfulcandidates managed to mention conflict theorists in their essays; however they simply provideddescriptive essays of these theories without relating to the question. In similar cases, candidateswere drawn off the key point by focusing on meritocracy. In a number of essays reference wasmade to the ‘Labeling theory’ and the ‘Self fulfilling prophecy’. In some cases candidates mentionedthese two theories very briefly whereas others gave a lot of prominence to these theories (i.e.relationship between labeling and educational attainment) to the extent that they distorted thefocus of their response.
Q10: Discuss some of the ways in which sociologists explain the links between gender and
educational achievement.This was the least popular question in this section, having been answered by only 24% ofcandidates. As is the case in question 9, candidates took different routes to answering this question.The best answers succeeded in highlighting the relationship between gender and educationalachievement based on different studies including feminist studies (i.e. Stanworth and Sharpe).Candidates further supported their arguments by referring to local studies (i.e. Tabone andDarmanin) which further added to the quality of their response.However, some candidates failed to relate to the focus of the question and offered responses whichwere based on class rather than gender. A number of candidates focused their essays on conflictand functionalist views towards education with a brief reference to gender and educationalachievement only made in the introduction and conclusion. A few other candidates simply provideda commentary based on general knowledge.
Chairperson
Examination Panel 2015


