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IM Sociology 
  May 2008 Session 

Examiners’ Report 
 
 
 

Part 1: Statistical Information 
 
1.1.  As can be seen in Tables 1 and 2 below, this year there were 30 less candidates 

who        had registered for the examination than for the May 2007 session (439 
against        469).  

 
1.2. The number of absentees this year was 7 more than last year’s (20).   
 
1.3  The number of candidates who obtained a grade A-C was, in absolute numbers, 32 

less than last year’s (89 as against 121) and also less in relative weight (20.3 as 
against 25.7). 

  
1.4 The number of candidates who obtained a grade D-E was lower by 24 in absolute 

numbers (174 against 198), and also more percentage wise (39.6 as against 42.3). 
 
1.5 The number of failures was 19 more than last year (156 as against 137) and 35.5 as 
       against 29.2 per cent. 
 
 
 

Table 1: Distribution of Candidates’ Grades May 2008 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

GRADE No. of 
Candidates 

%   
Candidates 

A 7 1.6 
B 15 3.4 
C 67 15.3 
D 53 12.0 
E 121 27.6 
F 156 35.5 

ABSENT 20 4.6 
Total 439 100 
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Table 2: Distribution of Grades May 2007 

 
 
Part 2: Comments regarding candidates’ performance 
 
 GENERAL COMMENTS 
 
Following the new syllabus for 2008-2010, the paper contained three sections, namely: 
Section A: Theory, Section B: Methodology and Section C: Substantive Areas. The last 
section was divided into two parts, each having three questions. Part 1 covered i) the 
Family, and ii) Religion. Part 2 covered i) Education, ii) Poverty and Social Exclusion. 
Candidates were requested to answer one question from Sections A and B and two 
questions (one from Part 1 and one from Part 2) from Section 3. 

 
Each question carried 25 marks. 

 
An overall perusal of the candidates’ papers indicates a poor level of sociological 
understanding. Candidates’ performance and competence in Sociology is getting poorer 
year after year. Most candidates were not well-prepared and failed to achieve the level 
expected at an Intermediate Level. As in previous years, many seemed to erroneously 
assume either that they can do well by rehearsing memorized notes on the eve of the 
exam, answering the listed question on the strength of common sense, general 
knowledge, or basing their answers on everyday social experience. It is important that 
Sixth Form teachers discourage such an attitude as it functions to dismantle what is 
found at the heart of the sociological discipline, namely, its status as a social science. 
Candidates are urged to focus more on the question asked in order to show more clarity 
in the understanding of concepts and theories. 

Indeed, the introductions and conclusions of many answers’ were not only out of point 
but also highly identical. This generated an impression that candidates are studying 
model answers which are in turn memorized or else that candidate essays are being 
circulated amongst prospective candidates. 

Questions were generally interpreted by candidates as requests on behalf of examiners 
to write all that they knew on the particular sociological theorists mentioned or 
insinuated in the query. Hence, most answers to questions in Section A consisted of 
efforts by candidates to present the theories of Durkheim, Talcott Parsons, and Weber 

GRADE No. of 
Candidates 

% 
Candidates 

A 3 0.6 
B 26 5.5 
C 92 19.6 
D 72 15.4 
E 126 26.9 
F 137 29.2 

ABSENT 13 2.8 
Total 469 100 
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when the examiners requested them to reflect on particular issues related to these 
sociological masters. Many candidates even interpreted the questions wrongly and 
failed to provide any evidence of a relatively developed understanding of the salient 
issues at stake. As in past years, examiners failed to observe a penchant for critical 
reflection. This was most found in Section A, which focused on sociological theory, as 
few candidates answered the questions in critical and reflexive ways.  

The same problem arises in section B, which deals with methodology, as most answers 
were not marked by an appreciation for sustaining observations and lines of 
argumentation, or with any with reference to the expert literature. Candidates are to feel 
more confident and knowledgeable about the practical use of research methods and be 
prepared to show how to construct a good research design. 

Examiners also noted that, 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. 
Candidates should dedicate more time to sociological reading in order to improve their 
holistic understanding of the subject and be able to compare different social and 
cultural realities. 

However, it is welcome to note that a limited number of candidates come for the 
examination very well prepared. Such candidates had not only studied intensively the 
various sociological concepts listed in the syllabus but were also well-disposed to 
engage such notions in rational and dialectical manner. Moreover, it was evident that 
they 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. 

As in earlier years, the examiners thus suggest that further effort is required on behalf 
of teachers to equip candidates with a deeper appreciation of the investigative methods 
at the disposal of the social scientist.  This is because answers denoted that most 
candidates are not highly familiar with the diversity of theoretical standpoints or 
research tools pertinent to the discipline.  It is advised that teachers prepare better their 
candidates to deal with the wide ranging demands of exam questions.  
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SPECIFIC COMMENTS 
 

Table 3:Questions Answered by Number of Candidates in May 2008 
Question 
No 

1  2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

No. of 
Candidates 

199 163 42 248 87 83 296 25 92 144 157 112 

 
Table 4:Questions Answered by Number of Candidates in May 2007 

Question No 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

No. of 
Candidates 

106 121 228 110 178 173 126 141 234 340 67 46 

 
Section A 
 
Question 1 

 
      In this question which was answered by 199 candidates making it the third most 

popular question, candidates were request to discuss how with reference to Durkheim, 
the specialised division of labour and the rapid expansion of industrialisation affect 
social solidarity. Very few candidates were able to elaborate on Emile Durkheim’s 
theory on the division of labour. Some gave very clear examples whereas others were 
not able to concretise the expansion of industrialisation on social solidarity. Many 
candidates ignored the concepts of mechanical and organic solidarity but others were 
capable of seeing this phenomenon in the new context of industrial society. 
 
Very few answers showed how Durkheim was aware of the possibility that societies 
might not function smoothly. Industrial societies based on organic solidarity could be 
undermined if egoism or anomie started to reduce the control that society had over the 
individual.  
 
Question 2 
 

      Answered by 163 candidates this question dealt with discussing how social life is only 
possible if symbols are meaningful to members in a social group. Answers to this 
question were unfortunately very generic. Very few were able to explain the theoretical 
significance of symbolism in Herbert Mead’s perspective on the use of language, 
gestures and symbolic action. Moreover only few candidates were able to focus on the 
role of symbols in a scientific way and to relate this to other relevant theories like those  
constructed by Goffman and Becker.  
 
In Mead’s view, the social owes it nature to the fact that human beings interact in terms 
of symbols, the most important of which are contained in language. For Mead, a 
symbol does not simply stand for an object or event: it defines them in a particular way 
and indicates a response to them. 
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Question 3 
 
This question dealing with Weber’s typology of authority was not only answered by the 
second lowest number of candidates but by far the majority of answers were completely 
off point. Only few candidates were able to explain how Weber identified three forms 
of legitimacy, which derive from the three types of social action. Affective, traditional 
and rational actions each provide a particular motive for obedience, a motive based 
respectively on emotion, custom, and rationality. Charismatic authority derives power 
form the charisma of the leader so that there is no fixed hierarchy. Traditional 
authority, as found in households and religious institutions, derives from custom. 
Finally, rational-legal authority - based on rationality - leads to a pure type of 
bureaucracy containing six chief elements. 
 
 
Section B 
 
Question 4 
 
The second most popular question being answer by 248 candidates dealt with 
explaining the negative and positive points of questionnaires in sociological research. 
In general, however, there was no real attempt to give examples to substantiate the 
advantages and limitations of questionnaires in sociological research. Moreover 
candidates did not show familiarity with the basic elements and stages of carrying out a 
sociological research project. A large number of candidates therefore did not show 
understanding how to construct a questionnaire and its significance to collect the 
relevant data. 
 
Questionnaire research is surely a practical way to collect data. Although designing the 
questionnaire and carrying out pilot research may take some time, once in use 
questionnaires can collects large quantities if data from a considerable number of 
respondents. Its key limitations is that such research lacks validity, such as for example 
that it cannot be assumed that different answers reflect real differences and that the 
operationalisation of concepts may produce a distorted picture of the social word. 
 
Question 5 
 
In this question one may notice that many candidates did not have a concrete idea how 
to use participant observation as a research tool.  Many answers to this question did not 
address the ‘limitations’ of participant observation but denied the importance of this 
approach in scientific research design.  Participant observation has many disadvantages. 
It is time-consuming. The researchers can usually only study a very small group of 
people and has to be physically present for the research to proceed. In personal terms 
such research may be highly inconvenient and demanding. There are also limits as to 
who can be studied with higher-class and more powerful groups in society being very 
difficult to reach. Moreover, the sample being studied tends to be too small and 
untypical for generalisations to be made. 
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Question 6 
 
Many of the 83 candidates who attempted this question showed little understanding on 
the use of validity and its useful part in sociological research. For example, there was 
no real attempt to connect this with the crucial stages of research. No reference was 
made for instance, to the use of hypotheses or to that important stage where the 
sociologist constructs a theory or a set of theories. Definitely ‘the true picture of what is 
being studied’ mainly depend on the main stages of research.  

 
Data can be reliable without being valid. Studies can be replicated and produce the 
same results but those results may not be a valid measure of what the researcher intends 
to measure. It is argued that quantitative research lack validity. 
 
Section C 
 
Part 1 
 
Question 7 
 
This question proved to be within the grasp of many candidates. In fact it was answered 
by 296 candidates, making it the most popular question. However, most answers did 
not contain any significant reference to sociological theories, thinkers and studies like 
Durkheim, Murdoch, Parsons, Goode, Bell, Leach & Lang, Young & Willmot. Instead, 
in many cases, candidates expressed only their subjective opinion. 
 
Question 8 
 
Only 25 candidates attempted this question which dealt with the fact that conjugal roles 
are undergoing rapid change. Once again the majority of those who answered this 
question did not do so with reference to any sociological theories on the subject 
including eg. those of Young & Willmott,  Elizabeth Bott, Ann Oakley, etc. 
Furthermore hardly anyone answered the question by examining conjugal roles and 
social networks, power within marriage, conjugal roles and the division of labour, or in 
relation to housework and childcare,  the hours worked and social change. 
 
Question 9 
 
The 92 candidates who attempted this question were asked to discuss how religion can 
be seen as an agent of both change and stability. A good number of candidates did 
succeed in explaining the two social forces of religion namely  the cohesive and 
divisive forces while, at the same time making reference to various sociological 
theories including Durkheim, Parsons, Engels, Marx and Weber. 
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Part 2 
 
Questions 10, 11, 12 proved to be very popular with the candidates. 
 
Question 10 
 
144 candidates answered this question which focused on the dual curriculum of 
schools. 25% of these or 36 candidates succeeded in showing how for a number of 
sociologists of education including Illich, Bowles & Gintis, within an industrial society, 
the school serves a miniature of the labour market. This is achieved through the 
school’s formal and hidden curriculum. According to Illich schools stultify candidates 
into accepting the interests of the powerful. Pupils have little or no control over what 
they learn or how they learn it. Similarly Bowles & Gintis maintain that it is not the 
content of lessons and examinations which are important but the form that teaching and 
learning take place and the way schools are organised. 
 
Question 11 
 
Answered by 157 candidates, this was the fifth most popular question which was very 
similar to the previous question. Here candidates were asked to discuss whether 
educational achievement is based on meritocracy or not. 40%, or 62 candidates, 
succeeded in explaining the ‘myth of meritocracy’ as put forward by as Bowles & 
Gintis and other Marxist sociologists of education. This is in opposition to the 
Functionalist theories of education held by Parsons, Davis and Moore and others.   
 
Question 12 
 
This question in which candidates were requested to discuss the statement that “Poverty 
goes beyond mere lack of material resources” was attempted by 112 candidates, the 
majority of whom were unable to explain the difference between absolute and relative 
poverty. A still greater number failed to discuss other forms of poverty apart from 
economic poverty. Only 31 candidates did succeed in mentioning the sociological 
theories brought forward by Peter Townsend, Jack & Janet Roach, Seebohm Rowntree, 
etc. 

 

The Chairperson 
Board of Examiners 
July 2008  


