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STATISTICAL DATA 
 
a. As can be seen in Tables 1 and 2 below, this year there were 63 less students who 

registered for the examination when compared to the May 2009 session (383 
against 446).  

 
b. The number of absentees this year  (11) was 1 less than last year’s (12).   
 
c. The number of candidates who obtained a grade A-C was, in absolute numbers, 28 

less than last year’s (109 as against 137) and also less in relative weight (28.4 as 
against 30.7). 

 
d. The number of candidates who obtained a grade D-E  was lower by 12 in absolute 

numbers (170 against 182) but higher percentage-wise (44.3 as against 40.8) 
 
e. The number of failures was 22 less than last year (93 as against 115) and 24.3% as 

against 25.8%. 
 

Table 1 
MATSEC Intermediate Level Sociology, May 2010 

Distribution of Grades 
 

Grades A B C D E F Absent TOTAL 
No. of candidates 8 27 74 109 61 93 11 383 

 
 
 

Table 2 
MATSEC Intermediate Level Sociology, May 2009 

Distribution of Grades 
 

Grades A B C D E F Absent TOTAL 
No. of candidates 17 30 90 113 69 115 12 446 

 
 

 1. OVERALL GENERAL COMMENTS 
 
1.1.   As was the case last year, in 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. 

 
1.2. Each question carried 25 marks. 
 
1.3. An overall perusal of the candidates’ answers indicates that the average standard is 
fair and that examiners expected better responses to the questions. Candidates’ 
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preparation to both Sections A and B was average.  In general, essays in Section A were 
not accurately structured since candidates tended to mention various concepts in relation 
to the respective sociological theory without necessarily addressing the question.  
Indeed, although various candidates were generally knowledgeable of the particular 
sociological theory in question, they did not develop an adequate analytical discussion 
but mentioned or enlisted various concepts in relation to the sociological theory in an 
unsystematic way.  Also, a few candidates were inaccurate in the definition or 
explanation of various sociological concepts that they referred to in their discussions.   
 
On the other hand, essays in Sections B proved to be more to the point.  Yet, poor 
understanding and use of appropriate terminology was evident in various essays.  In 
particular, candidates tended to fail to distinguish the difference between ‘methods’ and 
‘methodologies’ and used the words incorrectly or even interchangeably throughout all 
the questions in this Section.  Besides, some candidates tended to start their discussions 
in an analytical way as requested in the respective question, but then diverted to other 
subject matters that were not essentially relevant.  Moreover, a lack of thorough 
understanding and awareness of the subject matter being discussed was also evident 
through the minimal use of examples or mention of relevant local or foreign studies.   

 
Similarly candidates again failed to observe a penchant for critical reflection in relation 
to both sections C and D. By and large, student efforts at answering questions were not 
marked by an appreciation for sustaining observations and lines of argumentation or 
with any reference to the expert literature. It was evident that most candidates do not 
approach the subject of sociology in a rigorous manner and assume that questions at an 
Intermediate level may be answered on the basis of either social experience in life or 
common-sense knowledge. Candidates failed to provide adequate information on the 
theorists and empirical researchers related to the questions they opted to answer. For 
instance, in question 7 which asked them to discuss the rise of marital breakdowns, 
many candidates opted for a journalistic rather than sociological account of the rise of 
marital breakdowns. The same approach was noted for the majority of responses to 
questions 9 and 11. We thus suggest that Sixth Form institutions emphasise consistently 
the distinction between sociology and philosophy, social studies, and journalism. 
 
At Intermediate Level the students are expected to offer analytical rather than 
descriptive essays. The candidates are required to think critically, offer questions 
adopting sociological theories, views, perspective, arguments and terminologies, whilst 
applying practical examples to sustain their arguments. In a number of cases, it was 
noticeable that the candidates found themselves having problems to express themselves 
sociologically. Statements such as “…a study was carried out” or “in a study”, show the 
lack of accuracy the students possess. They just remember that a study was carried out 
but could not indicate who was/were the sociologist/s that conducted such a research 
and more importantly to which perspective s/he/they belong/s.  Even more worrying are 
phrases such as “others think” or “some sociologists say”. These highlight the students 
could not specify to whom they are referring.  
 
Students need adequate guidance to make the transition from Social Studies at Sec 
Level to Sociology at Intermediate level. Several candidates failed to give evidence of a 
‘very good’ knowledge of basic sociological concepts. Many also interpreted the 
questions wrongly and failed to provide any evidence of a relatively developed 
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understanding of the salient issues at stake. Without doubt more effort is required by 
Sixth Form institutions to ensure that candidates build a more comprehensive 
appreciation of the keystone aspects of this important sociological field of inquiry. 
 
2.  SPECIFIC COMMENTS 
 

Table 3 
MATSEC Intermediate Level Sociology, May 2010 

Questions Answered by Number of Candidates 

 
 

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 
MATSEC Intermediate Level Sociology, May 2009 

Questions Answered by Number of Candidates 

 
 

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

No. of 
Candidates 

100 259 73 233 177 21 81 190 163 271 76 82 

 

 
 
Section A 
 
2.1. Question 1. 
 
A very popular question which in fact was answered by the third highest number of 
candidates, 199, in this paper. Candidates demonstrated a thorough understanding of the 
functionalist theoretical perspective in reply to this question.  In particular, candidates 
delineated Emile Durkheim’s views to explain the differences in pre-industrial and 
industrial societies.  Although some candidates did not explain why functionalism is not 
perfect to understand post-industrial societies, others outlined complementary 
perspectives to validate this view.  In fact, some candidates criticized the functionalist 
perspective by highlighting Marxist views of the post-industrial society, and how 
notions of capitalism, dialectic materialism and alienation provide an alternative 
perspective on post-industrial societies.   
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2.2. Question 2. 
 
163 candidates discussed Marx’ and Weber’s contrasting views on society.  They 
described the Marxist views on the economic system and how Marx gives priority to 
economic factors, the material life, and the relationships that result from the economic 
system.  Although contradictions and conflict in the economic infrastructure of society 
are viewed by Marx as the basis of stratification and social change, Weber also analysed 
struggles for prestige and political power.  Indeed, candidates delineated Weber’s more 
complex and diversified view on social stratification, in contrast to the one sided 
materialism of Marxism. 
 
2.3. Question 3.  
 
The second least popular question answered only by 42 candidates. The majority of 
candidates addressed this question by explaining the notions of symbolic interactionism.  
To this end, candidates gave an overview of George Herbert Mead’s theory of 
interaction in terms of symbols.  Hence, candidates described how individuals interact 
by giving meaning to objects and events through the process of interpretation, and how 
such meaningful communication develops through ‘role-taking’, the concept of ‘the 
self’ and the development of the notion of the self.  
  
 
Section B 
 
2.4. Question 4. 
 
In reply to this second most popular question tackled by 65% or 296 candidates who set 
for this paper, the candidates were asked to discuss how interviewing styles may range 
from passive to more active and direct approaches. A good number of the candidates 
explained not only the procedures of different interviewing styles but also analysed their 
respective advantages and disadvantages when utilised in social research.  Candidates 
also discussed the importance of such interviewing styles in relation to different 
methodologies.  Some candidates succeeded in elaborating on how interviewing styles 
range from passive to more active and direct.   
 
2.5. Question 5. 
 
Another unpopular question answered by 87 candidates whose large majority correctly 
defined the concepts of ‘reliability’ and ‘validity’ in social research. They succeeded in 
explaining the importance of ‘reliability’ and ‘validity’ in relation to various research 
methods, particularly interviews, questionnaires and participant observation.   
 
 However, a number of candidates did not distinguish between ‘research methods’ and 
‘research methodologies’, and used these concepts interchangeably.  One would have 
expected that these two concepts would have been discussed in connection with the two 
methodological method of research namely quantitative and qualitative. Moreover, 
although it cannot be claimed that social sciences can attain the same standards of 
reliability obtained in the natural sciences, sociological data can and in fact do attain a 
certain standard of reliability. 
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2.6. Question 6.  
 
The 83 answers presented in reply to this question varied significantly.  A few 
candidates presented an analysis on how the positivist and the interpretive 
methodologies offer differing views on the classification of the social world.  In fact, 
these candidates described Auguste Comte’s views about the objective observation and 
classification of social phenomena.  Yet, on the other hand, some candidates 
misinterpreted the question and developed different arguments on social research that 
were hardly relevant to the subject matter.  The majority were not clear as to what is 
meant by ‘objective way’. 
 
Section C 
 
Part 1 
 
2.7. Question 7.  
 
This question was the most popular question in this paper having been answered by  
77% or 296 candidates. Thos suggests that students, at this level, consider studies on the 
family as an interesting topic. Through their answers, the students were expected to 
indicate the different types of martial breakdowns which sociologists consider in their 
analytical studies, namely, separation, divorce and the empty shell marriage. A 
substantial number of the candidates could draw arguments on the changing scenario 
instigated by the processes of industrialisation; modernisation; democracy; 
rationalisation and globalisation brought about in human life and therefore, outline their 
effect on the love relationship – marriage.  
 
Yet, although a number of students were able to write on a general basis on the changes 
marriage is undergoing, they could not specify and sustain their arguments referring to 
sociological studies. In fact, references to studies such as those by Lawrence and 
Delphy, Hart, Leach and Goode would have sustained the students’ arguments. Few 
were the students who could make references to Maltese studies. Others preferred to 
take a general stand and then at some point argue: “this is also what is happening in 
Malta”. Such statements demonstrate weak points in their arguments.  
 
2.8. Question 8. 
 
This was the least popular question in this paper, tackled by only 6.56% or 25 
candidates. Amongst other reasons for this low response, the students might have felt 
that their depth of knowledge on ‘new religious movements’ was not profound when for 
example compared with their acquaintance of classical sociological studies of religion. 
Some students approached this question by outlining the differences between 
denominations, sects, and cults which was not what was being asked to discuss. Others 
amiss responses included a focus on the ‘church’ to demonstrate how religion may give 
forth to large organisations, or how changes in the outside world is leading to increasing 
levels of secularisation.   
 
Nonetheless, commendably, some of the candidates have succeeded in addressing this 
question adequately, making reference to for example, Roy Wallis – The elementary 
forms of the New Religious Life. In his analysis, Wallis, divided the new religions 
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movements into three groups, namely, (1) world-rejecting new religious movements; (2) 
world-accommodating new religious movements (denominations); and (3) world-
affirming new religious movements (cults). It is to be noted, that also in this case, the 
candidates rarely drew empirical references to studies concerning the local scenario.  
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2.9. Question 9. 
 
Answered by 92 candidates this question was on a general note was well addressed. 
Indeed, the candidates could compare and contrast the classical sociological theories of 
religion. It was welcome to note that many replies focused on how religion may be a 
factor that impedes social change, or it may help to produce it. 
 
The candidates were expected to make their arguments, sustaining that whilst Talcott 
Parsons believed that as society develops, religion losses some of its collective and 
social control functions and Karl Marx dismissed the possibility that religion can cause 
social change. Indeed, Marxists claimed that only change in the infrastructure (the 
economy / the modes of production) could lead to change into the superstructure, 
including institutions such as religion. On the other hand, Max Weber argued that in 
some circumstances religion could lead to social change. Therefore, the students were 
expected to draw this contrast between Weber that spoke of the ‘social action theory’ 
and Marx who together with Parsons agreed that religion supports social integration and 
yet believed it discourages social change. 
 
However, replies failed to provide strong examples highlighting the relationship between 
religion and social change e.g. the situation in Northern Ireland, the link between Martin 
Luther King and Southern Christian Leadership Council, the role of Islamic 
fundamentalism in the 1979 Iranian Revolution, and the opposition of the Roman Catholic 
Church towards communism in 1980s Poland. Moreover, many responses only gave a 
fleeting mention to Weber’s thoughts on this matter and to the Protestant Ethic and the 
Spirit of Capitalism. Weber’s thoughts, of course, must be pivotal in any argument that 
change in religion can lead to social change. 
  
 
Part 2  
 
2.10. Question 10. 
 
Limited marks were awarded to those replies from amongst the 144 answers which 
provided a general overview of the sociology of education or which addressed how 
education is linked to economic growth as these arguments were not the focus of the 
questions. Marks were awarded to those who elaborated the need for educational system to 
achieve the students’ human potential, and the sharing of values and social solidarity, as 
well as the equality of opportunity.  
 
Correcting this question, examiners faced many responses which discussed many 
sociological aspects of education but failed to answer the question in a direct manner. A 
number of candidates could discuss the topic of education from a sociological aspect but in 
their main they were not critical and could not take a stand on the statement posed. 
 
However, the educational system is characterised by an ‘individual’ meritocratic system 
which sets students in competition with each other. The education system thus helps to 
achieve a hard-working and highly motivated workforce through the hidden curriculum. 
The hidden curriculum produces a subservient workforce since low grades are related to 
creativity and independence, and higher grades to perseverance and dependability. 
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The students were expected to makes references to perspectives such as the liberal. This 
perspective questions the contemporary schooling system, precisely because it claims 
that the current system is producing mindless citizens who in return cannot assume 
responsibilities within society.  
 
2.11. Question 11. 
 
Many of the 157 replies were based upon superficial generalisations and personal opinions 
towards streaming. However, a substantial number of the students could explain what 
streaming mainly consists of, with its advantages and disadvantages, and by drawing also 
references to the local system. Limited marks were awarded to students elaborating how all 
students must be treated in an equal manner and that those with lower grades should not be 
given a worse education than that of their peers. Another problem was that whilst students 
mentioned examples that reflect the tendency for students to perceive themselves in the 
label given to them, they failed to mention the ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’ by name. This 
shows a lack of rigorous reading and study of the subject.  
 
A number of students drew appropriate peripheral arguments referring to typing, 
labelling and the self-fulfilling prophecy. In this case references to Bowles and Gintis, 
Keddie and Hargreaves were expected. Statements such as “one could say that 
streaming is based…” pinpoint to the students’ lack of authority over the subject they 
were writing about. Marks were awarded to students who elaborated how streaming 
supposedly place students in separate classes on the basis of their general ability  
 
2.12. Question 12. 
 
Answered by 112 candidates, on a general note, the students could explain poverty and 
they also drew the distinction between ‘absolute’ and ‘relative’ poverty. Others also 
focussed on how, with the passing of time, the divide between the ‘poor’ and ‘rich’ is 
increasing or how the wages of workers are too low to buy daily necessities and 
participate in leisure activities. Some also elaborated on the concept of absolute poverty 
and how poor people do not afford food, shelter and suitable clothing. A number of 
candidates have succeeded in constructing their arguments by making references to 
practical examples such as the rate of unemployment, the levels of illegal migration and 
illiteracy. Furthermore, a number of them made references to global institutions such as 
the World Bank to sustain their arguments.  
 
Marks were awarded to students who highlighted how for Townsend poverty can only 
be defined objectively and applied consistently in terms of the concept of relative 
deprivation. He justifies the claim on the grounds that society determines people’s 
needs.  
 
 
 
 
 
Chairman 
Examiners’ Panel 


