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Part 1: Statistical Information

1.1 Total Number of candidates:

A total of 216 candidates registered to sit for the Intermediate examination in Sociology in May 2016, 32
more than in May 2015 (184). This indicates a reversal in the downward trend observed in 2014-2015.
The number of absentees in May 2016 was 18. This absentee rate of 8.3% compares well against the
May 2015 rate of 9.2%

1.2 Distribution of grades in Intermediate level Sociology May, 2016

The number of candidates who obtained grade A, B or C in May 2016 was, in absolute numbers, 95 and
therefore 16 more than in May 2015 (79). This translates as a 1 point increase in relative weight (43.9 %)
when compared to 2015 (42.9 %).

The number of candidates who obtained grade D or E in May 2016 was, in absolute numbers, 66 and
therefore 11 more than in May 2015 (55). This is slightly more in relative weight (30.5%) than in 2015,
where 29.9% of candidates scored D or E.

Table 1
MATSEC Intermediate Level Sociology, May 2015

Distribution of Grades

Grades A B C D E F Absent TOTAL
No of candidates 12 17 50 29 26 34 16 184

Total % 6.5 9.2 27.2 15.8 14.1 18.5 8.7 100

Table 2
MATSEC Intermediate Level Sociology, May 2016

Distribution of Grades

Grades A B C D E F Absent TOTAL
No of candidates 11 22 62 39 27 37 18 216

Total % 5.1 10.2 28.7 18.1 12.5 17.1 8.3 100

In May 2016 the number of failures (Grade F) was, in absolute numbers, 37. This is 4 more than last year
(34), which in relative terms is 17.3% of total candidates as compared with 18.5% in May 2015.
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SECTION 2:  EXAMINERS’ COMMENTS ON CANDIDATES’ PERFORMANCE

2.1   General Comments

As was the case in 2015, the paper contained three sections, namely: Section A: Theory, Section B:
Methodology and Section C: Substantive Areas. Candidates were requested to answer one question from
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 C
TOTAL submitted scripts 198 198 198 198 198 198 198 198 198 198
Total responses for Q 102 44 52 156 18 24 104 140 71 81
% Of total scripts 51.5 22.2 26.3 78.8 9.1 12.1 52.5 70.7 35.8 40.9
MEDIAN for question 15 16 12 16 14 16 13 16 15 16
MODE for question 18 17 14 17 15 14 16 17 18 17

There was a broad range of quality in the responses, with the better performing candidates demonstrating
excellent understanding of the concepts in focus, and ability to apply theoretical knowledge to the set
question. These responses contrasted sharply with the often short, but sometimes verbose contributions
which simply offered lay descriptions and commentary. The majority of respondents offered work which
sits squarely between these two poles, demonstrating adequate comprehension of the concepts in focus
and good ability to present their responses logically and clearly.

Whilst most of the essays were relatively well structured, a number of essays did not make good use of
paragraphs, which hindered the flow of argument. There was a tendency for candidates to offer
disproportionately long introductions with no relevance to the question as set, giving the impression that
these were examples of memorized paragraphs, used indiscriminately. Many conclusions lacked a
summary of the key arguments discussed in the essay, which would have helped to further focus and
streamline the information presented in the essay question.

As was the case last year, the Methodology section (Section B) was the one with the most erratic scoring.
Q4, which compared qualitative and quantitative methods, was the most frequently answered, with 78.8%
of all candidates choosing to answer this question, and , in the main, doing this quite well, with a median
of 16 and mode of 17 marks. By far the least popular question on the paper was also from this section -
question 5 with 18 responses (9%). This focused on the ethical issues related to sociological research
and, with a median of 14 and mode of 15, this question clearly posed some difficulties. It appears that
candidates were well prepared to describe the differences between quantitative and qualitative methods,
but found the task of thinking critically about the wellbeing and welfare of research participants
problematic.

English language skills were not directly taken into consideration for marking purposes, however the
responses that scored well for synthesis and comprehension of concepts tended to be those that also
demonstrated good English writing skills.

2.2 Specific Comments

SECTION A

Q 1:  In his key study on suicide, Durkheim argues that there is a relationship between different
types of suicides, and processes of social integration and regulation. Discuss this relationship
with reference to the four different types of suicide.

The essay question provided candidates with very specific guidance on what is expected in terms of
response. This seems to have helped candidates to focus their response to the specific requirements
posed by the essay question by referring to different types of suicide in Durkheim’s typology and their
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correlation to social integration and regulation. A good number of candidates indeed demonstrated the
ability to describe the four different types of suicide identified by Durkheim, highlight their defining
characteristics and appropriately link them to processes of social integration and integration.

Some candidates had difficulty correctly naming the different types of suicide identified by Durkheim, and
a wide range of variations and creative new titles were instead presented. Moreover some candidates did
not appropriately apply and link the different types of suicide to processes of social integration and
regulation. At times, it even emerged that candidates were not fully knowledgeable of the meaning of the
terms ‘social integration and regulation’ despite these being core concepts addressed in sociology.

The excellent responses went beyond a descriptive analysis of the different types of suicide and their
relationship with social integration and regulation, and placed Durkheim’s study within the context of his
positivist approach on social facts. The weakest responses did not refer to Durkheim’s study on suicide at
all, and instead commented generally in layperson’s terms on the topic of suicide, often using
psychologically and emotionally based overtones.

Q 2: According to Mead, the self develops in a number of stages. Describe these stages and
discuss the way that the self continues to develop within social interaction.

This question required the elicitation of specific information on the development of the self according to
Mead’s Symbolic Interactionist approach. The question also imparted the suggestion that the self
develops in a number of stages and that it continues to develop through social interaction.  This factor
clearly helped candidates to focus their response with the large majority of candidates correctly citing
Mead’s work, referring to the social, rather than inborn nature of the self, and its development through
social experience and interaction with others. A  significant number of candidates, however,  were not in a
position to correctly name and differentiate between the imitation, play and the game stages and very little
reference was made to the concept of the ‘generalised other’.  A prevalent issue concerned the lack of
accurate differentiation between the ‘I’ and ‘Me’ aspects of the self and how this relates to the self-
concept.

In the poor responses, candidates passively applied all their knowledge on the Symbolic Interactionist
approach, irrespective of the focus and specific demands of the essay question, while, the excellent
responses successfully applied Mead’s theory and also complemented their response by referring to
Goffman’s dramaturgical theory and presenting a critical appraisal of the Symbolic Interactionist
approach.

Q 3: Weber believes that ideas can lead to social change. Discuss with reference to his work on
the Protestant ethic and the rise of modern western capitalism.

Candidates were required to discuss the notion that beliefs and ideas can lead to social change by
specifically referring to Weber’s theory of how the protestant ethic gave rise and contributed to the
development of modern capitalism in the West. The majority of candidates who responded to this
question adequately referred to Weber’s theory, however very few were in a position to describe
accurately the nature of the relationship between the rise of capitalism and the Protestant ethic, leaving
out important details such as reference to the Calvinist ascetic ideal or the Calvinist interpretation of the
concept of pre-destination, demonstrating a vague understanding of Weber’s work.

The poor responses focused more generally on Weber’s notion of bureaucracy and other processes of
rationalization arising from the modernization of society. Some candidates also referred to his work on
parties and the rise of the middle class. In a few cases, no reference whatsoever was made to Weber’s
work, with some candidates interpreting social change primarily in terms of Marxist theory. Some
candidates went completely off-track by discussing the notion of social change in terms of protest
movements, which may be due to the confusion of ‘protest’ and ‘Protestantism’.



IM EXAMINERS' REPORT MAY 2016

5

SECTION B

Q4: In what ways are qualitative and quantitative methods different, and why do sociologists often
combine the two?

This question was the most popular in the section and included very good responses. Candidates who
provided good quality responses demonstrated good comprehension of the differences between the
qualitative and quantitative methods of research and also of triangulation. The arguments of these
responses demonstrated critical insight when explaining the differences between the methods of research
in the social sciences and made reference to the Positivist and Interpretivist approaches towards social
sciences; issues of validity and reliability; social facts and drew on the study of suicide by Emile Durkheim
and Max Weber’s Verstehen in order to elaborate. The weak responses focused their argument on
describing the disadvantages and advantages of the two without elaborating to any extent. Furthermore,
such responses did not demonstrate any understanding of triangulation as they hardly made reference to
the combination of both methods in social research.

Q5: What are the main ethical issues that need to be taken into account to respect and safeguard
the well being of participants in sociological research?

This question was the least popular with only 18 responses. Responses to this question were expected to
discusses issues such as informed consent; voluntary participation; risk of harm; protection of privacy i.e.
confidentiality and anonymity; right to withdraw and the role of the research ethics committee. However,
only a small percentage demonstrated the knowledge of all the ethical issues that a researcher should
take into account when conducting research. The good quality responses presented a comprehensive
answer while the poor responses tended to focus exclusively on the issue of privacy.

Q6: Describe the main stages in carrying out a quantitative research.

This was the second most popular essay in this section (23 responses), and was mostly well answered.
The good quality responses provided a comprehensive understanding of the main stages in carrying out
quantitative research. These responses discussed the importance of a comprehensive literature review
following choice of topic of research; the hypothesis; the identification of the variables which need to be
measured; the identification of the research population; sampling methods, questionnaire design, ethics;
pilot studies; the gathering of data; analysis of data, dissemination of results. The poorer responses
focused exclusively on particular topics, such as questionnaire design, or sampling methods, without
contextualising these within the holistic process of quantitative research design.

Q7: How might ‘labelling’ impact on the student’s personal development and future educational
achievement?

Candidates were required to discuss how labeling might have an impact on candidates’ personal
development and educational achievement. The highest quality answers focused on the theories of
Symbolic Interactionists (i.e. Hargreaves, Hester, Mellor; Rist; Cicourel & Kitsuse; Rosenthal & Jacobson,
etc.) in order to discuss how labeling determines candidates’ self-identity and academic outcomes.
Candidates further supported their arguments by explaining how labeling may be based on various social
factors particularly gender, class, race and ethnicity. The level of detail and analysis in responses varied
among candidates. In fact, a number of candidates mentioned the correct theories and studies but the
discussion was very brief with no reference to important concepts such as ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’,
‘speculation’, ‘elaboration’ and ‘stabilization’.
In some cases, candidates veered off the key focus of labelling and referred to aspects of critical and
conflict perspectives (Bowles & Gintis, Willis, Bernstein, Bourdieu, Illich) with no reference to labelling
whatsoever. The poor responses based their arguments on general knowledge or on various examples of
streaming and banding with particular reference to the local Maltese context.
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Q8 What, according to the functionalist perspective, are the functions of the family with respect
to the individual and society?

This question was the most popular in this section. This question focused on the family from a
functionalist perspective. The majority of candidates successfully focused on Parsons’ and Murdock’s
views on the functions of the family. The level of detail and analysis varied among responses. Highly
awarded candidates successfully analysed how the functions of the family are beneficial both for the
individual (i.e. family members) as well as society in general (i.e. socialisation, shared beliefs and
values/value consensus, social order in society). A few candidates further elaborated on Parsons’
‘structural differentiation’ in order to highlight how the functions of the family are changing and becoming
more specialised. Several candidates concluded their argument by criticizing functionalists’ views from
Marxist and feminist perspectives.
In a few cases however, arguments were based solely on a criticism to functionalists particularly from a
feminist perspective. Some of these responses gave disproportionate attention to feminist theory and
omitted to focus on the functionalist perspective, as required. Some candidates also veered off focus by
basing their responses on the structure/s of the family (i.e. Murdock & Gough) and different types of
families (i.e. definitions of lone parent families, extended family, vertical and horizontal extension etc.). In
other cases, candidates passively applied all their knowledge on the substantive area of the family (i.e.
Parsons –AGIL scheme, Young & Willmott, Durkheim) irrespective of the focus and demands of the
question.

Q9 Refer to the Marxist perspective to discuss the claim that the nuclear helps sustain the
capitalism.

This was the least popular question in the section. This may be due to the fact that the question
demanded specific analysis based on Marxist perspective towards the role of the nuclear family in
capitalist society. Candidates provided different responses and interpretations. A number of candidates
successfully discussed Engels and Zaretsky’s views on how the family performs certain functions for the
benefit of the capitalists by acting as a unit of consumption and teaching of passive acceptance of
hierarchy. Candidates also successfully highlighted how the family reproduces class inequality through
inheritance of private property. In other cases, candidates successfully discussed the roles of the family in
sustaining capitalism but they refrained from mentioning any Marxists sociologists in particular.
Reference to Marxist feminists (i.e. Ansley & Cooper) was also present in a number of essays which
further supported their argument. In some essays however, candidates deviated from the key issue of
Marxist perspective on the nuclear family, and focused their argument solely on gender inequalities within
the family. Other candidates went off focus by discussing changes within the structure of the family
irrespective of the question, or by discussing the role of education in capitalism (i.e. Bowles & Gintis).
There were some poor responses based on general lay knowledge with no sociological input.
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Q 10 Discuss why, according to Marx, religion is the opium of the people.

Despite the question being fairly straightforward, this was the second least attempted question among
candidates. Overall, candidates successfully discussed how, according to Marx, religion plays a
significant role in maintaining status quo and reinforcing social inequalities. Reference to concepts such
as ‘alienation’, ‘inequality’, ‘passivity’ and ‘false-class consciousness’ further supported their arguments. A
few candidates countered Marx’s views on the redundancy of religion in communist regimes by referring
to historical cases (e.g. while communism ruled Russia, religion never died out). This further added to the
quality of their responses. Other candidates concluded their essays by discussing how unlike Marx,
functionalists view religion as an essential part of the harmonious workings of society. In other cases,
candidates successfully discussed Marx’s views but then deviated from the demands of the questions by
dedicating a substantial part of their argument to functionalist views on religion/ or new religious
movements and religious organizations.

There were some poor responses where candidates passively applied all their knowledge on the
sociology of religion (i.e. Durkheim, Marx, Weber & Comte) irrespective of the focus and demands of the
question with others simply providing a commentary based on general knowledge with no reference to
sociological theory.

Chairperson
Examination Panel 2016


