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AM Sociology 
MAY 2008 Session 
Examiners’ Report 

 
1.0. STATISTICAL DATA 
 
1.1. As can be seen in Tables 1 and 2 below, overall this year there were 24 less candidates who 

had registered for the examination than for the May 2007 session.  
 
1.2. The number of absentees this year was the same as that of last year, 21. 
             

Table 1: Distribution of Grades in May 2008 
  

All Candidates 
GRADE NUMBER % 

A 7 2.6 
B 16 5.9 
C 66 24.2 
D 55 20.1 
E 52 19.0 
F 56 20.5 

ABSENT 21 7.7 
TOTAL 273  

 
Table 2: Distribution of Grades in May 2007 

 
All Candidates 

GRADE NUMBER % 
A 10 3.3 
B 51 16.6 
C 99 32.2 
D 46 15.0 
E 51 16.6 
F 29  9.5 

Absent 21 6.8 
Total 307 100.0 

 
 

1.3. The number of candidates who obtained a grade A-C was 71 less than last year’s both in absolute 
numbers (89 as against 160) as well as in relative weight (32.6 against 52.1). 

 
1.4.  The overall number of candidates who obtained a grade D-E was 10 more in absolute numbers 

(107 against 97), and also registered a higher percentage (39.2 against 31.6 %). 
 
1.5.   The number of failures was 27 more than last year (56 as against 29) and 20.5 as against 9.5 %. 
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2.0. GENERAL COMMENTS 
 
2.1.   The three papers were set according to the new syllabus for 2008-2010. Unlike in previous years, 

Paper 1 was devoted fully to Sociological Theory. Candidates had to choose three out of five 
questions each carting 33 marks.  
 

         Paper II was divided into two parts each consisting of three questions. The first part was devoted 
to Methodology and the second to Substantive Areas namely a) Social Change and Development 
and b) Social Stratification & Inequality. Candidates were requested to choose three questions 
two from Part I and one from Part II each carrying 33 marks. 

 
         Paper III which was totally devoted to Substantive Areas was divided into two parts each 

consisting of three questions. Part I was devoted to a) The Family and b) Poverty & Social 
Exclusion. Part II was devoted to a) Education and b) Religion. Here again candidates were 
requested to choose three questions two from Part I and one from Part II each carrying 33 marks. 
 

2.2.   Generally speaking, the level of candidate preparation in Paper 1 was average, with many 
candidates being unsuccessful in obtaining the level expected at an Advanced Level. Apart from 
one notable exception, namely question 2, the candidates sitting for this session were 
unsuccessful in interpreting the questions correctly and in providing evidence of a relatively 
developed understanding of the salient issues at stake. One also observed a lack of critical 
analysis, without any appreciation for sustaining argumentation that referred to the expert 
literature whilst falling prey to an over-reliance on common sense valuations. Moreover, only a 
small number did manifest an ability to apply theoretical abstraction to day-to-day situations. 
The latter was evidenced by attempts of candidates to answer the questions or provide further 
arguments by forwarding their opinions on a variety of issues ranging from capitalism to gender 
inequality.  
 

         Further effort is surely required to better equip students with a deeper appreciation of the 
sociological schools of thought at the disposal of the sociologist. The responses reviewed 
denoted that students are not highly familiar with the diversity of social theories pertinent to the 
sociological discipline. On the positive side, it is noteworthy that a limited number of candidates 
did very well, demonstrating an ability to construct sociological arguments that were immensely 
intellectually challenging and refreshingly. These candidates supported their arguments with 
examples from published sociological studies on Maltese and/or other societies. This is highly 
commendable. 

  
  2.3. The lack of intensity when answering questions was again a feature that characterised a number 

of answers. Advanced level candidates are expected to articulate their answers and not just write 
some few hundred words. Additionally, it is objectionable that, at this level, candidates generally 
lack the concept of thinking and expressing themselves sociologically in their answers. 
Moreover, at this level candidates are expected to compare and contrast between the various 
theories, perspectives and thinkers. Furthermore, there were instances where the essays written 
were literature essays rather than sociological – scientific essays.  
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         Another observation is that while the three questions from the Part I of the paper where all 
popular. On the other hand, the fourth question was popular from Part II while the sixth question 
was the least popular with the candidates. Moreover, the majority of the candidates that answered 
question four showed that they have a good command of the ‘social mobility’ subject. The 
candidates did answer in a thorough manner.  

       
2.4. In Paper 3, many of the answers showed that the candidates do not have a good command of 

the subject they were supposed to study. It is also crucial for advanced level candidates to build 
their arguments in their essays around theories. It is unacceptable for advanced candidates not to         
mention any theories or else confuse between the theories. Strictly speaking, theories must serve        
as the foundation of answers.  

 
         At the stage of their study, candidates are not just expected to mention the sociological 

perspectives but even the Sociologists behind these perspectives.Candidates at advanced level in 
sociology must strive more for an argumentative way of writing and avoid to list down their bits 
and pieces from their memory list. In addition they have to learn more how to write science and 
show their competence in this area of studies. Here are some general comments on this: 

 
         Candidates should know how to use the theory and understand the difference between a 

theoretical perspective and empirical theory. Candidates should work harder to give more precise 
and clear answers because very often their answers are springing only from personal reflection 
without achieving anything during their two year tuition at sixth form level. 

 
        The principle is that there are no rules in writing good sociological essays but the only convention 

is the understanding of the theory. Candidates should dedicate more time to find their ‘own 
voice’ in writing good sociological papers and assess meticulously the question in the light of 
what they have studied in the classroom.  

 
         Many essays show a subjective gist and can sound fanatic or bookish. This approach or genre of 

writing seems to repeat itself year after year. The real intentions of the candidate should contain 
a sound response to the topic in a perfectly good style and logic or arguments. 

  
Another problem that is common in the exam answers is the fact that candidates go out of point in 
their answers. They write about the main subject mentioned in the question say ‘Social Change 
& Development’ or ‘Social Stratification & Inequality’ but do not elaborate and build their 
answer out the question asked in the exam.  
 
 Year by year the candidates’ performance is getting lower and lower and this may be effected 
either by the misinterpretation of social theory by teachers or instructors or by the lack of interest 
or motivation of the same candidates. 
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3. SPECIFIC COMMENTS 
 

Table 3: Questions Answered by Number of Candidates in May 2008 
       

Question No 1 2 3 4 5 6 
             

Paper 1 157 163 131 161 136 - 
             

Paper 2 126 237 130 127 85 35 
             

Paper 3 244 221 29 91 28 123 
 
 

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

Question No 1 2 3 4 5 6 
              

Paper 1 52 100 243 340 134 108 
              

Paper 2 149 88 103 254 82 163 
              

Paper 3 67 131 189 159 51 237 
 
 
Comments regarding Paper 1 
 
3.1. Question 1.  The answer to this question involved a discussion of how functionalism has often 
been criticised for failing to provide an adequate explanation for social change. Candidates were 
expected to point out how if this system is in equilibrium, with its various parts contributing towards 
order and stability, it is difficult to see how its changes. Indeed, Parsons approached this problem by 
arguing that, in practice, no social system is in a perfect state of equilibrium although a certain degree 
of equilibrium is essential for the survival of species. 
 
3.2. Question 2.  Candidates here were expected to point out how according to Marx the major 
contradictions that propel change are found in the economic infrastructure of society. In Marx’s view, 
history is based on the idea of the dialectic. Dialectic movement represents a struggle of opposites, a 
conflict of contradictions so that conflict provides the dynamic principle, the source of change. Marx’s 
dialectical materialism argues that it is in contradictions and conflict in the economic system that the 
major dynamic for social change lies. 
 
3.3. Question 3.  The thoughts of Gramsci developed as a response both to the criticisms levelled at 
Marx and to developments in societies since his death which seem to undermine his theory. Gramsci 
argued that in order to maintain its leadership and dominance, or, as he called it, ‘hegemony’, a ruling 
class had to actively try to win support from other members of society. He did not believe that the 
class ruling could ever rely upon false class consciousness to guarantee its position, since all members 
of the subject classes had some awareness of their exploitation. 
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3.4. Question 4. Durkheim has a ‘homo duplex’ model of human nature: that is, he believes that 
human have two sides to their nature. One side is selfish or egoistical. Human are partly driven by 
selfish biological needs, such as the need to satisfy hunger. This means that they tend to look after 
their own interests, which makes it difficult for individuals to be integrated in society. However, there 
is another side to human nature: the ability to believe in human values. Society has to make use of this 
side of human nature if social life is to be possible. 
 
3.5. Question 5. In this question, candidates were expected to highlight how life in modern societies is 
becoming increasingly individualised whilst substantiating their claims with the theories of either 
Lyotard or Baudrillard. Whilst the former argues that in post-industrial society and post-modern 
culture revolve around the concept of language games in which the participants can try to assert 
certain things to be true or right, Baudrillard argues is currently shaped by the economic forces 
involved in exchanging material goods through the buying and selling of signs and objects rather than 
material goods. 
   
Comments regarding Paper 2 
            
3.6. Question 1.  In this question tackled by 126 candidates there were instances where the candidates 
showed that they did not know to which perspective the ‘Positivists’ belong to and who are the 
sociologists that belong to this school. At this level the candidates are expected to know clearly the 
various sociological perspectives and furthermore, are able to compare and contrast between them.  
 

In the way that they expressed themselves, many candidates showed that in their opinion Durkheim’s 
concept of social facts is associated only with his study of suicide and that’s it! The concept of social 
fact is indeed a complex one. Few were the candidates who were capable of arguing in their answer 
that for Durkheim, society has a reality of its own and that members of society are constrained by 
social facts. Accordingly, it is common belief that makes the individual not his consciousness.  
 
3.7. Question 2.  This was the most popular question which in fact was answered by 237 candidates. 
Many candidates showed that they can tackle the quantitative and qualitative methodologies 
separately. However, the majority were not able to compare and contrast the two methodologies. Many 
candidates gave various examples of research tools such as questionnaires, interviews, participant 
observation and case studies, which tools belong to the quantitative and qualitative methodologies. 
Commendably, some candidates went into explaining the difference between primary and secondary 
sources, and briefly showed how to choose a sample for study. 

 3.8. Question 3.  Answered by 130 candidates who were requested to elaborate on the statement that 
triangulation is a means of achieving a holistic understanding of social behaviour.  Few were the 
candidates that made references to direct studies, using triangulation, in their essays. In this case it was 
evident that a number of candidates wrote all they knew about quantitative and qualitative 
methodologies and then in their conclusion, just claimed that triangulation is a combination of the two 
methodologies Moreover, the majority of the candidates simple did not elaborate on social behaviour 
vis-à-vis triangulation. 
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 3.9. Question 4.  This question which focused on the nature and extent of social mobility was tackled 
by 130 candidates. By and large, the level of answers was satisfactory. This shows that the candidates 
had a good command of the subject ‘social mobility’ and they could also write sociologically about 
‘social stratification’. Indeed, many were the candidates who mentioned various sociologists who 
wrote about the subject and there were instances where they were also capable of comparing and 
contrasting the perspectives. In fact, candidates did mention Karl Marx, Max Weber and Talcott 
Parsons’ perspective on the subject and at times they also compared and contrasted between the above 
mentioned perspectives. Candidates in their majority discussed the upward and downward mobility 
within society, the difference between ascribed and achieved positions and the questions of 
opportunities and inequality within societies. Many candidates mentioned the caste system as a case 
study of a stratified system. 

3.10. Question 5.  This was the second least popular question having been answered by only 85 
candidates. Although candidates were asked to discuss the inevitability of social change with reference 
to the functionalist and conflict theories the majority only managed to discuss Marx and this in a very 
general manner and not with reference to the question asked. Candidates were expected to describe in 
some detail the functionalist perspective. Moreover very few mentioned the functionalist theories 
brought forward by Emile Durkheim, Talcott Parsons and Thomas Merton.   

3.11. Question 6. Only 35 candidates attempted this question, the lowest number in the whole paper. 
In general those candidates who tackled this question in which they were requested to discuss with 
reference to the modernization theory the statement that “increasing geographical mobility has 
affected the global economy” did not mention any theories. It is important to reiterate the fact that  
candidates sitting for an exam in Sociology especially at advanced level are to ensure that theories 
serve as the foundation of any answers. At this stage of their studies, the candidates are not just 
expected to mention the Sociological Perspectives but even the sociologists behind them. Additionally, 
definitions and brief account of terminologies such as globalisation, technology, multi-nationals and 
intra-market relationships were meant to feature in the answers. 

 
Comments regarding Paper 3 
 
3.12. Question 1.  This was the most popular question in this paper. In fact it was answered by 244 
candidates. Some candidates did not realise that they were expected to explain the change of the 
traditional functions of the family in relation to major theoretical perspectives. This transformation in 
the institution of the family is the result of industrialisation and modernisation. However many 
candidates neglected these important changes. Therefore many candidates were not able to explain the 
real reasons why the importance of the family has not declined. The reasons given for this were not 
elaborated within a sociological perspective. 

  
3.13. Question 2. 221 candidates attempted this question making it the second most popular question 
in this paper. The candidates were to discuss the statement that “Poverty should be defined in relation 
to the standards of a particular society at a particular time”. However, the majority did not interpret 
this in the light of the sociological theory of Peter Townsend as they were requested to do. Moreover, 
their answer was not a sociological interpretation but an artificial write-up. 
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3.14. Question 3. This question was answered by the second lowest number of candidates amounting 
to 29. Generally, the attempt of many candidates to answer this question was unsuccessful.  The 
majority did not elaborate their answer on the statement that “social exclusion highlights the gap 
between active and marginalized members of society” with reference to one of the two theories 
brought foreword by  T.H. Marshall or  that of G. Esping-Anderson. Once again it is a clear example 
of the failure to answer a question from a sociological theoretical perspective. 

  
3.15. Question 4.  At prima facie this seemed a very easy question for many candidates, but in 
reality the expected answer was not straight forward as it seemed to be. The candidate was supposed to 
give some theoretical evidence why ‘religion makes society and society makes religion’. Many 
candidates were misled by ‘obvious truism’ and they have forgotten to refer to important theoretical 
concepts like the sacred and profane, collective conscience, social cohesion, the idea of the totem etc. 
Moreover many candidates who elaborated on the dichotomy between the sacred and the profane do 
not know the exact meaning of this theoretical notion.  Thus very few candidates indicated that they 
were prepared to answer this type of question. 

 
3.16.  Question 5.  This question was rather fairly unpopular question when compared with the other 
question on the sociology of religion (Q.4). In the majority candidates tended to enlist the significant 
functions of religion without referring to Weber’s theory of religion.  Therefore some candidates 
missed the point because they did not refer primarily to Weber’s theory of rationalisation or to his 
major study on the Protestant Ethic. Interestingly few candidates managed also to connect Weber’s 
theory to the theory of secularisation. 
 
3.17.  Question 6.  Many candidates attempted this question, but unfortunately there was no direct 
reference to Bernstein’s theory. Those candidates who were able to relate Bernstein’s theory to 
educational attainment and sub-cultural difference were rewarded.  
 
 
The Chairperson 
Board of Examiners 
July 2008 
 


