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SECTION 1: STATISTICAL INFORMATION

1.1 Total Number of candidates:

A total of 314 candidates registered to sit for the MATSEC Intermediate examination in Sociology in May
2013, 24 more than in May 2012 (290).

The number of absentees in May 2013 numbered 16, double that the number registered in May 2012
(8).

1.2     Distribution of grades in Intermediate level Sociology May, 2013

The number of candidates who obtained grade A, B or C in May 2013 was, in absolute numbers, 118
and therefore 6 more than in May 2012 (112), and also less in relative weight (37.5 as against 38.6 per
cent).

The number of candidates who obtained grade D or E in May 2013 was, in absolute numbers, 106 and
therefore 33 less than in May 2012 (139), and less in relative weight (33.8 as against 40.4 per cent).

Table 1 - MATSEC Intermediate Level Sociology, May 2012
Distribution of Grades

Table 2 - MATSEC Intermediate Level Sociology, May 2013
Distribution of Grades

Grades A B C D E F Absent TOTAL
No. of candidates 12 29 77 57 49 74 16 314

Total % 3.8 9.2 24.5 18.2 15.6 23.6 5.1 100.0

In May 2013 the number of failures (Grade F) was, in absolute numbers, 74, and therefore, only one less
than last year (75), as 23.6 per cent as opposed to 25.9 per cent in 2012.

SECTION 2:  EXAMINERS’ COMMENTS ON CANDIDATES’ PERFORMANCE

2.1   General Comments

As was the case last year, in 2013, 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 3. Each question carried 25 marks.

Although at an intermediate level the candidates are expected to offer analytical rather than descriptive
essays. The candidates are required to think critically, and to offer answers, which take on: sociological
theories, views, perspective, arguments and terminologies, whilst referring to practical evidence
presented by sociological research to sustain their arguments. Nonetheless, there were instances in
which the students literally elucidated on one word or concept mentioned in the question without routing
their answer according to the actual question posed. Additionally, the candidates were penalised when
they offered English literature essays rather than sociological accounts.
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Also, one has to keep in mind that at this level the candidates should have mastered themselves to
express themselves in writing and so they are expected to be able to fully express themselves on paper.
Despite, a substantial number of essays lacked on three counts, that is, the style, the flow and the overall
presentation respectively. Indeed, the candidates were specifically assigned marks on the logical
development of their essays. Even the length of the essays was taken into consideration, because
although quality is definitely more important than quantity, yet, at this level, the candidates are expected
to present a sustainable answer, which reflects the degree of knowledge they have on the subject at
hand. Furthermore, it must be kept in mind that to answer each question, the candidates have at least
forty minutes.

In Section A, candidates were penalised if they confuse the sociological theoretical perspectives.
Certainly, at this stage, the candidates are expected to have a clear distinction in mind, between
structural macro perspectives that analyse the way how society as a whole fits together, and on the other
side of the continuum, the social action / interpretative approaches or micro perspectives. Furthermore, at
least, at this level, the candidates should realise that from the founding fathers of sociology, Emile
Durkheim and Karl Marx belong to the first perspective, while Max Weber belong to the micro sociology
perspective.

In Section B, the candidates were expected to clearly show through their answers, that methodology in
sociology is concerned with the general philosophies upon which the collection and analysis of data are
based, and so it is not only based on the presentation of the detailed research method through which data
is collected.

In Section C, with respect to the content of the essays presented, a few candidates succeeded in
developing a coherent and consistent argumentative discussion based on sociological theories,
perspectives and research associated with the related question. By creating such a discussion students
managed to apply their sociological knowledge and understanding to analyse and evaluate the social
issues concerned. The application of practical examples in their work reveals their insight and originality
in applying their sociological knowledge in present day reality. However, several candidates failed to
provide critical arguments in their essays, which was a crucial component in the questions presented.
Rather the nature of the essays presented by candidates was more descriptive. This problem does not
seem to be attributed to poor sociological knowledge among the candidates; rather candidates seemed to
lack the ability to apply their sociological knowledge selectively and critically according to the topic in
question.

2.2   Specific Comments

Section A

Solidarity in industrial society is not based on uniformity but on difference. Elaborate with
reference to Durkheim.

This essay was by far the most popular in this section, indeed, it was chosen by over three quarters of the
candidates. In this essay the candidates were expected to draw on the distinction presented by Emile
Durkheim between the organic solidarity and the mechanical solidarity. In their majority the candidates did
take this route but they differed in their level of analysis. Nonetheless, there were still students who could
not discuss this properly to the point that they have even completely confused the concepts of organic
and mechanical solidarities.
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Besides, a number of shortcomings emanated from the fact that there were candidates who simply wrote
what they knew about this founding father of sociology without making an effort to direct their answers
according to the actual question posed. This means that there were those who ended up explaining in
detail Emile Durkheim’s classical study on suicide, in which case the candidates have tainted the focus of
the question and thus did not tackle it properly. There were other candidates who literally spent half the
essay discussing Emile Durkheim’s theory, while in the second half they have started to write about the
theory of Talcott Parsons or Karl Marx. In this case, candidates did not score marks because they did not
compare and contrast in a logical and balanced way. Very few candidates took the challenge to explain
how both Emile Durkheim’s concept of anomie and Karl Marx’s concept of alienation throw light upon
industrial unrest, and how it is wrong to consider them as identical sociological concepts, in this case
such analytical comparison was desirable.

Discuss Weber’s ideas on social stratification.

This question was mainly designed to evaluate the sociological insight of the candidates on one of the
central sociological problems, that is, social stratification, as presented by one of the founding fathers of
sociology, Max Weber. In spite of this, a number of candidates chose to discuss Max Weber’s theoretical
notion of bureaucracy. Others have just mentioned that in contrast to Karl Marx, Max Weber distinguished
between four social classes. However, students who in a logical way could compare Max Weber’s ideas
on social stratification with that presented by Karl Marx were rewarded.

Merton’s sociology is wide and far-reaching, which includes analyses of diverse
social phenomena. Elaborate.

This was the least popular essay in this paper’s section. While a number of those candidates who chose
this question could discuss the three related assumptions that Robert K. Merton has singled out in an
attempt to question their utility and these were mainly: (i) the problem of functional unity; (ii) functions,
dysfunctions and non-functions and (iii) the problem of indispensability, however a number of candidates
could only elaborate on the notion of the ‘dysfunction’. Whereas, others have outlined Robert K. Merton’s
five responses to cultural goals, namely, (i) conformity; (ii) innovation; (iii) ritualism; (iv) retreatism and (v)
rebellion. In this case these candidates’ answers were out of point because this question was posed for
the candidates to discuss how Robert K. Merton has sought to improve and develop further the
Functionalist perspective of sociology.

Section B

A sociological research study is to be carried out on church attendance in the Maltese
Islands. Explain how you would go about formulating it and carrying it out.

This question, which was the second most popular question in this section, was intended to question the
candidates about the main stages that researchers embark upon to conduct a sociological research. In
their majority the students could list and describe the main stages, although for some reason, the ‘doing a
literature review’ and the ‘setting a hypotheses or queries’ stages were those steps which were the least
considered by the candidates.

Besides, it was noted that this was one of those questions, which has suffered from an illogical sequential
flow. Indeed, there were instances in which candidates literarily listed items without systematically
constructing a logical argument. This might have resulted from the fact that a number of students felt over
confident and enthusiastic in addressing this question and this led them to haphazardly write down all the
points they could think of. In fact, this was evident when for example candidates stated that they would do
a pilot study and then formulate the questionnaire questions, if anything the pilot study should aid the
researcher to refine some question but not to formulate the questions, also others said that the next step
after sending the questionnaire to the respondents would be to choose the sample! Moreover, there were
candidates who gave the impression that deciding to go for a postal, an email, a telephone or a face-to-
face questionnaire is just like choosing a variety of food from a restaurant’s menu! Such instances show
that the candidates do not know how to tackle the logical development of a sociological essay.
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Furthermore, much less were those who could truly take a position to explain the difference based on
strengths and weaknesses, between carrying out a census, which is what usually is carried out to
determine church attendance and carrying out a survey or a number of focus groups.

Data analysis is the foundation of any sociological research. Discuss.

This question was literally chosen by a handful of candidates and in their majority these candidates have
tackled this question in a very vague way, that is, they have spoken in general on Positivism and the
Interpretative Approach, but they did not ‘discuss’ in any manner how data analysis is a key for a better
understanding of sociology or how different is to analyse statistical data as compared to coded data.

In contrast to quantitative studies, qualitative research yields rich and expressive data that shed
light on the social world under investigation. Discuss.

This question was the most opted for by the candidates in this section. Again this was a case where the
question specifically sought to test the candidates on a particular sociological debate. However, most
candidates chose to tackle this question by describing the two contrasting sociological positions. Indeed,
rather than elaborating on the qualitative research’s strengthens, a substantial number of candidates
could analytically differentiate between the goals positivists and humanistic researchers hope to attain
through their preferred research methods. So most of the candidates could ‘write’ something in general
about the qualitative methodology as compared to the quantitative methodology, and they could ‘describe’
their preferred research methods, but that does not mean they were capable to ‘discuss’ how qualitative
data yields rich and expressive data that sheds light on the social world under investigation. Notably, the
importance qualitative methodology plays with respect to variables in the natural settings was almost
completely ignored by the candidates who have attempted to answer this question.

Section C

Religion is the product of society. Society is the product of religion. Discuss with reference to
Emile Durkheim.

This was the second-most popular question in Section C; this may be due to the structure of the question,
which may have been somewhat straightforward for the candidates. Candidates were expected to discuss
the Functionalists’ perspective of religion in terms of society’s needs. Attention was to be provided
particularly to Durkheim’s theory of religion. The majority of candidates succeeded in elaborating on
Durkheim’s theory of religion in promoting collective conscience through moral beliefs and shared values.
The use of various concepts from Durkheim’s theory was very popular in this question where concepts
such as “collective conscience”, “value consensus” and “social solidarity” were discussed in great detail in
these essays. On the other hand, several candidates wrote very poor argumentative essays as they
discussed Durkheim’s theory of religion in great detail, but they failed to analyse the relationship between
religion and society as was required in the question. This denotes that students are not capable of
critically scrutinize and analyse Durkheim’s theory in relation to the question. A further number of essays
were solely a description of various sociological theories of religion namely; Durkheim, Marx and Weber,
with no relation to the question whatsoever.
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Throughout life every family member undergoes role changes. Elaborate.

This question was not so popular among candidates; this may be due to the abstract nature of the
question. As a result, the majority of the candidates failed to relate to the question as they provided
essays that were merely poor English literature essays with no reference to sociological theories and/or
terminology. Several candidates diverted from the question as they focused on the transitions of the
structure of the family from traditional to modern societies, rather than focusing on an individual level
(family member). On the other hand, a few candidates managed to answer this question by discussing
how an individual’s position changes within the family as he/she transitions and adopts various different
roles throughout the process. Reference to Parsons particularly was common among the answers
provided. However those who managed to relate to the question did not go into great detail. Rather their
essays were somewhat general and limited in length.

Industrialisation undermines the extended family and larger kinship groups. Discuss
with reference to two theorists.

Despite the fact that this question was the least answered from Section C, the majority of candidates
succeeded in discussing the relationship between the structure of the family and the related social
processes of industrialisation and modernisation. The main theorist adopted by candidates in their
argument was Parsons. Several candidates also included Laslett and Young & Wilmott in discussing how
the structure of the family modified itself throughout time.  The use of various terms and concepts was
very popular in this question where concepts such as “extended family”, “modified extended family” and
“isolated nuclear family” were elaborated in great detail in these essays. Few candidates concluded their
essays by adopting Feminist views and discussed how changes in the structure of the family exacerbated
the levels of inequalities between conjugal roles. Candidates were penalized when they incorporated all
their sociological knowledge of the family irrespective of the question concerned.

Symbolic interactionists have observed that relations between teachers and students play a role
on educational attainment. Elaborate.

This question was the most popular essay answered, in which candidates were expected to elaborate on
how relations between teachers and students has an influence on the students’ self-concept which can
ultimately have a significant effect on their educational attainment. The majority of the candidates were
successful in creating the requested argument and analysis, by applying major studies from Symbolic
Interactionist in their essays; namely Rosental & Jacobson, Hargreaves and Ball et al. The use of various
concepts was very popular in this question where concepts such as “typing”, “labelling”, “self-fulfilling
prophecy”, “streaming” and “mixed ability” were discussed in great detail in these essays. This shows that
students who succeeded in answering this essay had a thorough knowledge and interest of the literature
attributed to the sociology of education. Only a minority of candidates did not develop their argument in
great detail; rather candidates maintained their argument on a general level with no/little mention of the
studies carried by Symbolic Interactionist. Instead candidates shifted their attention towards Functionalist
and Conflict views of education. As a result their essay did not relate to the issue of how self-concept is
developed within interaction in the classroom. Lack of knowledge on the subject was apparent among
candidates who did not build a sociological argument. Their essay was merely a one page/or less poor
English literature essays.

Chairperson
Examiners’ Panel 2013
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