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IM Sociology 
May 2009 Session 

Examiners’ Report 
 
 
1. STATISTICAL DATA 
 

1. As can be seen in Tables 1 and 2 below, this year there were 7 more students who registered for the 
examination than for the May 2008 session (446 against 439).  
 

2. The number of absentees this year was 8 less than last year’s (20).   
 

3. The number of candidates who obtained a grade A-C was, in absolute numbers, 48 more than last 
year’s (137 as against 89) and also less in relative weight (30.7 as against 20.3). 
 

4. The number of candidates who obtained a grade D-E was lower by 54 in absolute numbers (182 
against 236),  and also less  percentage wise ( 40.8 as against 59.9) 
 

5. The number of failures was 41 less than last year (115 as against 156) and 25.8 as against 35.5 per 
cent. 

 
Table 1 

MATSEC Intermediate Level Sociology, May 2009 
Distribution of Grades 

 
 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 2 
MATSEC Intermediate Level Sociology, May 2008 

Distribution of Grades 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

  GRADE No. of 
Candidates 

% 

A 17 3.8 
B 30 6.7 
C 90 20.2 
D 113 25.3 
E 69 15.5 
F 115 25.8 
ABSENT 12 2.7 
Total 446 100 

  GRADE No. of 
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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1. OVERALL GENERAL COMMENTS 
 
1.1.   As was the case in 2008  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. The level of student preparation was found to be good as regards their methodological understanding 
(section B) of the subject but less satisfactory in lieu of their theoretical knowledge (section A) of 
sociological debate. 
 
Most candidates interpreted the questions in section B correctly and provided evidence of a relatively 
developed understanding of the salient issues in planning and conducting a sociological research study. It is 
also good to note, especially when one considers that this was an Intermediate examination, that most 
candidates’ understanding of the key methodological principles (that is, positivism and interpretivism) was 
sound and well- rehearsed. Here they demonstrated a penchant for critical reflection, particularly for 
questions 4 and 5 where they provided dialectical responses. Moreover, in section B answers were also 
marked by an appreciation for sustaining observations and lines of argumentation with reference to the 
expert literature without falling prey to over-reliance on authority.  The latter was evidenced by attempts at 
original and insightful exemplification often grounded in the local social context.  
 
On the other hand, it is clear that further effort is required to better equip students with a deeper 
appreciation of the theoretical underpinning of sociological scholarship. The responses reviewed in section 
A (Theory) denoted that candidates are not highly familiar with the diversity of theoretical schools and 
even hold confusing beliefs in the schools in question. Although many were well-versed with 
Functionalism’s analogy between society and the human body and Weber’s notes on the ‘idea’ 
bureaucracy, it was evident that a significant number could not grapple with the finer points of functionalist 
and Weberian thought. As in previous years, most students came to the exam equipped with a theoretical 
response template which they hoped could be implanted as an answer. This was very evident in question 3 
which focused on Goffman to which many candidates reacted by relating Mead’s division between the ‘I’ 
and ‘me’ which had nothing to do with the question. Indeed, questions at this level do not include a ‘state-
all-you-know’ request on either one of the theorists listed in the syllabus but will ask the candidate to 
elaborate on a number of complex issues whilst drawing on his/her knowledge of sociological theory. 
 
 
2.  SPECIFIC COMMENTS 
 
 

Table 3 
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 
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Table 4 
MATSEC Intermediate Level Sociology, May 2008 

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 

 
Section A 
 
Question 1 

 
This question was answered by 100 candidates who were requested to discuss whether bureaucracies in 
modern industrial society are steadily moving towards a ‘pure-ideal’ type. Most candidates did point out 
the six elements of an ‘ideal’ type bureaucracy but then failed to provide the link between modern 
contemporary societies on one hand, and social action (bureaucracies can be seen as institutions that closely 
control and direct human behaviour or social actions), rationalisation (concerned with the business of 
administration (controlling, managing and coordinating a complex series of tasks), and authority/legitimacy 
since bureaucracies involve a high degree of control of subordinates’ actions. 
 
The answers in this case varied from satisfactory, where students showed that they have a sound knowledge 
of Weber’s ideal type of bureaucracy and his concept of rationalization vis-à-vis modern societies, to less 
satisfactory. Besides, there were candidates that mentioned also George Ritzer’s concept of the 
‘McDonaldization of Society’, and when doing so they showed that they were addressing the question in a 
more rigorous manner.   
 
Question 2 
 
Answered by 259 candidates this question which dealt with discussing how members of society appear to 
be directed by the system, is the second most popular question in the whole paper. Many candidates 
misunderstood what was expected of them in answering this question as a significant number of them 
focused on detailing the various structuralist perspectives of the social realm, from Durkheim’s society-
organism analogy to Parsons’ functional prerequisites to Marx’s economical determinism. Yet, the question 
specifically asked candidates to focus and give priority to Durkheim’s concept of social facts which 
basically premise the idea that society has a reality of its won over and above the individuals who comprise 
it. Members of society, therefore, are constrained by social facts: ‘ways of acting, thinking and feeling, 
external to the individual, and endowed with a power of coercion, by reason of which they control 
him/her’. 
 
 
Question 3 
 
This question dealing with Goffman’s theory that inmates in total institutions are pressured to accept the 
institutions’ definitions of themselves was a very unpopular question. In fact it was answered by only 73 
candidates. Many candidates who answered this question performed averagely or poorly. Whilst many 
highlighted Goffman’s contribution to the ‘front stage’ and ‘back stage’ concept of everyday life, and the 
issue of stigma, they overlooked his writings on total institutions. Very few candidates, however, did 
explain his concepts of the ‘mortification of the self’ and ‘modes of adaptations’ (situational withdrawal, 
intransigent line, colonization, conversion, and playing it cool). Many also went out-of-point by 
highlighting Mead’s and Blumer’s contributions to symbolic interactionism. 
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Section B 
 
Question 4 
 
The third most popular question being answered by 233 candidates dealt with explaining the strengths and 
weaknesses of surveys in sociological research. This clearly shows that as a research method survey is 
conceptualised well with the students. Many candidates in fact highlighted how statistical data can be 
analysed so that new theories can be produced, and that surveys are more justified in generalising about a 
wider population due to their large samples than qualitative studies which involve in-depth studies of a 
smaller number of people. Most candidates also elaborated on the weaknesses of surveys in that researchers 
may not always know what is important to ask, that the operationalisation of concepts produce a distorted 
picture of the social world, and how the validity of the data may be reduced to the unwillingness or 
inability of respondents to give full and accurate replies to questions. 
 
Question 5 
 
This was quite a popular essay tackled by 177 candidates. Many of the answers did sustain that in sociology 
Positivism is mainly associated with August Comte and Emile Durkheim, others analytically mentioned 
Durkheim’s study on suicide to show how he considered social facts as things. Indeed, in this essay the 
candidates were expected to elaborate on the concepts of social facts, statistical data, correlation and 
causation. Their reference to Karl Popper and discussion of the inductive-deductive methods of collecting 
data rewarded the candidates with more marks. Furthermore, a reference to the classical sociological 
distinction which is reflected in Positivism vis-à-vis Interpretivism; objectivity vis-à-vis subjectivity; 
quantitative vis-à-vis qualitative methodology, material in the answer showed that the candidates that 
mentioned it had real academic authority over the subject.  
 
Question 6 
 
Only 21 candidates attempted this question making it the least popular question of all. Moreover, the 
majority of the answers did not address the question correctly. This question required a discussion mainly 
around the fact that, on the one hand, sociology is a science, which is supposed to be value free and which 
entails objectivity. But, on the other hand, it has been made clear that facts and values cannot be separated, 
as stated by Gouldner.  
 
Candidates were expected to make a reference to Durkheim and Comte who believed that sociology could 
and should be value free. Marx also believed that his sociology was objective and scientific. In contrast, 
Weber did not believe that complete freedom was possible but he sustained that once a topic is chosen then 
it is possible for the researcher to be objective. However, it must be noted that Weber’s work often appears 
more value free than that of functionalists or Marxists. A reference to the duality between qualitative and 
quantitative methodology; objectivity and subjectivity; positivism and interpretivism perspectives would 
have particularly enhanced the candidate’s answers.  
 
Section C 
 
Part 1 
 
Question 7 
 
This question regarding the decline of the conventional family was not very popular.  In fact it was only 
answered by 81 candidates.  Candidates provided common sense responses by describing changes in family 
life since the industrial revolution, without referring to any sociological theory. Many candidates discussed 
the works of George Murdock and Talcott Parsons, emphasising on the family functions as identified by 
these two theorists. 
 
A number of candidates brought forth writings of Kathleen Gough and her work on the Nayar society as an 
example of how the conventional family form is not a global trend. Although many mentioned 
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contemporary phenomena such as divorce, single parenthood, cohabitation and same-sex marriage, many 
failed to discuss these within the local context, where divorce and same-sex marriage have not been 
legalised. 

 
Many candidates failed to reconcile the changes in family life with the functions of the family as outlined 
by Murdock and Parsons. Therefore, they do not critically assess whether these family functions are 
performed by other institutions, or whether these functions are simply not being performed within non-
conventional families. 
 
Question 8 
 
190 candidates attempted this question which dealt with the fact that husbands and wives are increasingly 
sharing many of the household chores. Many candidates provided common sense responses, similar to 
those for question 7, where they discuss the changes in gender roles without any reference to sociological 
writings on the subject. A number of candidates misinterpreted this question as one merely on the family, 
and focused their discussion on the works of George Murdock and Talcott Parsons, with very little 
reference to changes in gender roles within family life. 
 
Other candidates focused their discussion of feminism, presenting the arguments of the various components 
of feminist though (radical feminism, liberal feminism, Marxist feminism and so forth). The most prevalent 
theorists discussed in this context were Ann Oakley and Shulamith Firestone. Relatively few students 
discussed the changes in gender roles outside the family i.e. in terms of employment, civil rights, or 
political participation. 
 
Question 9 
 
The majority of the 163 candidates who answered this question correctly identified the issue referred to in 
the question as that of the Marxist perspective, and consequently focused their response on the writings of 
Marx and Engels on religion. 
 
However, a number of students failed to include other theoretical perspectives – such as the Functionalist 
perspective – into the discussion. Candidates were awarded extra marks for including perspectives other 
than Marxism to show that religion can serve a function other than that of oppression – certain students 
presented the works of Durkheim and Weber as examples of religion serving the function of strengthening 
the collective conscience and promoting social change, respectively. 
 
 
Part 2 
 
Question 10 
 
This was the most popular question in the whole paper. 271 candidates answered this question which 
focused on the fact that classifications and evaluations of both pupils and knowledge are socially 
constructed in interaction situations. Many candidates chose to respond to this question by presenting all 
the sociological theory related to education, rather than engaging directly with the issue of how the 
educational system may be socially constructed. In so doing they focused their discussion on how the 
education system works towards reproducing class distinctions, by discussing theorists such as Bowles and 
Gintis, Pierre Bourdieu, and Paul Willis. 
 
A number of candidates also identified the phenomenon of labelling as vital to the discussion, and wrote 
extensively about the work of Hargreaves and Keddie. However, many candidates chose to focus their 
responses on either of the above two arguments – education as reproducing class conflict, or how the 
education system labels students and brings about self-fulfilling prophecies – without truly reconciling the 
two arguments.  
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Question 11 
 
Answered by only 76 candidates, this was the third least popular question requesting the candidates to 
discuss the statement that absolute poverty is often known as subsistence poverty.  A number of candidates 
presented common sense responses without any reference to sociological writings on poverty, and without 
references to absolute poverty or relative poverty. 
 
Various candidates also responded to the question well, by presenting various arguments related to poverty 
and social exclusion (referring to theorists such as Townsend, Murray and Marsland), but failed to truly 
answer the question by ignoring the term ‘subsistence poverty’ 
 
 
Question 12 
 
This question, in which candidates were requested to discuss the statement that “Gender is a key variable in 
the distribution of poverty and social exclusion”, was not very popular. In fact it was only attempt by 82 
candidates. A number of them chose to answer by focusing solely on the issue of poverty and social 
exclusion, without making any reference to gender. 
 
Many made very little reference to sociological theory when responding to this question, instead focusing 
their discussion on a non-academic view of social exclusion and gender roles. 
 

The Chairperson 
Board of Examiners 
July 2009 
 
 
 
 
 

 


