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A. STATISTICAL INFORMATION 

PART I  

NUMBERS, RATES, COMPARISONS 

A total of 216 candidates registered for the exam. Of these, 181 took the exam and 35 were absent. For 

those who took the exam, the pass rate (Grades A to E) was of 91.2%. By far the highest number of candidates 

got a C, with a very even spread on either side. The table and chart represent these figures.   

 

GRADE A B C D E F ABS TOTAL 

NUMBER 16 35 62 33 19 16 35 216 

% OF TOTAL 7.4 16.2 28.7 15.3 8.8 7.4 16.2 100 

Table 1: Distribution of grades for Advanced Sociology, First session 2019 

 

 

 

Bar Graph1: Results for MATSEC Advanced Level in Sociology, First session 2019 

 

The statistics compare well to the two previous years. In 2017, a total of 190 candidates registered for the 

exam of whom 161 took the exam; in 2018, 197 registered and 180 took the exam. The pass rate for the 

candidates who took the exam was in the same region, if slightly lower, than that of the previous years. The 

pass rate in 2017 was 92.5%; in 2018 is was 93.9% (see chart below). There was a strong comparability in the 

candidates’ performance (see bar graph 2 and 3 below). There has been a notable increase of absentees this 

year compared to last year’s examination session, from 8.6% to 16.6%.  
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Bar Graph 2: Comparative pass rates for Sociology Advanced 2017-2019 

 

 

 

Bar Graph 3: Comparative results for Sociology Advanced 2017-2019 
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PART II  

DETAILED ANALYSIS 

The following sections discuss the candidates’ performance in detail, by paper and question. 

Paper 1 

General Overview  

Paper 1 was designed to assess candidates’ knowledge on the core thematic area of Culture and Identity in 

the Sociology Advanced level syllabus. Candidates were asked to answer all the four questions in the paper. 

The questions asked were the following: 

1. Why is culture defined as the ‘total way of living’ of a group? Make reference to the different 

components of culture in your answer.  

2. Hegemonic gender identities are the result of a number of agents of socialisation. Discuss.  

3. Sociologists argue that ethnic and national identities are socially constructed. Discuss. 

4. Postmodern theory suggests that individual identities are fluid, and influenced by patterns of 

consumption, among other things. Discuss. 

Candidates were assessed in terms of their competence in understanding key concepts but also for their 

ability to make references to theoretical material. A good number of candidates could explain concepts 

related to the subject matter but failed considerably to refer to sociological studies. Most of the short essay 

questions required students to analyse content and not only understand or simply memorise the syllabus 

content; this approach ranks high in the learning objectives in Bloom’s Taxonomy.  

Attention was also given to the length of very short essays especially for candidates who answered questions 

in less than ten lines. Candidates who failed this paper were those who presented short responses with 

garbled information, little proof of knowledge of the subject matter, no theoretical references as well as 

presented statements of opinion inadequately supported by evidence. Another flaw in the responses was 

the lack of ability to present an in-depth insight on the subject matter and to supplement definitions of 

concepts with contextual examples. Some candidates provided a passive understanding, through duplicating 

basic facts and concepts instead of engaging in more analytical and evaluative material.  

On average, candidates managed to successfully address the basic requirements for a pass mark.  

In question two, candidates got the highest marks when writing on hegemonic gender identities whereas 

they got the lowest marks in question three on ethnicities and national identities.  

Style and Presentation 

A good number of candidates answered the questions through defining key concepts. However, most essays 

lacked an adequate structure and length. Most responses also lacked a proper flow of arguments and 

addressing different theoretical perspectives. In terms of writing style and presentation, many candidates 

do not have a good command of the English language. 
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Short Essay Questions 

Question 1: Why is culture defined as the ‘total way of living’ of a group? Make reference to the different 

components of culture in your answer.  

The majority of candidates demonstrated a good understanding of the definition of culture and referred to 

the importance of norms and values, beliefs and roles that make up people’s ‘way of life’ in society. Only 4% 

failed to obtain a pass mark in this question. A total of 67% presented generic responses that defined the 

concepts related to the subject matter, with little or no reference to studies; thus they obtained a mark 

between 9 to 18. Those candidates who obtained higher marks were able to refer to the different aspects of 

culture including the dominant culture, folk culture and mass and popular culture as well as the 

consequences of globalisation on national and local cultures with reference to studies.  

Question 2: Hegemonic gender identities are the result of a number of agents of socialisation. Discuss.  

On average candidates got the highest marks in this question (32%). Primarily candidates needed to define 

and elaborate on hegemonic gender identities and relate it to how a wide range of primary and secondary 

agencies of socialisation establish traditional gender roles. Candidates who obtained high marks were able 

to mention agencies of socialisation including the family, peer groups and the media influencing hegemonic 

gender identities as well as referring to Ann Oakley’s study. Those candidates with the highest marks 

elaborated on changes in gender identities today, including reference to the shifts in female identities and 

the emergence of the ‘new lad’.  

Question 3: Sociologists argue that ethnic and national identities are socially constructed. Discuss. 

This was the question that candidates found most difficult, with 13% of candidates failing to obtain a pass 

mark. Candidates needed to focus on the definition of ethnicity by referring to diaspora, as the dispersal of 

an ethnic population from its original homeland and its spreading out across the world while retaining 

cultural and emotional ties to its areas or nation of origin. Candidates had also to refer to nationality in terms 

of citizenship of a nation-state and having voting rights, a passport and the right of residence. They needed 

to elaborate, with reference to studies, on how nationality is a source of identity since it provides a sense of 

belonging to a nation-state and sharing common culture with others of the same nationality while conscious 

of the differences of other nationalities. Only 26% of candidates managed to obtain high marks in this 

question.  

Question 4: Postmodern theory suggests that individual identities are fluid, and influenced by patterns of 

consumption, among other things. Discuss. 

In this question, candidates had to refer to different studies on the way Postmodernists argue that identities 

are now much more fluid and very much influenced by consumptive patterns. They had to refer to how 

Postmodernists argue that we now have unrestrained choices in choosing an identity we like through leisure 

and choices in consumer spending. For this question candidates obtained the second highest marks (30%) 

for the whole paper. Candidates who obtained high marks were those who were able to link the way that 

leisure choices and identities are established through consumption by referring to postmodern studies.  
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Paper 2 

General 

The second paper was devoted to four thematic areas: Family; Religion; Gender and Sexuality; Welfare and 

Social Policy. Candidates were presented with four questions corresponding to the four thematic areas, and 

they were required to answer two questions of 50 marks each. The paper once again indicated to candidates 

the thematic area to which each question pertained. 

Candidates were expected to present a coherent and sociologically-informed answer to each question. They 

were assessed on the degree of knowledge and grasp exhibited of key sociological theories and concepts. 

Particular attention was given to the candidates’ ability to direct their knowledge of theories and concepts 

towards developing an answer that directly tackled the question. Candidates were rewarded if they 

presented a clearly structured answer that made well-developed arguments in relation to the question, and 

which drew on sociological theory and ideas. They were further rewarded if they were able to show a degree 

of critical engagement with the various arguments, particularly if they supplemented their answer with 

historical and contemporary examples. 

This year’s overall performance in paper 2 was adequate, with the majority of answers reflecting a decent 

grasp of the subject matter by correctly identifying and discussing the relevant sociological theories and 

arguments. It is clear that candidates are increasingly attempting to draw on a wider range of theories and 

empirical evidence than those on which the question centres. By way of example, a large number of 

candidates who attempted Question 1 chose not only to discuss the basic theories of the functionalists but 

also to provide a level of critique from various perspectives, such as Marxism and feminism. However, a 

significant number of candidates showed an inability to go beyond discussing the basic substance of a theory 

or argument, often resulting in short and dry answers that failed to reach the expected standards of the 

Advanced Level. More depth and complexity in the answers is required. 

It is positive to see that a few candidates were able to distinguish themselves by displaying a strong 

command of the subject matter, a capacity to engage with complex arguments, and an ability to present 

well-structured and coherent answers. On the other hand, the weakest answers exhibited an inability on the 

part of the candidate to comprehend the basic substantive distinction between general knowledge or 

common sense and sociologically-informed arguments and ideas. This seems to be a recurring problem, even 

if only in a small number of cases. Another cause for concern is the number of answers that failed to tackle 

the question, in most cases the answer proving to be a complete departure from the question. This was 

mostly the case for questions that were less straightforward and more focused than others, particularly 

Question 2, suggesting that some candidates were not prepared to cover the full breadth of the thematic 

areas. There were also a few instances in which the answer only tackled part of the question, particularly in 

Questions 3 and 4, resulting in an imbalance of focus that compromised the responses. More attention to 

the question during the exam and direct references to it throughout the essay could help anchor the answer 

to the question and prevent a departure from it. 
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Style and Presentation 

In terms of style and presentation, responses generally provided clear arguments that followed a logical line 

of thought. However, a significant number of responses were poorly structured. This often resulted in an 

essay that read more like a set of disconnected arguments than a cohesive whole. This was further 

exacerbated by poor use of paragraphs, which frequently advanced several distinct points bearing no 

relation to each other. Better planning, as evident in the excellent answers, would ensure a sound structure 

allowing for better argumentative flow and clarity. 

A considerable amount of candidates made use of formulaic introductions that were clearly memorised prior 

to sitting for the exam. In particular, the answers to the questions within the thematic areas of ‘Gender and 

Sexuality’ and ‘Welfare and Social Policy’ were commonly introduced by respectively defining what makes 

‘sex and gender’ and ‘absolute and relative poverty’ distinct. While such introductions were often not 

incorrect in terms of substance, in many cases they were not relevant to what the question was specifically 

asking and often made for a dull start to the essay. Introductions that are directly linked to the question and 

which set the expectations for the rest of the essay would not only serve candidates to remain mindful of 

the question, but would also serve the purpose of making the essay clear, to the point, and engaging. 

In terms of essay length, while a good number of candidates were able to fill three or more pages and provide 

relevant and thorough content. The vast majority of the latter failed to reach the level of comprehensiveness 

and detail required at an Advanced Level exam.   

Questions 

Question 1: What, according to the Functionalist perspective, are the functions of the family? 

This question proved to be by far the most popular question of the four, perhaps due to the straightforward 

nature of the question. Indeed, more than 83% of those sitting for the exam attempted this question. The 

majority of answers successfully identified Parson’s and Murdock’s theories on the family’s functions and 

showed an adequate grasp of the functionalist perspective. A number of candidates provided very short 

answers that lacked detail by simply listing the functions of the family without any further elaboration or 

engagement whatsoever. A smaller percentage of candidates failed to discuss the functionalist perspective 

or present a sociological argument, only providing a simplistic answer drawing on general knowledge. On 

the other end of the spectrum, a good number of candidates showed an impressive grasp of the Functionalist 

school of thought with regard to the family and were able to provide a rich and comprehensive answer that 

went beyond what was expected of them. In many of these cases, candidates were able to present a level 

of critique towards the functionalists’ view of the family by referring to Marxist feminism, empirical evidence 

on violence within the family, and theories around the changing forms of the family. 

 

Question 2: It has been argued that the secularisation thesis does not accurately explain changes in religious 

practices in contemporary society. Discuss. 

The second question was the second-most popular question of the four, with 41% of those sitting for the 

exam attempting it. However, it also proved to be one of the most challenging. A number of candidates failed 

to correctly define the term ‘secularisation’, and thus their answers were compromised from the outset. In 

most cases, these either discussed theories that were largely irrelevant to the subject matter of the 



Examiners’ Report (2019): AM Sociology 

Page 8 of 11 

 

statement, or else simply provided a cursory and generic discussion of religion in society. In stark contrast, 

the majority of those who were able to correctly define secularisation generally provided excellent answers. 

Indeed, this question carried the highest disparity in the quality of the answers, ranging from the excellent 

to the inadequate, as evident in the wide distribution of marks. The excellent answers in general opened 

their essay with a discussion of the classical sociologists’ view that religion is in decline. They proceeded to 

define and discuss secularisation, particularly by drawing on Wilson’s argument that the examination of the 

process of secularisation requires three levels of analysis – quantifying attendance of religious activities, 

interpreting the church’s status and power in society, and analysing religious practices and religiosity. 

Practically all of these answers made arguments in support of the question’s statement that the 

secularisation thesis does not accurately explain changes in religious practices. They did so in a variety of 

ways, but the most popular theoretical and empirical support was found in Davie’s ‘believing without 

belonging’ thesis, the concept of private religion such as Bellah et al.’s Sheilaism, the notion of neo-tribes by 

Maffesoli, new age religious movements, and the rise of religious fundamentalism in contemporary society. 

Despite the less-than-straightforward question, it is refreshing to see that a significant number of candidates 

were able to present complex, well-argued and comprehensive answers, clearly showing their strong grasp 

of the subject matter. 

 

Question 3: What do sociologists mean when they argue that sexuality and gender are socially constructed? 

The third question was the least popular question, with 36% of those sitting for the exam attempting it. This 

was clearly the most challenging question, with a significant portion of candidates earning low marks. One 

main factor that compromised a number of answers was an imbalance of weight given to their discussions 

of sexuality and gender. Some essays presented strong arguments around the sociologists’ view of the social 

construction of sexuality, but failed to address gender. However, the imbalance in focus was more commonly 

displayed towards gender, due to the fact that a number of candidates confused the term ‘sexuality’ with 

the term ‘sex’, displaying a lack of understanding of the various concepts. This often resulted in answers that 

elaborated on the distinction between sex and gender while missing completely the notion of sexuality. On 

the other hand, those candidates who managed to strike a balance between the two, and who provided a 

comprehensive discussion on sociological arguments around gender and sexuality’s social construction, 

succeeded in distinguishing themselves from the rest. These often drew on biology’s and socio-biology’s 

view of sexuality and gender as a counterpoint to sociology’s social construction, for instance by drawing on 

LeVay’s study of the hypothalamic structure in heterosexual and homosexual men. They then expanded on 

various sociologists’ view of the social construction of gender and sexuality, ranging from Connell’s gender 

order theory to Foucaldian and queer theory around sexuality. 

 

Question 4: Discuss the key differences between the Marxist and New Right models of social welfare. 

This was the third-most popular question, with 40% of candidates sitting for the exam attempting it. Most 

of the candidates attempting this question fared very well and correctly identified and elaborated on the key 

differences between the Marxist and New Right models of social welfare. Most argued how the Marxist 

perspective deems social welfare a tool for the sustaining of capitalism. They also discussed a number of 
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theories from within the New Right school of thought, drawing on Marsland, Murray and Lewis, arguing that 

social welfare may bring about a dependency culture and an underclass. In general, candidates seemed more 

prepared to elaborate on the New Right perspective and less so on the Marxist view, in some cases resulting 

in short discussions of the latter. It is unfortunate to see that a significant number of candidates confused 

Marxism with Social Democracy. Hence, they proceeded to contrast the New Right model with the social 

democratic model, unaware of the fact that social democratic and Marxist models of social welfare share 

some fundamental differences themselves. 

Paper 3 

General  

Paper 3 of the Sociology Advanced May 2019 session presented a set of four questions covering the following 

thematic areas; media and communication (thematic area 5), crime and deviance (thematic area 6), the 

environment (thematic area 7) and, race, ethnicity and migration (thematic area 8). Candidates were 

expected to choose and answer two questions from the four questions presented in the paper.    

The essay questions were designed to test candidates’ knowledge and understanding of main sociological 

aspects covered at Advanced level on these four thematic areas. In terms of analytical requirements, the 

questions focused primarily on demonstrating ‘Knowledge’ and ‘Comprehension’ which fall within the lower 

levels of cognitive thinking of Bloom’s Taxonomy and did not specifically request students to evaluate, 

critically appraise, or carry out in-depth analysis of the subject matter. The essay questions posed were quite 

specific and straightforward and certain questions also offered suggestive notions as to what was expected 

in terms of content, which could be referred to by candidates as a guide to effectively address questions 

posed.   

Apart from their factual knowledge on the area under discussion, candidates were assessed in terms of their 

competence in the subject matter, as evident through their capacity for comprehension, discussion and 

synthesis of theoretical material. This understanding was assessed in terms of their appropriate application 

of the theory to the particular demands posed by the essay question, as well as in terms of critical 

engagement and insight through the ability to consolidate such theoretical knowledge through relevant 

examples. Attention was also given to the structure and approach adopted in addressing the question, and 

its presentation in terms of clear and logical argumentation and flow of ideas. The fact that these candidates 

were sitting for the subject at Advanced level was also taken into account in terms of expectations regarding 

the extent and depth of appraisal provided. 

On a general note, as evident from the marks allocated, the large majority of candidates managed to 

successfully address and interpret the questions posed, with a good number even going beyond the issues 

and concepts minimally required. Only a very few candidates did not attempt to respond to any of the 

questions presented in Paper 3.  

Apart from relevant content, a good number of candidates also managed to consolidate their response 

through the critical application of theories and use of contextual examples. Notwithstanding, a more critical 

understanding and application of sociological theory is warranted, since a good number of essays still 

provided only a passive ‘description’ of the theories without making any significant effort to directly link the 

information presented to the specific requirements posed by the essay question.  
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On a more worrisome note, a significant number of essays failed to make any reference whatsoever to 

sociological theory. Indeed, while adequately addressing the question posed through the use of sociological 

arguments, a substantial number of essays did not back this argumentation through sociological theory or 

make any specific reference to the works of prominent sociologists in the field. Also worrying is the practice 

evidenced in a number of essays which whilst presenting valid content relating to the particular thematic 

areas, made no attempt to address the specific requirements posed by the essay question.  

Style and Presentation 

The majority of essays addressed the requirements posed by the essay questions through logical and 

systematic argumentation. In terms of writing style and presentation, however a good number of essays 

lacked an adequate structure which hindered the flow of argument and appreciation of the different streams 

of thought addressed in the essay. In particular, not enough attention was addressed to the introductory 

and conclusion parts of the essay, with a number of essays foregoing with such need altogether. Whilst not 

taken into account in the assessment criteria, syntax and grammatical issues arising from lack of good 

command of the English language but also from negligence were evident in a significant number of essays.  

The average length of the essays was around two pages, which length depending on handwriting style, may 

be considered to be relatively short for adequately explaining, elaborating, and discussing the sociological 

concepts required by the essay questions. Whilst there is the tendency that lengthier writing diverts from 

the focus of the sought answer, overall, lengthier essays were also more elaborate and detailed in terms of 

response.  

Questions 

Question 1:  Discuss some of the theoretical models of audience response to media representations. 

A good number of candidates demonstrated knowledge and understanding of audience response to media 

representations by making reference to main theoretical models such as the Hypodermic needle model, the 

Gratifications model and the Reception model. Notwithstanding, a good number of candidates failed to 

sustain their arguments by referring to any of these sociological models and provided a more generic 

response on whether in their personal opinion, audiences tend to be passive recipients or active media 

contributors. Instead of referring to these models, other candidates made reference to more generic 

theories by referring to the Functionalist, Marxist and Symbolic Interactionist analysis on the media. A 

number of candidates interpreted the question in terms of the impact that the media has on certain social 

groups, by referring to stereotypes and discrimination and to the influence of the media on lifestyle patterns.  

Question 2: Discuss the underlying reasoning for imprisonment, and compare it to that for community-

based sanctions and restorative justice. 

The question entailed discussion of the objectives and rationale of imprisonment as compared to those of 

restorative justice and community-based sanctions. Most candidates did not fare well in this question, 

primarily due to lack of understanding of the meaning of restorative justice and community-based sanctions. 

Indeed, a good number of candidates erroneously differentiated between imprisonment and restorative 

justice/community-based sanctions in terms of formal and informal means of social control and in relation 

to the difference between crime and deviance. Moreover, a good number of candidates did not specifically 

focus on the scope of the essay question and whilst making reference to different theoretical perspectives 
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on crime and deviance, made little reference to the rationale of incapacitation and deterrence versus 

rehabilitation and restoration underlying these punitive sanctions. Indeed, the large majority of essays 

demonstrated lack of acknowledgement and understanding of the ideological stances underlying the 

objectives of imprisonment and rehabilitative/restorative sanctions and how these relate to the ideologies 

governing different sociological theories.     

Question 3: In what ways are the natural and social environments intertwined? 

The majority of essays focused on important environmental issues such as excessive consumerism, global 

warming, pollution, urbanisation and other environmental problems arising from unsustainable lifestyles; 

however fewer essays specifically referred to the relationship between the natural and social environment 

as required by the essay question. Indeed, very few essays made any specific reference to the sociology of 

the environment or notions of environmental politics and environmental justice. However, a number of 

essays made reference to sociological theory by referring to relevant frameworks, such as ecological 

modernization, social constructivism and critical realism and also adequately referred to sustainable 

development, which endorses the interrelationship between the social and the environmental. It is also 

positively noted that, the large majority of essays demonstrate appreciation of environmental conservation 

and protection and were critical of environmental destruction and overdevelopment. 

Question 4: Discuss the key features of the different types of diasporas.  

The large majority of essays demonstrated good understanding of the term diaspora and its key features. A 

good number also adequately referred to Cohen’s work on the different forms of diasporas and the reason 

underlying these migration patterns. A small number of candidates mistook diaspora to mean integration 

and instead referred to different forms of integration models.  The majority of candidates also demonstrated 

an element of critical analysis by referring to forms of racism and discrimination on the basis of race and 

ethnic origin. It is also positively noted that a good number of candidates were highly critical of racism and 

xenophobia. 

 

Chairperson 

Examination Panel 2019  

 

 

 

 

 


