
UNIVERSITY OF MALTA

THE MATRICULATION EXAMINATION
INTERMEDIATE LEVEL

SOCIOLOGY
MAY 2014

EXAMINERS’ REPORT

MATRICULATION AND SECONDARY EDUCATION
CERTIFICATE EXAMINATIONS BOARD



IM EXAMINERS’ REPORT MAY 2014

2

IM SOCIOLOGY
MAY 2014 SESSION

EXAMINERS’ REPORT

Part 1: Statistical Information

1.1 Total Number of candidates:

A total of 221 candidates registered to sit for the Intermediate examination in Sociology in May 2014, 93
less than in May 2013 (314).

The number of absentees in May 2014 numbered 17, 1 more than in May 2013 (16).

1.2     Distribution of grades in Intermediate level Sociology May, 2014

The number of candidates who obtained grade A, B or C in May 2014 was, in absolute numbers, 97 and
therefore 21 less than in May 2013 (118), however more in relative weight (43.9 as against 37.5 per cent).

The number of candidates who obtained grade D or E in May 2014 was, in absolute numbers, 62 and
therefore 44 less than in May 2013 (106), and also less in relative weight (28.1 as against 33.8 per cent).

Table 1
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

Table 2
MATSEC Intermediate Level Sociology, May 2014

Distribution of Grades

Grades A B C D E F Absent TOTAL
No of candidates 9 28 60 38 24 45 17 221

Total % 4.1 12.7 27.2 17.2 10.9 20.4 7.7 100

In May 2014 the number of failures (Grade F) was, in absolute numbers, 45. This is 29 less than last year
(74), which in relative terms is 20% of total candidates as compared with 23.6% in May 2013.
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Part 2: Comments regarding candidate’s performance

2.1   General Comments

As was the case 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 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 204 204 204 204 204 204 204 204 204 204
Total responses for Q 48 124 33 73 59 72 90 88 110 119
% Of total scripts 24 61 16 36 29 35 44 53 54 58
MEDIAN for question 13 14 4 20 18 16 13 15 16 13

There was a broad range of quality in the responses with a small percentage demonstrating excellent
understanding of the concepts in focus, and ability to apply theoretical knowledge to tackle the question
using everyday application where relevant. These responses were in stark contrast with the often short,
but sometimes verbose contributions which simply offered lay commentary on the topics in question
which typify the responses at the other end of the scale.

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. There was a tendency in this sector, however, to reproduce memorised notes, a feature
which is clearly apparent through the repetitive patterns of responses. This learning technique highlights a
general reluctance for students to rely on their own thinking/language skills and results in mediocre
responses which lack evidence of clear insight and synthesis of the sociological concepts and theory
under scrutiny. It also sometimes leads the way to unfocussed responses which offer a potted version of
the theme/theory in discussion, paying little attention to the particular demands of the question.

The Methodology section (Section B) is the one where candidates performed best (medians 16-20)
demonstrating good preparation, comprehension and application of the research process and methods in
the social sciences. The responses in the Theory and Substantive sections had medians of similar range
(13 -16) bar Question 3 (Weber: Bureaucracy) which was problematic with only 16% of candidates
attempting this question and only 28% of these achieving between 12 and 21 marks out of 25.
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2.2   Specific Comments

Section A

Q1: Discuss Talcott Parsons’ theory of Pattern Variables.
The key element that distinguished the mediocre from the better quality respondents in this question is
the degree of ‘discussion’ offered. Candidates were rewarded for extending the description of the
Variables by highlighting their relevance to exploring the issue of social change or social evolution from
simple to more complex societies. This synthesis and comprehension of basic concepts, however, was
not generally demonstrated. The majority of candidates simply offered a descriptive account of the
Pattern Variables where they mentioned one type of pattern variable after the other, using phrases such
‘another variable’ to link one variable’s brief description to another, or by declaring: ‘There are five
variables both in Pattern A and Pattern B and these are the following’ and then listing them one after the
other.
There were some candidates who could not resist including an account of Parsons’ four basic functional
prerequisites for a social system – adaptation, goal attainment, integration and latent pattern maintenance
(AGIL), and gave this part of Parson’s theory a lot of prominence in their essay, to the extent that they
distorted the focus of their response.

Q2: For Marx, classless society results from the increasing polarisation between classes. Discuss.
This was by far the most popular essay in this paper’s section. Once again, the element of discussion and
engagement at a conceptual level is what distinguished the quality of the responses. While a number of
candidates discussed Karl Marx’s theory on class, others gave narrow and simplistic interpretations of the
requirements of this question. In the latter case, it was evident that these candidates wrote whatever they
knew about Karl Marx’s theory. For instance, a good number of these candidates found themselves
devoting a lot of time discussing Marx’s interpretation of alienation and capitalism, without making any
effort to link this in some manner to the question posed. Others were led astray by focusing on Emile
Durkheim’s concept of anomie or Max Weber’s social stratification theory. A number of candidates did not
refer to Marx at all and instead answered this essay on the basis of their own social experiences offering
personal commentary on the notion of social classes in society. The better quality of responses
addressed this question in a rigorous manner making reference to ‘dialectical materialism’ and the notion
of the ‘thesis-antithesis: synthesis’ in Marx’s work and offering a good account of  the way a ‘class-in-
itself’ is transformed into a ‘class-for-itself’ leading to a workers’ revolt and consequent classless,
harmonious society.

Q3: Weber claimed that the bureaucratic system is essential to society. Discuss.
This question was, by far, the least popular in the paper (with only 33 responses), and the most
problematic. It is worrying how the absolute majority of candidates who answered this question either
presented a bare outline of Max Weber’s claim that the bureaucratic system is essential to society or they
simply went out of point. The latter either ended up describing Weber’s theory of power and types of
authority or simply devoted their discussion on what they think ‘red tape’ is about, without tying any of
their commentary to the key concept: the bureaucratic system. A candidate even argued that bureaucracy
is a ‘right’ people strive to attain in society. The majority of candidates were not able to refer to Weber’s
work to offer an account of his ideal type of bureaucracy, nor discuss the advantages and disadvantages
of this rationalisation of large scale administrative tasks.
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Section B

Q4: Describe the major issues involved in carrying out research.
This was the most popular question in this section, and was generally very well answered. Candidates
were well prepared to discuss issues related to sampling methods and the different research tools, and
tended to focus on these points. By doing this however, students omitted other essential methodology
issues. Although very central to research studies sampling and choice of research tools do not necessarily
qualify as the only major issues. More engagement with ethical considerations; and practical issues such
as funding, time/money constraints, gaining access to field (gatekeepers) would have added to the quality
of the responses.

Q5: Many of the debates about particular research methods focus on questions of reliability and
validity. Discuss.
Answers to this question included some excellent responses where the key concepts of reliability and
validity were described, their relevance to enhancing quality of research highlighted and the ways that
they varied with the different research methods outlined. The better quality responses also gave detailed
accounts of the particular steps that can be taken to enhance reliability and validity in particular research
methods. There were a number of poor responses where the candidates clearly did not understand the
concepts with some  conflating ‘reliability’ with ‘lack of researcher error’; while others were drawn off the
key point by focusing on comparing qualitative with quantitative methods in general.

Q6: Sociologists today are increasingly combining both qualitative and quantitative research
approaches and methods. Elaborate.
Candidates were well prepared to highlight the different type of data that qualitative and quantitative
methods produce – with many pointing out that qualitative methods are used to describe what the issue
is, and to attempt to answer the question ‘why?’ and quantitative to answer the question ‘how many?’.
The quality of responses to this question, however, was compromised by the tendency to focus
disproportionately on outlining the differences between qualitative and quantitative methods, their
advantages and limitations - with triangulation or methodological pluralism (with or without the actual use
of the terms) only being introduced in the conclusion. The better responses focussed primarily on the key
advantages of combining the two approaches to enhance reliability and validity of the work, or to use
quantitative data to orientate further in-depth qualitative exploration. Some candidates used examples to
support their argument - some referring to empirical work of classical theorists, while others offering their
own suggestions related to local issues, which added to the quality of their response.

Section C

Q7: Discuss how religion contributes to the unity of society.
The majority of the candidates successfully provided a critical argumentative essay whereby candidates
discussed the role of religion in promoting unity and order in society. Arguments were based on
functionalist views towards religion, namely with particular reference to Durkheim’s theory. Several
candidates further supported their arguments by referring to Parsons’ and Malinowski’s views.  The use of
various concepts from the functionalist perspective (particularly Durkheim’s) was very popular in this
question, where concepts such as “collective conscience”, “value consensus”, “social solidarity” and the
“sacred/profane” were discussed in great detail. The ‘unifying’ role of religion was critically discussed
through Marxist perspectives whereby candidates pointed out how religion may also be a cause of
alienation and inequality. A few candidates further supported their arguments by providing examples of
how religion is a cause of conflict and war. A number of candidates remarked how religion is no longer
contributing towards unity and solidarity in contemporary societies as it is losing its influence and
importance. However some candidates discussed secularization in great detail, which deviated from the
aim of the question. Several candidates failed to provide a coherent and structured essay since
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candidates passively discussed various sociological theories of religion (such as Durkheim, Marx and
Weber) without linking their argument with the question. Other candidates provided realistic examples of
how religion may provide unity and/or conflict and oppression. However such arguments were not
connected with any sociological theories, thus candidates failed to provide a sound sociological
argument.

Q8: Religion can be an instrument of oppression and social control. Discuss.
The majority of the candidates succeeded in critically discussing Marx’s view of religion in reproducing
alienation among the workers and maintaining the status quo. Concepts from Marxist’s theory such as
‘alienation’, ‘opium of the people’ and ‘false consciousness’ were discussed in great detail to further
support their argument. A few candidates discussed Marx’s theory on a very general level. Such essays
lacked detail and were rather vague and brief (around 1 page in length). This may be presumably due to
insufficient knowledge of Marx’s theory.

A few candidates’ based their arguments solely on Weber’s theory on Calvinism. Through Weber’s
theory, candidates discussed how religion can be a promoter of social change. These responses offered
promising critical engagement with the question, however tended to totally neglect the key concepts of
oppression and control which the question demanded.

Q9: The family contributes to maintaining male power. Discuss with reference to feminist
perspectives.
A number of candidates succeeded in critically analysing the influence of the family in maintaining male
power. Candidates based their argument on the viewpoints of multiple feminist perspectives namely;
Liberal, Radical, Marxist and Difference feminists (example Delphy & Leonard, Bryson, Benston, Finch &
Firestone, Greer and Oakley). Candidates successfully built a critical argument by counter-posing the
different feminist viewpoints in their responses.
Some candidates deviated slightly from the aim of the question as they discussed feminist perspectives in
relation to women in society in general, and did not focus on women’s role in the family. Others provided
very poor arguments in which there was little to no reference to feminist theory and offered personal
commentary based on general knowledge. A number of candidates deviated completely from the
question as they focused on the changes that took place in the structure of the family by discussing
Durkheim and Young & Wilmot’s theories without emphasising the way these may be linked to the issue
of maintaining male power.

Q10: Education is an important aspect of socialisation. Elaborate.
Many candidates succeeded in providing analysis of the relationship between education/ school and
society. The majority of the candidates started their essays by providing a definition of socialisation.
Candidates further highlighted the differences between primary and secondary socialisation (from a
functionalist viewpoint). Candidates adopted a functionalist view of education (such as Durkheim,
Parsons and Davis & Moore) to discuss how schools represent society in miniature and how schools
serve as an important contributor of secondary socialisation. Concepts such as ‘meritocracy’,
‘universalistic’, ‘ascribed’ and ‘achieved status’ were discussed in great detail. Functionalist views of
education were then criticised by Marxist perspectives (example Bowles and Gintis). Some responses
were compromised by focusing solely on the Marxist critique and neglecting to elaborate on the key
impact of education on the process of socialisation, as the question demanded. A number of candidates
answered this question by discussing education in general terms without relating their argument to
sociological theory. Others passively described various theories of education (such as Functionalists,
Marxist/Critical and Symbolic Interactionists) without linking their descriptive account of the theory to the
key concept of socialisation.

Chairperson
Examination Panel 2014


