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AM SOCIOLOGY 

MAY 2015 SESSION 

EXAMINERS’ REPORT 

 

 
Part 1: Statistical Information 

 
1.1. Table 1 refers to May 2015 registrations and Table 2 refers to May 2014 registrations. 
Overall this year there were 43 less candidates who registered for the examination as compared 
to last year.  

 
            
Table 1 (2015) 

 
GRADE A B C D E F abs TOTAL  

NUMBER 11 25 49 36 27 27 28 203 

% OF TOTAL 5.4 12.3 24.1 17.7 13.3 13.3 13.8 100 

 
 
 

Table 2 (2014) 
 

GRADE A B C D E F abs TOTAL  

NUMBER 9 31 59 45 41 32 29 246 

% OF TOTAL 3.7 12.6 24.0 18.3 16.7 13.0 11.8 100 

 
 
1.2. The number of absentees this year was one less than that of last year, 28 against 29. 
 
1.3. The number of candidates who obtained a grade A-C was 14 less than last year’s in 
absolute numbers (85 as against 99) but 1.5% more in relative weight (41.8 against 40.3) 
 
1.4.  The overall number of candidates who obtained a grade A-E in absolute numbers was 37 
less than (148 against 185) last year, but in relative terms registered a decrease of 2.3% (72.9% 
against 75.2%) 
 
1.5.   The number of failures was five less than last year’s (27 as against 32) but in relative terms 
it increased by 0.3% this year (13.3% against 13 %). 
   
 
 
 
Part 2: Comments regarding candidate’s performance 

 
2.1  The three papers were set according to the syllabus for 2013-2016.  
 
Paper 1 is designed to test the candidates’ knowledge and understanding of Sociology as a 
discipline. Candidates had to choose any three out of five questions each carrying 33 marks.  
Paper II is divided into two parts each consisting of three questions. Part I is designed to test the 
candidates’ knowledge and understanding of Sociological Research Methodology and Methods. 
Part II is designed to test the candidate’s knowledge and understanding of two Substantive 
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Areas. Once again titles of Substantive areas are not shown on the examination paper as used to 
be done in previous years.  Candidates were requested to choose three questions - one question 
from each part and any other question. Questions carry equal marks.   
Paper III is designed to test the candidates’ knowledge and understanding of four Substantive 
areas. As is the case in Paper II titles of Substantive areas are not shown on the examination 
paper as used to be done in previous years. Candidates were requested to choose any three 
questions which carry equal marks.   
 
2.2. The vast majority of candidates’ responses in Paper I showed clear evidence of adequate 
level of preparation and exposure to sociological theory.  There is a small proportion of the cohort 
who responded to the set questions demonstrating clear comprehension of the key concepts 
under scrutiny, and who used examples from current social issues to highlight this. The majority, 
however, responded displaying a studious attitude to memorised text – in fact, patterns of 
contents and style are sometimes apparent within the responses – presumably a result of 
memorising different notes. There is a tendency for the poorer candidates to reproduce their 
prepared essay/study notes without selecting material pertinent to the set question. This results in 
a response that contains elements of the required material, floating, however, in a sea of 
tangential arguments. The weak candidates offered a bare minimum of theory padded out with 
personal opinions and postulations of what society ‘ought’ or ‘should’ be doing. 
 
2.3. Paper II contained two sections: Section 1 dealt with Methodology and Sections II looked at 
parts of the sociological framework. With respect to the former, the candidates were expected to 
be able to draw a difference between methodology and research methods which a researcher 
can use when carrying out a sociological research project. They should also be able to point out 
the characteristics of the different research methods, their strengths and limitations. With respect 
to the second part of the paper i.e. the Substantive Areas, the candidates were tested on two 
important areas in Sociology namely 1) social change and development and 2) social 
stratification. Since the candidates are given the option to choose the third question from any of 
the two parts of the paper. Candidates who are proficient in sociological methodology can choose 
two questions out of three from Part 1. Indeed this year 63 per cent of the questions answered 
were selected from Part 1. 
 
2.4, Paper III According to the syllabus, sociology advance candidates were expected to 
demonstrate their knowledge and provide a clear understanding of concepts, theories and 
methods from four substantive areas; family, poverty, social exclusion & welfare, education and 
religion. Candidates were also expected to ground this sociological knowledge and understanding 
to analyse and evaluate social behavior and social issues in different social contexts, including 
the Maltese context. On a general note, a substantial number of candidates successfully 
interpreted the questions correctly based upon a sound sociological argument. Indeed candidates 
successfully engaged in a critical argument based on the theories concerning the question. The 
application of practical examples to different social contexts (albeit by a few candidates) reflected 
the candidate’s success in critically applying their sociological knowledge as required in the 
question/s. As was the case in previous years, there is a tendency for candidates to memorise 
their notes. This was clearly evident though the descriptive essays which usually lead the 
candidates to distort from the focus of the questions. The reproduction of notes was also 
apparent among a few candidates whereby they provided the same general introduction to all 
three questions. Another common trend among candidates is the high level of knowledge that 
candidates have of ‘classical’ sociological theories (i.e. Functionalist, Marxist etc). This was 
apparent in the detailed answers provided in Question 1, Question 4 and Question 5. On the 
other hand, candidates seem to have limited knowledge on more ‘recent’ theories such as 
welfare, secularisation and fundamentalism since these were discussed very briefly and by a 
minority of candidates only.  Style & presentation: Here several candidates successfully provided 
concise, coherent and structured essays. The average length of the essays was around 2-3 
pages. There was a tendency for long essays to distort from the focus of their response. Several 
candidates provided introductions that were too broad with respect to the question title, and 
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conclusions were usually too generic and lacked a summary of the key arguments discussed in 
the essay. 
 
3. SPECIFIC COMMENTS 
 
Table 3 
 
MATSEC Advanced Level Sociology, May 2015 

Questions Answered by Number of Candidates 
      
Question No 1 2 3 4 5 
            
Paper 1 162 117 59  88 87 
            
Paper 2 134 48 141 69  119 
            
Paper 3 156 68  58 108 112 

 
 
PAPER I 
 
Table 4 
 
MATSEC Advanced Level Sociology, May 2015 
                            Paper I respective resp onse percentages per question 
 

  Question 1  31.6% 
  Question 2  22.8% 
  Question 3  11.5% 
  Question 4  17.1% 
  Question 5  17.0% 

 
Candidates were requested to answer ANY THREE quest ions  
 
3.1. Question 1: This was by far the most popular question being answered by 162 candidates or 
31.6% of those who sat for this Paper. It is also the one where candidates demonstrated 
confidence in answering the question as set. Marx’s key concept of alienation was generally 
correctly identified as the crux of the question and, apart from the standard references to Marx’s 
description of the different aspects of workers’ alienation, some excellent responses also included 
reference ‘Alienation and Freedom’ by Robert  Blauner. There were some candidates who were 
side-tracked into discussing social mobility and social class, giving only a sideways glance to 
Marx and Alienation. Some candidates equated the word ‘capitalist’ in the question with 
‘bureaucracy’ which led them to dedicating much of their response to Weber. Worryingly, 3 
candidates used the word ‘capitalist’ instead of ‘communist’ when describing Marx’s anticipated 
social revolution – an indication of the linguistic challenges, and superficial memorisation of 
material as described above.  
 
3.2. Question 2:  This was the second most frequently answered question. 118 candidates or 
22.8% of the candidates who sat for this paper. It was generally well tackled. The majority of 
candidates successfully focused on Durkheim’s concept of anomie and situated their response 
within a general description of social change from pre-industrial to industrial society, with the 
associated impacts of mechanical and organic solidarity. The majority of candidates went on to 
describe Durkheim’s study on suicide. The excellent responses were very well focused on the 
issue of anomie, and emphasised this when discussing the different patterns of suicide rates in 
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Durkheim’s classic work. Many of them, however, simply went through the description of the 
different types of suicide without referring to the key point in the question – rapid social change.  
 
3.3. Question 3: 59 candidates tackled this question making it the question with least responses. 
It was, however, generally well tackled with candidates highlighting Dahrendorf’s focus on 
authority defined as legitimate power associated with a social role, and the conflict that may arise 
when individuals in different positions of authority/power seek to advance their interests. Some 
candidates were side-tracked in to offering essays focused on social stratification, social status 
and social class and did little to link this in with the argument of authority and social conflict as 
required by the question.  
 
3.4. Question 4 : Responses to this question demonstrate the fact that candidates correctly 
associate the study of bureaucracy with Max Weber’s work. 88 candidates or 17.1 per cent 
tackled this question. The better quality candidates successfully structured their responses by 
building upon a general description of Weber’s account of social action, highlighting the relevance 
of ‘rational action’ within this account, before outlining the process of rationalisation at the root of 
bureaucracies, and offering a description of Weber’s  ‘ideal-type’ of a bureaucracy. The excellent 
candidates also linked this to the relevance of legal-rational authority in Weber’s work, and 
included reference to the negative aspect of power and control and its impact of individual 
freedom. Some also offered reference to Ritzer’s McDonalization as an example of contemporary 
application and extension of Weber’s key concepts. The poor responses were simply a 
reproduction of notes on Weber’s work, with little demonstration of comprehension and 
application of the concepts.  
 
3.5. Question 5 : The majority of the 87 candidates who tackled this question were generally well 
prepared and offered a response which included an outline of Goffman’s dramaturgical analysis, 
with detail on the presentation of the self and impression management. The stronger candidates 
also outlined the key concepts related to ‘total institutions’ and ‘stigma’. The superficiality of 
memorised candidates’ notes was clearly demonstrated when a small number of candidates 
confused Goffman’s ‘front stage’ and back stage’ with Mead’s ‘play stage’ and ‘game stage’. On 
the whole, however, candidates were able to use examples to demonstrate comprehension of 
Goffman’s key concepts, especially those related to impression management. 
 
 
PAPER II 
 
                                                                 Table 5 

                                  MATSEC Advanced Level Sociology, May 2015 
                            Paper II respective res ponse percentages per question 
 
 

Question 1  26.3% 
  Question 2  08.4% 
  Question 3  28.5% 
  Question 4  13.5% 
  Question 5  23.3% 

 
Candidates were asked to answer one question from each of the two sections and any other 
question. Section I dealt with Methodology while Section II covered two Substantive Areas, 
namely: Social Mobility and Social Change.  
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Part I: METHODOLOGY  

3.6. Question 1: In this essay, which was the second most popular in this paper, candidates 
were expected to elaborate on the advantages and disadvantages of participant observation as a 
research tool that locate the fieldwork in a natural setting. A number of candidates offered 
excellent answers whereby they also sustained their answers by drawing on classical sociological 
research that under different circumstances have adopted this particular research method. 
However, many others adopted a descriptive rather than an analytical approach in their answers. 
In these cases, the tendency was for the candidates to list one advantage/disadvantage after 
another each time starting a new paragraph with the words “Another advantage/disadvantage”. 
There were also a handful of candidates who completely or halfway through their answers went at 
a tangent. 
 
On a general note, there were a number of candidates who used the term ‘validity’ and ‘reliability’ 
interchangeably. Giving one the impression that they meant one and the same thing. It was also 
noted that a small number of candidates could not even use the scientific knowledge that was 
required to answer this question. These included ‘covert’, ‘overt’, ‘going native’, ‘getting in’. 
‘staying in’. Instead they used phrases such as “rather the researcher kept his identity a secret”. 
“observing the subjects with their knowledge” 
 
It was also noted that a number of candidates found it difficult to express themselves within a 
sociological framework. This becomes evident when candidates use such phrases as “for some 
(without referring to the particular approach/es) sociologists, participant observation is a great 
method2 (the word “great” is not appropriate here. Moreover, the candidate did not explain why 
s/he is pointing out to this greatness. “For some (referring to whom) it (participant observation) is 
perfect” (the word “perfect2 is not appropriate here. Moreover the candidate did not explain why 
s/he is referring to this perfection). “Participant observation maybe a good method” (the word 
“maybe” is tricky and the candidate did not explain why s/he is using “maybe”. Similarly s/he did 
not elaborate why “good” is used. 
 
3.7. Question 2: Only 8.4 per cent who answered this paper, or 48 candidates, making it the 
least popular question. Candidates were expected to “discuss” analytically how secondary data 
sources are on the one hand a practical way for the collection of data, while, on the other they are 
also characterised by a number of limitations, mentioning the various benefits and limitations of 
secondary data. This textbook approach is not encouraged because it shows that the candidates 
cannot discuss analytically. The candidates who chose this method ended up presenting 
something similar to a ‘menu’ approach in which they just kept mentioning one limitation (or at 
times a benefit) after another using such phrases as “another limitation of secondary data” …. As 
a way to link one disadvantage to another. 
 

3.8. Question 3: This question was the most popular in this Paper having been tackled by 141 
candidates or 28.5 per cent. From the answers presented, one could observe that from the way 
the question was written, the candidates understood what was being required from them namely 
how qualitative data usually take the form of an essay. 
 
Compared to statistics, qualitative data tend to be richer and to have greater depth. Successful 
candidates started by elaborating on the qualitative approach and on the research methods 
researchers from the interpretative approach usually embark on. Then they compared this 
approach with the qualitative approach. A number of candidates also made reference to 
‘triangulation’ so as to explain how often research methods can be combined in a way where the 
strengths of one method can be used to offset some of the limitations of another. 
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On the other hand, there were candidates who either wrote whatever they knew about the 
qualitative method (and at times even the quantitative approach) without focusing the answer to 
how “qualitative researchers are concerned with words”. Some dedicated more time elaborating 
on the quantitative approach. Others simply wrote an essay which was more similar to a literature 
piece rather than a socio-scientific account. In line with this such phrases as “for qualitative 
researchers sociology is not a science” (this is incorrect. But in any case the candidate did not 
sustain his statement), “qualitative data included no steps” (one assumes that the candidate was 
referring to the steps involved in doing research. If s/he was, then this statement is incorrect. But 
in any case the candidate did not sustain this statement), “qualitative and quantitative methods 
are both very different” (without explaining how and why they are very different) etc. All these 
indicate the candidates’ lack of knowledge and their inability to express themselves in a 
sociological and scientific manner. There were a number of candidates who went out of point 
because they either elaborated on sampling or on the steps involved in carrying out an entire 
research project or on Durkheim’s study on suicide. 
 
 
Part II: SUBSTANTIVE AREAS 
 

3.9. Question 4: This was the second least popular question in this paper having been tackled by 
69 candidates amounting to 13.5%. Most candidates could ‘write’ on ‘colonisation’ and 
‘underdevelopment’, however, not all of them could draw enough references to the sociological 
theory and analysis in most of the cases. Here candidates just gave examples of colonies and 
spoke of the negative consequences of colonisation in general terms. There were some 
candidates who discussed in some depth Marx’s two class society to an extent that they lost the 
focus of the question. Work of good quality was that where candidates discussed the 
consequence of colonisation in the light of the dependence theory and made reference also to the 
modernization theory. Notably there were candidates who to sustain the answers made valid 
references to international bodies such as the World Bank or the International Monetary Fund. 
 
3.10. Question 5: The question was the most popular in Part II being answered by 119 
candidates. Candidates were expected to elaborate on the concept of social stratification as 
analysed by Talcott Parsons emphasizing particularly the reason why for Parsons’ stratification 
was both inevitable and functional. A number of candidates answered the question at a tangent 
because they discussed other important parts of the Parsonian theory without at least seeking to 
make a proper link with the focus of the question ie social stratification. Others wrote vaguely on 
the subject without making sufficient or any reference to Parsons’ theory, or they discussed 
theories of Karl Marx and/or Emile Durkheim and/or the work of Melvin Tumin and/or of Kingsley 
Davis and Wilbert Moore in so much detail that the work of Parsons lost its centrality. A handful of 
candidates also confused Parsons’ theory of social stratification with that of Marx. It was also 
noted how a considerable number of candidates did manage to highlight the ‘value system’ as 
central to Parsons’ theory but then failed to provide a sound analytical argument to relate this with 
Parsons’ theory of social stratification. Considering that this was the highest chosen question in 
this Part, only few candidates offered very good answers, 
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PAPER III 
 

Paper III included five questions, one on each of the four substantive areas and a fifth 
question on any other area. No substantive areas were indicated.  Candidates ware required to 
answer any three questions.  

 
                                                     Table 6 
             Paper III respective response percenta ges per question  

 
Question 1  31.1% 
Question 2  13.5% 
Question 3  11.6% 

 
Question 4  21.5% 
Question 5  22.3% 

  
 
3.11. Question 1: As can be seen in Table 6 above, this was the most popular question in this 
paper being answered by 156 candidates or 31.1 per cent of those who sat for this Paper. The 
question involved an analysis based on ‘classical’ sociological theories towards the role of the 
family in society. The majority of candidates based their arguments on the functionalist 
perspectives namely Durkheim, Parsons and Murdock. Several candidates opened their 
argument by defining the family (most particularly the nuclear family) in light of Murdock’s theory.   
 
Candidates continued by discussing the vital functions of the family based on Durkheim’s and 
Parsons’ views (i.e. the family as the primary agent of socialisation, source of material and 
emotional security, ascription of roles etc.). On a general note, candidates successfully answered 
the question by engaging in a critical argument whereby they challenged the functionalist views of 
the family through Marxist and Critical views (i.e. Young & Willmott – property and inheritance) 
and the Feminist perspectives (i.e. Leach, Gough, Zaretsky – patriarchy, women responsible of 
children and housework, perpetuation of inequality).  
 
On the other hand, a number of candidates did not interpret the question correctly since they 
based their argument on the structure of the family rather than focusing on the roles of the family 
in society. Here, candidates discussed how the structure of the family has changed through time 
(i.e. going into great detail in Young & Willmot’s theory without relating to the question). Other 
candidates were penalised for simply providing a descriptive essay of all the theories related to 
the family irrespective of the question, whereas a few others based their essays on general 
knowledge with no reference sociological theory. 
 
3.12. Question 2:  focused on the different solutions for the eradication of poverty and social 
exclusion from society with particular reference to the welfare theories. 69 candidates or 13.5 per 
cent of those who tackled this Paper making it the second least attempted question among 
candidates. Indeed throughout the years, the area on welfare seems to be less preferred among 
candidates. A few candidates successfully engaged in critical arguments based upon the New 
Right, New Labour and Marxist solutions on how the welfare state can (or cannot) eradicate 
poverty and social exclusion. Candidates further supported their arguments by referring to local 
and international cases of successful and unsuccessful welfare interventions, which added to the 
quality of their response.  
 
The majority of the candidates started their essays by providing definitions of poverty (absolute & 
relative) and social exclusion. Reference to different approaches to alleviate poverty and social 
exclusion was mentioned in their argument albeit very briefly. On the other hand, several 
candidates failed in answering the question since they focused their essays on comparing 
absolute poverty, relative poverty and social exclusion. Other candidates passively applied all 



AM EXAMINERS’ REPORT MAY 2015 
 

 9

their knowledge on Townsend’s theory (Deprivation Index) without relating to the question 
whereas other candidates provided superficial arguments based on general knowledge.  
 
3.13. Question 3. 11.6 per cent of those who sat for this Paper or 58 candidates tackled this 
question making it the least popular question. However, a few candidates were well prepared to 
highlight the different types of marital breakdown (i.e. separation, divorce, annulment & empty 
shell). Candidates further discussed the multiple factors that can contribute to marital breakdown 
with particular reference to Parsons, Fletcher and critical perspectives. Various candidates 
engaged in a critical argument by adopting feminist views to discuss the submissive role of 
women in married life as a major causal factor to marital breakdown.  
 
Several candidates gave a lot of prominence to developing alternatives to married life and the 
‘new’ forms of family structures and households present in contemporary society as a result of 
marital breakdown (i.e. single person, homosexual, cohabitation). However, the problem was that 
candidates distorted from the focus of their response because they refrained from discussing the 
factors contributing to marital breakdown which was crucial for this question. A number of 
candidates provided a descriptive account of all their knowledge about the substantive area of the 
family irrespective of the question. For instance, candidates passively incorporated the vital 
functions of the family and social change from a Functionalist perspective. Other candidates 
answered this essay by providing a personal commentary on the notion of marital breakdown. 
 
3.14. Question 4: The 108 candidates who answered this question were required to discuss 
education as based on meritocracy with reference to two sociologists. Overall, this question was 
very well answered whereby candidates engaged in a critical discussion based on Functionalist 
and Conflict perspectives. The key element that distinguished the better quality candidates in this 
question was the level of critical discussion offered.  
 
The first sociologist adopted by candidates was from the functionalist perspective. Reference to 
Durkheim, Parsons or Davis & Moore was made in their arguments to discuss education as 
meritocratic. Candidates explained how a person’s status is achieved through education on the 
basis of merit, talent and motivation. Concepts such as ‘universalistic standards’, ‘ascribed’ and 
‘meritocratic principles’ were discussed in great detail to further support their argument. 
Candidates successfully adopted the second sociologist from the Conflict perspective in order to 
highlight the ‘myth of meritocracy’. Sociologists such as Bowles & Gintis, Willis, Illich and 
Bourdieu were discussed to emphasize the relationship between education and the workplace. 
Reference to the ‘correspondence principle’ and concepts such as ‘hidden curriculum’, ‘habitus’ 
and ‘field’ further added to the quality of their argument. A few candidates based the bulk of their 
argument on the Functionalist views and concluded with a Conflict critique. In this question, there 
were cases were candidates refrained from specifically mentioning two sociologists. Rather 
candidates based their arguments on the Functionalist and Conflict perspectives in general by 
using phrases such as ‘According to Functionalists…’ or ‘Marxists argue…’ Most probably these 
candidates were afraid of confusing different sociologists and theories. There were instances 
where candidates mentioned three or more sociologists (particularly Conflict theorists) 
irrespective of the question. The case may be that candidates did not have enough detailed 
knowledge to focus their argument on two sociologists only. A few candidates deviated from the 
inclinations of the questions since they based their argument on the Symbolic Interactionist 
perspective, most particularly the ‘Labeling Theory’. 
 
3.15. Question 5: This was the second most popular question being attempted by 112 
candidates or 22.3 per cent of those who sat for this Paper. As was the case in question 4, it was 
generally well answered. Once again the key element that awarded the candidates in this 
question was the degree of discussion offered. The majority of candidates succeeded in critically 
discussing how religion may be a conservative force or a transformative force of social change. 
  
Candidates highlighted the Functionalist views on how religion maintains order and stability in 
society by promoting integration and solidarity. This argument was counter argued by Marx’s 
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perspective that has similar views although he claimed that religion maintains the status quo 
through alienation in order to serve the interest of the ruling class. These conservative views 
towards religion were contrasted with Weber’s view which proclaims that religion was the driving 
force of change in society. Here, candidates provided detailed accounts of Weber’s theory of ‘the 
Protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism’. The better quality answers (not more than 5 
candidates) further discussed secularisation and Taylor’s view on fundamentalism, albeit briefly. 
 
Candidates were penalized for passively applying all their knowledge on the sociology of religion 
(i.e. Durkheim, Malinowski, Comte), irrespective of the focus and demands of the question on 
social change. A few cases failed to interpret the question since they focused on different types of 
religious structures (caste, tribes, church etc) whereas other candidates simply provided a 
commentary based on general knowledge. 
 
 
 
Chairperson 
Examination Panel 2015  


