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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

This report has been compiled with the primary aim of assisting those who are 
preparing to sit Diploma Examination Papers in the future.  It will also be of benefit to 
lecturers, course co-ordinators, tutors and mentors.  It aims to give brief comments on 
candidates’ answers to each question, as well as highlighting common pitfalls and 
successes.  It is designed to provoke constructive thought as much as to give all the 
answers. Comments on individual questions are preceded by some statistics and 
general comments.  In some instances, guidance notes are supplemented by extracts 
from candidates’ responses.  Where appropriate, advice is given on where additional 
marks could have been gained.  Whilst examples are not provided for every question 
set, there are examples of sections from each of the specific styles of question – 
coursework assignments, tasting questions and theory questions from closed book 
papers.  In each instance, the scripts have been selected to illustrate good coverage of 
either the topic as a whole, or a specific sub-section of it.   
 
It should be borne in mind that these are not the definitive answer to any of the 
questions.  Some may omit a number of facts, or in the case of the coursework 
assignments, may express a degree of personal opinion rather than fact.  
Nevertheless, they are reproduced here because they are a good representation of the 
standard required to pass or excel in the Diploma examination.   In some instances, 
we have also included less than perfect answers.  These illustrate the difference 
between a very good script and one that requires more work to reach the standard to 
justify a pass, or in some instances to illustrate what is not acceptable in an 
examination of this level. 
 
Candidates’ responses published in this report were actual submissions in the 2011-12 
examination cycle and as such are anonymous and are reproduced as submitted to 
the examiner.  In some instances, they will contain information that is incorrect.   
 
It is suggested that candidates revising and preparing for a particular type of question - 
tasting, paragraph, essay etc - read all comments on similar questions, as these often 
contain general advice, which is applicable across the board.  Therefore, the candidate 
preparing for Unit 4, 5 or 6 may also find comments relating to both tasting and theory 
in Unit 3 helpful.    
 
On a final note, as always, I would like to convey my thanks to all those who contribute 
their time and expertise to help the Awards team put the Diploma examination together 
and who contribute to the success of this qualification both in the UK and overseas. 
 
To the internal and external members of the Examination Panel, the Moderating Panel, 
the examiners, the administration teams in the Diploma Approved Programme 
Providers, the examination invigilators and tasting teams who work so hard behind the 
scenes on the big day, the Results Panel and the Appeals Panel – my thanks to all of 
you! 
 
Janet Bangs 
Chief Examiner, WSET Awards 
December 2012
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STATISTICAL ANALYSIS  
Comparative Pass Rates by Paper 

 
 

Paper 
 

 
2012 

 
2011 

 
2010 2009 2008 2007 

Unit 1 CWA 
April 
90% 

Nov 
91% 

April 
88% 

Nov 
91% 

April 
75% 

Nov 
90% 

April 
99% 

Nov 
82% 

(1) 

Unit 1  
Case Study 

Nov 
87% 

Mar 
68% 

June 
74% 

Nov 
83% 

Mar 
67% 

June 
84% 

Nov 
76% 

Mar
71% 

June 
68% 

Nov 
68% 

Mar 
77% 

June
66% 

Not applicable 

Unit 2 

 
93% 

 
90% 

 
88% 81% 84% 81% 

Unit 3 
Tasting 

June 
74% 

Jan 
66% 

June 
85% 

Jan 
72% 

June 
62% 

Jan 
62% 

June 
78% 

Jan 
76% 

June 
69% 

Jan 
63% 

June 
63% 

Jan 
55% 

Unit 3 
Theory 

June 
43% 

Jan 
46% 

June 
54% 

Jan 
34% 

June 
66% 

Jan 
49% 

June 
59% 

Jan 
53% 

June 
63% 

Jan 
50% 

June 
59% 

Jan 
42% 

Unit 4 67% 63% 61% 64% 60% 70% 

Unit 5 75% 70% 64% 74% 63% 69% 

Unit 6 65% 60% 66% 67% 61% 61% 

 
NOTES: 

(1) Direct pass rates for Unit 1 are not given as this Unit was awarded on completion of four coursework titles.  
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GUIDANCE ON EXAMINATION PREPARATION 
 
The Candidate Assessment Guide provides plenty of valuable guidance on how to 
approach the various assessments of the WSET Diploma qualification.  This report 
contains additional information, not only here but also under the sections on 
individual question types.    
 
This section of the report covers some general comments on the issues and 
problems that come up year after year and also gives guidance on pitching 
responses at the right level, plus an insight into examination grading criteria. 
 
Supplementary reading  
Candidates are reminded that the Study Guides issued by the WSET contain an 
overview of each section of the syllabus only and make frequent reference to 
additional sources of information.  Candidates should be warned that the examination 
panel specifically refers to material listed as “required reading” when setting 
examination questions.  Candidates who limit their study to the Diploma Study 
Guides in isolation run the risk of coming unstuck in the closed book examinations as 
a result.  These additional sources of information should be just as much part of a 
study plan as the Study Guides themselves, and for candidates intent on achieving 
high grades; the importance of study beyond the “required reading” cannot be 
underestimated.   In addition, there is clear evidence that candidates are not reading 
the Candidate Assessment Guide.  This has been written specifically to help them 
prepare for assessment, and gives very clear guidance on the approach to 
assignment writing and the candidates’ obligations in this respect, as well as general 
exam technique.   Candidates who do not read this document may not reach their full 
potential in the examination. 
 
Commercial awareness 
Unit 1, The Global Business of Wines and Other Beverages specifically examines 
candidates’ commercial awareness through the means of coursework assignments 
and the closed book case study.  There is some evidence that candidates are 
ignoring the fundamental fact that wine and spirit production and trading are business 
enterprises, and therefore fail to bring a commercial approach to their answers where 
appropriate.   All coursework assignments have a commercial focus and a pass 
cannot be achieved simply by reiterating facts relating to production methods.  Titles 
for the 2012/13 coursework assignments are on the WSET website under 
www.wsetglobal.com/qualifications/diploma.  Titles for the 2013/14 academic year 
will be published at the end of May 2013. 
 
Examination Technique 
Taking note of these can make a big difference to your examination result. 

 Answering the question as set. 

 Writing legibly and presenting answers clearly. 

 Avoiding careless errors such as mis-spelling a word contained in the question. 

 Applying the Systematic Approach when answering tasting papers 
 
In addition, we have noticed that candidates who take advantage of “examination 
preparation schemes” perform considerably better on the day than those who do not.   
Many of the Diploma Programme Providers run such schemes for their candidates.  

http://www.wsetglobal.com/qualifications/diploma


Diploma Examinations 2011/2012 – Examiners’ Report 

 5 

Where these are not available, candidates can apply to join the Wine & Spirit 
Education Trust’s Diploma Assessment Preparation scheme (DAPs) and should 
speak to the administrator at their Approved Programme Provider in the first instance.    
 

Levels of Assessment Skills 
Having an idea of the kinds of skills that are being assessed will help candidates to 
direct their study effectively and write an answer that demonstrates they have these 
skills.  Consider the following types of assessment, and how each successive one 
requires a deeper level of expertise: 
 

 Factual Recall - (how things are) 

 Explanation - (how things could be and why) 

 Analysis - (how things might become and how they ought to be) 
 
Factual Recall 
 
Factual recall tests basic knowledge.  This usually takes the form of an answer to a 
‘what’, ‘where’ or ‘who’ question. This knowledge can be simply recalled, if known.  
This is the simplest form of assessment and success can be achieved through 
“learning by rote”.  
 

 
Sample question 
 

 
What style of wine is Châteauneuf-du-Pape? 

 
Answer 
 

 
Full-bodied red wine with relatively soft tannins, lowish acidity 
and high alcohol. 
 

 
Factual Recall + Application 
 
Factual recall can be combined with application to assess to a greater depth.  This is 
commonly achieved by putting the question into a relevant context, e.g.: 
 

 
Sample question 
 

 
A customer asks you to recommend a soft, full-bodied red 
wine.  What would you recommend? 
 

 
Answer 
 

 
Châteauneuf-du-Pape.  (This is obviously only one of several 
legitimate answers.)  
 

 
No matter how many facts the candidate has memorised, these do not constitute an 
understanding of a subject area.  If the facts have been learnt by rote, the candidate 
either knows the answer or not.  Using insight to work out what would be a correct 
answer, when the answer is not known, only comes at the next level: explanation. 
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The lower level WSET qualifications (Foundation, Intermediate and Advanced 
Certificate) mostly limit themselves to testing factual recall, assessed via multiple-
choice format questions.  
 
In the Diploma, the multiple choice Unit 2 examination, and the questions that require 
the candidate to write a paragraph about given topics which appear in units 3, 4, 5 
and 6 are also mainly testing factual recall and recall + application.  Factual recall will 
get candidates a reasonably long way in the WSET Diploma, but is not sufficient to 
guarantee success in Unit 1, and is unlikely to be adequate for the Unit 3 theory 
paper either. 
 
Explanation 
 
Explanation goes beyond ‘what’, ‘where’, and ‘who’, and asks ‘why’.  This type of 
question tests not just memorised knowledge of the subject, but understanding as 
well.  This is because in order to explain something, the candidate needs to know not 
just ‘what is the case’ but ‘what would be the case if things were different’.  This kind 
of ‘counterfactual’ understanding is achieved by spotting patterns in the basic facts, 
and deducing explanatory mechanisms behind them.  Alternatively, a tutor could 
explain the mechanisms.  However, if the candidate then finds that they have to 
memorise this information, it is a clear sign that they have not really understood it, 
and will not be able to apply the mechanism themselves in other scenarios, such as 
in the examination itself. 
 
The human brain naturally tries to find patterns in data – though some people are 
able to do this more easily than others.  These patterns mean that a lot of information 
can be deduced from a few simple principals.  The skill of explanation is a higher 
order skill than recall, but the amount of data that needs to be memorised is less.  
 

 
Sample question 
 

 
Why is Châteauneuf-du-Pape a full-bodied, high-alcohol red 
wine with relatively soft tannins?   
 

 
Alternatively 

 
Account for the style of Châteauneuf-du-Pape, or explain the 
style of Châteauneuf-du-Pape. 
 

 
Answer 
 

 
The Grenache grape naturally gives wines that are high in 
alcohol, and full-bodied, but with soft tannins.  The hot ripening 
conditions due to the location in sunny Southern France, aided 
by low-trained bunches benefitting from heat reflected from the 
ground also helps achieve fully ripe tannins and speeds sugar 
accumulation in the grapes. 
 

 
A much more detailed explanation is also possible of course, and would be expected 
in the examination itself. 
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The basic facts (hot climate, Grenache-dominated blend) could be memorised and 
recalled, but what makes this a question about understanding rather than factual 
recall is the implication that if these causal factors were altered, then the style of 
Châteauneuf would change.   For example, if the climate were cooler, then alcohol 
levels would be lower, and the tannins less ripe, or if more Carignan (or Cabernet) 
were used in the blend, then the wine would have firmer tannins, lower alcohol and 
less body. 
 
Explanation + Application 
 
Just like factual recall, explanation can also be applied to a particular situation to 
assess explanation combined with application. This is where the counterfactual 
implications of the causal process are explicitly put to work.  For example, if X were 
not the case, then B, rather than A would be the outcome. 
 

 
Sample question 
 

 
You are a producer of Châteauneuf-du-Pape and one of your 
important clients has requested a wine with lower alcohol.  
How can you meet this demand? 
 

 
Answer 
 

 
This would take the form of a list of things you could do to 
achieve this style, such as altering the blend to include less 
Grenache; sourcing grapes from cooler sites; increasing yields; 
using the vine canopy to shade the ripening fruit; retraining the 
vines to raise the fruiting zone; using open fermenters and low-
conversion yeast strains, etc, etc….. 
 

 
The WSET Diploma assessment, particularly the essay-format questions in Unit 3, 
aims to test understanding of the subject, rather than an ability to recall facts, but 
there is another level above this which should be considered during preparation for 
Unit 1.  This is analysis. 
 
Analysis  
 
Analysis requires you to draw conclusions from the facts and the causal mechanisms 
behind the facts. This might involve issues such as: 
 

 Identifying and extrapolating trends to make predictions.  

 Identifying which of a set of explanations is the most likely, or which of a set of 
causes is the most important.  

 Identifying what the consequences of something are. 
 
 

 
Sample question 
 

 
Average alcohol levels in Châteauneuf-du-Pape have been 
rising over the last ten years.  What are the main reasons for 
this and to what extent is the trend likely to continue? 
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Answer 
 

 
An important point here is that in this context the inclusion of 
the word ‘main’ (as in ‘main reasons’) is not making life easy by 
limiting responses to some rather than all of the possible 
reasons.  It is challenging the candidate to identify which, of all 
the possible reasons, are the most important ones.  Once 
these have been identified, the candidate would have to argue 
to what extent they are likely to continue to have an effect.  
 

 
Analysis + application  
 
In the same way that recall of knowledge and explanatory skills can be “applied”, so 
can analysis.  This usually takes the form of making recommendations.   
 

 
Sample question 
 

 
What, if anything, should producers in Châteauneuf-du-Pape 
do in order to slow or reverse the trend towards increasing 
alcohol levels? 
 

 
Answer 
 

 
Note the subtle difference between ‘what can they do’ (a list of 
possible responses, as set out under ‘explanation + 
application’ above) and ‘what should they do’.  In order to 
establish what producers should do, it is necessary to consider 
the possibilities, and argue which of these are going to be the 
most prudent or effective and this forms the basis of the 
response to the question.  
 

 
 
Summary 
As candidates progress through the various levels of WSET Qualifications, they 
move from learning ‘what wines are like’ to understanding ‘why they are like that’.  An 
understanding of the six factors taught at Level 3 will form an excellent foundation for 
Units 3, 4, 5 and 6, but Unit 1 offers the chance to go beyond ‘what the world is like’ 
and ‘why it is like that’ to examine ‘what the world could be like’, ‘what it should be 
like’ and ‘what we should do about it’.  These are far more interesting and challenging 
questions than mere factual recall.  They should inspire candidates to explore the 
possibilities as they ponder them and hopefully find some convincing solutions.  
 
 
Examination Grading Criteria  
 

Grade bandings for the Diploma examination are largely determined by the content of 
the submission judged against the “marking key” or “marks schedule” for each 
question.  For example, the candidate covering 75% or more of the content defined in 
the marking key has a good chance of achieving a distinction grade.  However, there 
are also other elements that come into play beyond pure factual content.  The grade 
bandings are summarised below: 
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Fail Unclassified  <44%      
Seriously inadequate answer, through lack of information, or errors, 
demonstrating in general a very weak understanding of the subject.   
Insufficient evidence of understanding to award a pass, through brevity, lack of 
detail or inaccuracies.   
 
Fail    45 to 55% 
Borderline candidate, who whilst close to a pass does not give the examiner 
enough to award a Pass grade.  Insufficient evidence of understanding to 
award a pass, through brevity, lack of detail or inaccuracies.   
 
Pass    55% to 64%     
The candidate demonstrates an adequate understanding of the topic, covering 
sufficient of the main points to be “more right than wrong.”  A basic answer, 
with limited use of examples and depth of information, which may contain 
some errors. 
 
Pass with Merit  65% to 74%     
There should be evidence of clear understanding here, with a greater factual 
coverage, and better depth and accuracy of information and examples.  Very 
sound, but without the extra edge for a pass with distinction.  
 
Pass with Distinction  >75%     
The candidate should demonstrate a thorough and accurate understanding of 
the subject in depth, and show some flair, creativity or originality in analysis, 
argument or choice of examples.   
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COMMENTS ON INDIVIDUAL QUESTIONS 
 

 

Unit I, The Global Business of Wines and other Beverages  
 
 

Before commenting on each specific assignment title, here are some general 
comments about the grading of coursework assignments: 
 
All assignments are graded out of 100.  Of this, 20 marks are available for the 
candidate’s handling of the assignment.  This includes the diversity of the 
bibliography, the presentation of the work in terms of spelling, grammar and legibility 
and the structure and style of the assignment.  The latter incorporates issues such as 
coherence, flair, fluency, use of illustrative examples and the candidate’s method of  
approach to the assignment.   
 
The allocation of the balance of 80 marks varies according to the individual 
assignment and will be detailed as appropriate under each Assignment Brief.   
 

In terms of presentation, marks will be lost where work is presented with spelling 
and/or grammatical errors.   With spell checkers on all PCs, there is really no excuse 
for errors of this kind.   Structure is also important, particularly if candidates do not 
follow the format dictated by the various sections of the Assignment Brief, as an 
automatic fail grade is awarded where any section is not addressed.   The 
bibliography is an essential part of the assignment and those submitted without one 
are penalised as a result.  Many candidates appear confused over the difference 
between a bibliography and “Reference Notes”.  The Candidate Assessment Guide 
explains this.  The bibliography needs to draw on a variety of sources – books, 
magazines, internet, interviews – and certainly needs to have strong commercial 
evidence of the kind that can be obtained from trade journals such as Drinks 
Business, or Just Drinks.  These are vital for identifying trends and topical issues.  
The internet features strongly in many candidates’ bibliographies.  This is fine, so 
long as there are other sources as well, such as text books, personal contact with 
subject experts and trade press.  There is however a worrying dependence on 
“unreliable” sources such as Wikipedia.  The bibliography should be correctly 
referenced throughout the body of the assignment – something very few candidates 
actually do.  This is where the “reference notes” or footnotes come into play.  
Guidance on this is given in the Candidate Assessment Guide.  Failure to follow this 
will result in lower marks in this section of the Assignment Brief.   
 

A number of examiners have commented on misuse of footnotes and appendices.  
Some assignments are submitted with footnotes which account for up to half of each 
page of the assignment.  This is simply abusing the restriction on the maximum 
permitted word count and in such cases their content is not included in the marking 
process.  In addition, some candidates submit excessive quantities of appendices.  In 
many instances, these are not even referenced within the body of the assignment 
and their purpose is therefore questionable.  There is a general feeling that these are 
often included to show how much work had been done but they are often actually 
surplus to requirements.     
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Next, a few words on the use of the SWOT analysis in coursework.  Whilst these do  
have their uses, some candidates include them indiscriminately without really making 
any conclusion regarding their findings.  At worst they can be repetitive, of limited 
relevance, and eat into the word-count with little to show for it.  At best they can 
highlight key points, generate imaginative thought and clear the mind.  They should 
be used with caution and should never form the bulk of the work unless the 
assignment brief instructs you to do so.   
 

Finally a couple of general comments that apply to all assignment writing.  
Candidates are reminded that work submitted for assessment purposes must include 
no personal identifier beyond the candidate number – names should not appear on 
work in any format beyond the signature on the front sheet.  Some pieces of work 
submitted show signs of collaboration or “leading” by the Approved Programme 
Provider, or in the worst cases, plagiarism or simply copying another candidate’s 
work.  There have been some appalling instances of candidates simply lifting huge 
sections of work from papers published on the internet.  Where this has been 
detected, a fail grade has been awarded.  Candidates must remember that 
assignments are to be the sole work of the individual submitting them and they 
should be in no doubt that it is always very obvious to the examiner where this is not 
the case.  The penalties in such instances can be very severe indeed, and in 
repeated instances, will lead to the candidate being barred from completing this 
qualification. 
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Coursework Assignments 
 

November 2011 
 

 

 
The role of science and technology in wine production. 
 
 
Required content and suggested approach 
Viticulture and winemaking have changed dramatically over the last 50 years.  Advances in science 
and technology have allowed producers to take a much more active role in fashioning their wines.  In 
many cases, they are no longer powerless when things go wrong.  Science and technology have also 
allowed much more efficient and profitable wine production.  Whilst some developments may be 
controversial, others clearly bring benefits for both producers and consumers and therefore ultimately 
for the wine industry as a whole. 
 

 
Answers: 353 

 

 
Passes: 321 (91%) 

 
The open book coursework assignments always generate high marks, and this was 
no exception.  Where lower marks were achieved, this was invariably because 
candidates strayed from the candidate brief, for example by not paying enough 
attention to the weighting of the various sections and therefore failing to bring enough 
emphasis to the key parts of their assignment. 
 
For this assignment, candidates were initially required to give an overview of how 
science and technology have improved or altered viticulture and winemaking over the 
last 50 years.  This should have encompassed work in the vineyard, processes in the 
winery and improvements in bottling.  Having identified the key developments, they 
were then required to select two specific areas of scientific research or technological 
progress that have been applied to wine production, one relating to viticulture and 
one to winemaking.  They were asked to explain what these were, how they worked 
and how they were applied in the wine industry and then to discuss the impact of 
these two developments on the wines produced.  Finally, there was a section where 
candidates were invited to consider what developments in science or technology 
were likely to have an impact on wine production over the next 20 years.  This was 
where better candidates shone, as answering this well relied on an ability to express 
personal opinion rather than simply paraphrase information uncovered in the course 
of research. 
 
The following script achieved high marks.  It is clear and well written with a good 
introduction, good choice of the two areas of scientific research/technology and a 
good balance of emphasis in correlation to the weighting of the various sections of 
the assignment.  It included an extensive bibliography which was referenced 
throughout the assignment and some useful appendices, one in particular, setting out 
“milestones in wine since the 1960’s” in table format, which is also reproduced here. 
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In contrast, the following candidate achieved a fail grade because they did not follow 
the assignment brief.  There is no overview of developments over the last 50 years 
and they have limited their consideration of developments for the next 20 years to the 
two examples they have selected rather than taking a broad approach looking at all 
possible developments.  However, on a positive note, they have included as an 
appendix a record of questions posed to Randall Grahm of Bonny Doon winery.  This 
was good evidence of personal research. 
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April 2012 
 

 

 
The presentation and packaging of wine 
 
 
Required content and suggested approach 
Wine is part of the branded consumer market, where presentation is key, and some consumers are 
more interested in the look and feel of the bottle than in the contents.  Of course, bottles are not the 
only container used to present wine to the consumer – bag-in-box, tetra pack and cans all have a 
part to play.  As far as labelling and packaging are concerned, they serve many purposes – aesthetic, 
functional and legal necessity to name a few.  Some people believe a well designed label will help 
sell a mediocre wine, whilst an exceptional wine may be overlooked because it fails to stand out 
visually.  
 

 
Answers: 370 

 

 
Passes: 332 (90%) 

 
This was a very straight forward assignment and the majority of candidates (46%) 
achieved a merit grade as a result.  Those who did less well, often failed to follow 
instructions carefully enough.  In the first section, candidates were asked to list the 
components of a bottle or other container that can be used to communicate visually 
with the consumer.  This section only accounted for 5% of the marks and therefore 
required little more than the “list” referred to.  Yet a number of candidates wrote at 
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length about the various components, in most instances at the expense of later 
sections that carried more weighting, for example the case study of two labels 
evaluating the concept of good and bad packaging which accounted for 40% of the 
marks.  This more important section was often superficial, simply describing the 
packaging concerned rather than evaluating the effectiveness of it. 
 
The following script is a good example of one that does exactly what the candidate 
brief demanded.  It was very nicely presented with colour photographs of the 
products discussed, although the black and white reproduction below does not do 
this justice. 
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Closed Book Case Study 

 
In comparison to other closed book theory papers, the pass rate for the case study in 
Unit 1 is high and reflects the fact that candidates go into the examination having 
already carried out the research required to answer the question.  This means when 
they get to the examination hall and open the paper, they simply need to collect their 
thoughts and structure their response to address the sub-sections of the question on 
the examination paper.  This is very similar to what is required for the open book 
coursework assignments, but with the added constraint of working in a timed 
environment and without access to research sources. 
 
Those who fail generally do so because they do not address the question as set or 
are too brief in their response. 

 
November 2011 
 

 
The importance of generic promotional bodies for the wine industry 
 
 
Candidate Case Study Brief: 
 
Many wine producing countries have generic promotional bodies.  One example is the 
Deutsches Weininstitut.  Part of their “who we are” statement is as follows: 
 
“The Deutsches Weininstitut (DWI, or German Wine Institute) is the German wine industry’s 
marketing organization responsible for the generic promotion of the quality and sales of 
German wine domestically and abroad.  At this time, some 40 men and women, under the 
leadership of the managing director, work in the interest of German wine at the wine institute’s 
headquarters on Gutenbergplatz in Mainz.  In addition, there are more than a dozen 
“Information Bureaus for German Wine” in the most important export markets, from London to 
New York to Tokyo.” 
 
Another example is the Wine Institute of California, which describes its brief as follows: 
 
“The Wine Institute of California uses funding from the Department of Agriculture in 
Washington DC, under an agricultural export support programme, to raise the profile and 
promote the sales of California wine outside the USA.  It maintains offices in the major 
markets of: the UK; Canada; Japan; and mainland Europe, and part-time or PR support in 
emerging markets such as the Far East.” 
 
Where a national generic body exists, the size of its budget and the source of that money will 
affect how it goes about its work.  As a result, generic bodies have adopted various tactics in 
their efforts to promote their wines. 
 
There has always been much debate in the wine industry about the importance, or otherwise, 
of generic promotional bodies.  In some cases (e.g. Wine Australia), the national generic 
promotional body has been thought to have played a significant role in the development of 
key markets.  In other cases (e.g. Italy), there has either been no national generic promotional 
body or any initiatives that have been taken have been perceived to be largely ineffective. 
 

 
Answers: 258 

 

 
Passes: 224 (87%) 
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Examination question (all sections compulsory) 
 

 
a) Give an overview of the sort of mission statements and key objectives adopted by the 

various national generic promotional bodies.  Describe the activities undertaken by 
the generic bodies in pursuit of their objectives.  (40% weighting) 

 
b) Where does the money come from to finance generic bodies?  Discuss the tensions 

that this can create. (30% weighting) 
 

c) How effective do you think national generic promotional bodies are in developing the 
markets for their country’s wines?  Do they represent value for money?  Suggest 
ways in which generic bodies might improve their performance. (30% weighting) 

 

 

 

The examiner commented that candidates performed very well in the first part of the 
question.  Those who had digested the briefing document well, realised the 
importance of looking at the websites of various generic bodies and simply needed to 
duplicate what they had read.  However, responses in section b) were much more 
patchy and the speculative nature of section c) was far more challenging for a 
number of candidates.  As a result, marks for this case study varied enormously from 
a high of 91% to a low of 10%. 
 
The following candidate answered all sections well, with good use of statistics in 
sections b) and c).  Their essay is well written with very good use of examples 
throughout.  It was not the highest scoring script, but nevertheless was one of the 82 
candidates who achieved a Distinction grade. 
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March 2012 
 

 
Chablis versus Chardonnay  
 
 
Wine style in the old world is to a considerable extent defined by quality wine regulations, e.g. 
AC, DOCG etc.  In general, the new world has a much less rigid approach to appellation.  
New world wine producers are much freer to innovate and react to market trends.  It could be 
said that they rely more heavily on strong brands, varietal familiarity and product innovation 
than on regional identity, heritage or classification systems.  So how important are 
classification systems and wine regulation to the consumer? 
 
The consumer’s purchasing choice is driven by many factors, - label design, price, grape 
variety, country of origin and so on.  Even amongst consumers for whom appellation is an  
important factor, the concept is often misunderstood.  Many wine drinkers associate systems  
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such as Appellation Contrôlée or DOC with a guarantee of absolute quality, and by default 
assume that a wine that appears to have no classification beyond stating the brand name, 
grape variety and possibly region of production must in some way be “inferior”. 
 
In recent years there has been some evidence of a convergence of old and new world 
approaches to regulations, with signs of increasing flexibility in the old world and a trend 
towards the defining of regional identity in certain new world regions. 
 

 
Answers: 225 

 

 
Passes: 152 (68%) 

 
Examination question (all sections compulsory) 
 
 

a. Why was Europe’s quality wine system created, and what aspects of wine regulation 
does it regulate?  (25% weighting) 

 
b. What are the strengths and weaknesses of the quality wine system from the point of 

view of the producer and consumer?  (25% weighting) 
 

c. Why has the new world had success with the varietal approach?  (25% weighting) 
 

d. What can tomorrow’s wine industry learn from these contrasting new and old world 
approaches, and use going forward?  (25% weighting) 

 

 
 

This was a disappointing pass rate, for an assessment that usually generates better 
results.  Since the subject matter is published ahead of the examination, candidates 
have time to prepare in advance by researching the topic and digesting the 
information they have gathered.  This therefore means they only have to re-organise 
this information on the page to address the various sections of the question.  A short 
essay plan always helps in this respect, but far too many candidates seem reluctant 
to spend any time on this.  This often means they end up losing sight of the specific 
points they should be addressing and they head off in other directions, and do not 
answer the question in the process.  Another common reason for failure is because 
many candidates simply do not write enough to answer the questions in sufficient 
detail.  In the time available, examiners are looking for around five to six sides of text 
in average size handwriting.   This should be easily achieved, PROVIDED the 
candidate has prepared well ahead of the exam, doing the necessary research and 
background reading.  However, in addition to these general weaknesses, there was 
another very noticeable reason why some candidates failed this paper.  Many 
candidates mistakenly assumed this was to be an essay on Chablis and Chardonnay 
rather than regulation versus “free reign” as explained in the content of the brief and 
very specifically in the examination questions that make no reference at all to either 
Chablis or Chardonnay.  
 
Candidates who limited their response only to Chablis and Chardonnay, very often 
failed as they inevitably addressed very few of the points examiners were looking for.  
The best of them managed to achieve a basic pass grade provided Chablis and 
Chardonnay were only used to illustrate the points they made rather than defining the 
scope of what they covered. 
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Another common problem was the misconception that “wine systems” were 
introduced to ensure quality, despite a very strong hint to the contrary in the case 
study brief. 
 
The following two scripts provide a good contrast between a candidate who has 
achieved a merit grade and one doing rather better and gaining a distinction. 
 
The first uses Chablis as an example to answer section a) which does work in the 
way it is presented.  There is also reference to discussion with individuals which 
formed part of this candidate’s research into the topic.  This is always a good 
approach, as it shows the candidate is not solely reliant what they have read.  
Stylistically, it is rather stilted and there is too much focus on the US rather than 
taking a broader approach in terms of new world countries.  This script was marked 
as a merit grade. 
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In contrast, the following candidate achieved a higher mark, putting it in the higher 
grade banding of distinction.  It is well written, all the points made are relevant and 
valid with good use of examples from many parts of the world. 
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June 2012 

 

 
Buying wine at auction 
 
 
Auctions have been used for the sale of wine for many years and are popular with investors 
and collectors.  Wines featured in James Christie’s first auction on 5 December 1766 and the 
first specialist wine auction department was created by Michael Broadbent MW in 1966. 
 
Dedicated wine auctions can be found in a number of wine producing regions and around the 
world in places where there is a demand for fine and rare wines.  Reuters report that in 2010 
the main auction houses sold more than $350 million worth of wine worldwide, with some 
iconic wines selling for astronomical prices.  Asia has seen the biggest growth in wine auction 
turnover and Hong Kong has now overtaken the UK and the US as the largest auction market 
by value, with $173 million worth of wine going under the hammer in 2010.  One auction 
house alone sold $52 million worth of wine in Hong Kong in 2010, up from just $14.3 million in 
2009. 
 
Auctions can be an effective marketplace for buyers and sellers and the benefits can be 
significant but trading wines through auction is not without risk as demonstrated by recent 
high-profile events.  As methods of fraud become more sophisticated or harder to detect, 
producers and auctioneers are under increasing pressure to protect their interests.  One of 
the driving forces here is the ludicrously high prices some of these wines can fetch. 
 
Of course, auctions are not the only secondary market for wine.  For example, the fine wine 
broking sector has grown rapidly in recent years and has it own advantages and 
disadvantages. 
 

 
Answers: 242 

 

 
Passes: 179 (74%) 

 

Examination question (all sections compulsory) 
 
 

a. Give an overview of wine auctions describing how they work, identifying the main 
players and the types of wine sold in this way. (30% weighting) 

 
b. Discuss the advantages and disadvantages for buying and selling wine at auction.  

(40% weighting) 
 

c. Discuss how fine wine fraud may be perpetrated and evaluate the methods available 
to minimise this problem.  (30% weighting) 

 

 
Responses here were good on the whole with a fairly equal split between candidates 
achieving pass and merit grades.  Marks were generally lost in section b) where 
responses were brief and rather too simplistic for a section worth 40% of the marks.  
In the worst cases, candidates struggled to come up with any examples of 
disadvantages beyond the risk of fraud, which had in any event already been given to 
them in the candidate brief. 
 
The following two scripts are both good examples of high scoring ones.  The first, is 
given as a good example of what to do when you find yourself running out of time.  
The final section of this essay is much shorter and superficial than previous sections, 
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but the candidate has taken the right approach in getting down as many facts as 
possible, leaving gaps that can be filled in with more detail if time permits. 
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The second script includes some very good detail in all sections.  It is perhaps a little 
“Hong Kong” specific and whilst there is nothing wrong with writing about the market 
you know, it is also important to remember to add a global perspective as well.     
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Unit 2, Wine Production  
 
 
 
 

This report does not give examples of questions used on the Unit 2 paper as these 
are live questions and not in the public domain. 
 
Nevertheless, it should be pointed out that statistics continue to show a very good 
pass rate for this paper.  Whilst the questions are certainly not easy, candidates have 
little to fear providing they study the Diploma Course Notes thoroughly and read 
around the subject.  Visits to wine growing regions and winery tours are also 
invaluable in understanding the “theory” of this unit. 
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Unit 3, Wines of the World  
 
 

Tasting Papers 
 

It is clear from analysis of candidate performance that many struggle to get to grips 
with the Systematic Approach to Tasting (SAT) and how exactly this should be used.  
 
In August 2012 the WSET issued a fully revised edition of the Candidate Assessment 
Guide with a long and detailed section on the SAT and its use.  It is imperative that all 
candidates read this document which can be found on the Diploma student section of 
the WSET website.   Rather than repeat its full contents here, this report will simply 
highlight important general guidance on how to use the SAT along with some 
common errors that examiners encounter.  
 
Important General Guidance 
 
Hyphens and Commas 
It would be helpful the read the following guidance with a copy of the Systematic 
Approach to Tasting to hand.  It will then be seen that the SAT is formatted to include 
two different lines of text, one where entries are separated by hyphens and one 
where they are prefixed with the words “e.g.” and separated by commas.  
 
Where terms in the right hand column of the SAT are separated by hyphens (for 
example lemon-green – lemon – gold – amber – brown), candidates should select 
only ONE of the terms to describe the wine.  It is important to be specific, even if the 
wine appears to be on the border between ruby and garnet for example.  Candidates 
need to be decisive, rather than use a vague range such as “ruby-garnet” or “ruby to 
garnet”.  If both ruby and garnet are valid descriptions, then this will be noted in the 
marking key and examiners will be instructed to award marks for either colour.   If 
candidates use a range statement such as “ruby to garnet”, “low to medium (-)” etc., 
then examiners will NOT award the mark even where the marking key notates a 
range of options.  This is because candidates would not be using the SAT correctly.   
In addition, where candidates use alternative words such as “straw”, “cherry” etc. for 
colours, or “crisp” for acidity without qualifying a level, they will also NOT be awarded 
marks.  Candidates and/or educators may know personally (or within their 
community) what they mean by these and other additional terms.  However, for the 
examination to be valid and reliable, the use of terminology between examiners and 
candidates needs to be consistent.  The main reason for limiting candidates to the 
terms defined in the SAT is that calibrating eyes, noses and palates to arrive at 
consistent use of these words alone presents a challenge, but one that is 
manageable.   Achieving the same consistency with a wider vocabulary would be 
considerably harder, and is in any event unnecessary because the terms provided in 
the SAT are sufficient to describe any wine with accuracy for the purposes of the 
WSET Diploma qualification. 
 
Where terms in the right hand column are preceded by the words “e.g.” and the items 
are separated by a comma, the candidate is not restricted to the terms in the SAT in 
isolation.  In the case of the lines relating to aroma characteristics, flavour 
characteristics and “palate: other observations” candidates are strongly encouraged 
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to use the lexicon on the reverse of the SAT.  This lexicon is used in the production of 
the marking keys, and candidates will be able to gain full marks where relevant using 
just those terms.   However, should candidates wish to use other words or 
descriptors to supplement their tasting note, the examiner will award marks where 
these are judged to be appropriate.  This means any additional terms used by 
candidates should be capable of being understood by the examiner, as well as being 
valid descriptions of the wine. 
 
Three Point and Five Point Scales 
In most instances where hyphens are used, candidates are required to place the 
level of the various components on a scale ranging from low (or pale, light, dry, short) 
to high (or deep, full, luscious, long).   These should be treated as three-point scales 
(as with the WSET Level 3 qualification) that are further subdivided.   Medium (+) is 
therefore not a point that is equidistant between medium and high, but is a 
subdivision of the “medium” level descriptor.   It can be thought of as being “medium 
that is towards the upper end of the medium band”.  “Medium” is sub-divided in this 
way because the majority of observations for the majority of wines lie within the 
“medium” band, and subdividing it in this way makes it possible for candidates to 
differentiate between the large number of wines that lie within this commonly-used 
band.   For most components of the SAT, it is only “medium” that is subdivided in this 
way, but sweetness is the exception.   In this instance, each point on the three point 
scale is further divided into two.  “Dry” is subdivided into “dry” and “off-dry”, “medium” 
into “medium-dry” and “‘medium-sweet” and “sweet” is subdivided into “sweet” and 
“luscious”.  This reflects the fact that most wines are dry or off-dry and takes into 
account the huge differences in sugar levels between sweet wines.  
 
It can be tempting for candidates to over-use the term “medium” (including + and -), 
but the danger is that their tasting notes will fail to sufficiently capture the differences 
between the wines they are assessing.   Some candidates have found it useful to 
make their initial assessment of the wine using a non-subdivided three point scale.  
The restricted range of terms encourages them to be bolder in their use of the full 
range of the scale.   Having done this, they can then return to the components they 
have described as “medium” and decide whether these need any further refinement 
using the (+) or (-) notation.   Another way to help avoid over-use of the term 
“medium” is to think of this (including medium + and medium -) as meaning the same 
as “unremarkable”.   For many components of many wines, the level is indeed 
unremarkable, and in these cases it is appropriate to use medium (including + and -).   
However, many of the wines presented to candidates in Diploma examinations will 
have at least some components that are markedly high or low. 
 
Candidates should remember to use the terminology as it appears in the SAT when 
using the scales.  This may appear to be very stark language but these terms 
facilitate fairness and consistency in the examination process.   
 
Assessment of Quality 
Many candidates give insufficient information when assessing the quality of the wine 
or simply repeat the observations made under the nose and palate without explaining 
how they relate to quality.  The assessment of quality should seek to place the wine 
in an appropriate quality category, and, most importantly, explain why it belongs in 
that category.  It is not sufficient to simply state what the wine is.  Ask yourself how 
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you would describe it to a customer, is it a large volume wine that is correctly made 
but lacking in complexity?  Is it a top quality, premium wine, and if so, what leads you 
to this conclusion?  The components that contribute towards quality are intensity, 
structure, balance, complexity, typicity and length.   
It is important to remember that quality judgements in the Diploma examination 
should be absolute – i.e. not taking price or origin into account.   However, if 
candidates are sure of the origin, they may find it helpful to use established quality 
scales (such as regional, commune, premier cru, grand cru in Burgundy) to convey 
more precisely how good they think the wine is.   This is optional. 
 
Country of Origin 
In most instances, one mark is allocated for correctly identifying the country and two 
for the region.  This is to allow those candidates with superior tasting skills to 
demonstrate these by identifying the origin of the wine precisely.   
However, the increased “homogenisation” of some wines makes it increasingly 
difficult to identify regional typicity in all cases and sometimes it is genuinely felt that 
some wines could be from a number of countries.  In these cases, we sometimes 
reverse the emphasis of the marks, giving two marks for country and only one for 
region, or markers may be instructed to allocate marks for more than one country or 
region.  This is particularly true in the case of some New World wines and a case in 
point was a California Chardonnay where marks were also awarded for identifying 
this as Australian.   However, candidates should not list more than one place of origin 
in their answer, particularly where multiple origins cover different styles of wine or 
simply appear opportunistic such as the following candidate: 
 
“This wine is from Italy, although it could also be from California or Australia.” 
 
Common Errors 
 
Comment on Every Line of the SAT 
One way to lose marks on this paper is through poor application of the Systematic 
Approach to Tasting (SAT).   Missing out key features such as sweetness, acidity, 
body, alcohol etc. is simply throwing marks away. 
 
Judge Each Wine Individually 
Many candidates still do not appear to understand what is required in a professional, 
analytical tasting note. There is a tendency for some to compare the three wines 
rather than describe them individually.  This leads candidates to write imprecise 
comments such as “deeper than wine no 1”, “more intense than wines 1 and 3”, 
“higher acidity than wine 2”.   This is not correct application of the Systematic 
Approach.  Each wine must be assessed on its own merits with all attributes 
analysed according to the terminology defined in the SAT. 
 
Do Not Jump to Conclusions 
Finally, the most common problem is that of smelling and tasting the wine and 
deciding what it is before writing the tasting note.  This inevitably means the 
candidate writes the tasting note “to fit” their (often incorrect) conclusion rather than 
concentrating on what is in the glass and then drawing conclusions based on this 
information.  It is vital to keep an open mind when writing tasting notes. 
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Order of Tasting 
Do not assume the order the wines are presented is the best order in which to taste 
them.  In any tasting examination, whether Unit 3, 4, 5 or 6, the first step should 
always be a quick nose of all three samples to determine in which order they should 
be sampled.  This usually results in assessing the least intense wine first and working 
up to the most intense or complex.  This ensures that your palate does not get 
overwhelmed by a heavily oaked Chardonnay which then makes it impossible for you 
to detect the delicate, yeasty aromas of a simple Muscadet for example. 
 
 

Tasting Paper 1 
 
 

Question 1: Wines from a single grape variety (not given) 
 

It is clear that candidates find the format of the questions in Paper 1 more challenging 
than those in Paper 2.  The easiest way to lose marks in this paper is by failing to 
identify the grape variety.  A number of candidates insist on giving a different variety 
for each wine despite being told in advance that one variety applies to all three 
wines.  Another classic mistake is assuming the identity of the grape variety on the 
basis of the first wine tasted.  It is easy to become distracted and attempt to make the 
remaining descriptions fit the variety chosen rather than using the information in all 
three tasting notes to arrive at the correct variety.  A number of candidates give two 
varieties rather than one.  This is “hedging your bets” and earns no marks at all even 
if one of the varieties is correct.  If asked to give one variety, that is what you must 
do.  In addition, the candidate must give evidence of the logic behind their decision.  
It is not sufficient to simply recognise what the grape variety is, you must be able to 
demonstrate how you arrived at this conclusion.  This section carries five marks, and 
you should therefore aim to give at least five valid reasons for your choice. 
 
 

 
January 2012: Red wines from Pinot Noir 
 

 
Answers: 115 

 

 
Passes:  74 (64%) 

 

The variety was relatively easy to spot with 60% of candidates getting this right.  The 
line-up included a Burgundy (Morey saint Denis), German Spätburgunder and an 
Australian wine from Adelaide Hills (Wakefield). 
 
The German wine was often overestimated in terms of quality and often mistaken for 
Burgundy by those candidates who correctly identified the variety as Pinot Noir.   In 
most instances marks were lost because candidates either gave the wrong variety or 
were unable to give convincing reasons for their choice where it was identified.  
There were also a number of illogical varieties put forward such as Cabernet 
Sauvignon (the colour was far too pale for this) and Cabernet Franc (a very different 
flavour profile to Pinot Noir). 
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June 2012: White wines from Chardonnay 
 

 
Answers: 331 

 

 
Passes:  227 (69%) 

 

The line-up included a very good quality Premier Cru Chablis, a very good oaked 
Australian wine and a good, but not exceptional Chilean wine. 
 
The inclusion of an Australian oak aged Chardonnay alongside a restrained classic 
Chablis should have helped candidates to identify this variety correctly, but this was 
not always the case.  The relatively subdued elegance of the Chablis was often 
underestimated as “evidence” of lack of quality whilst the ripeness and upfront fruit of 
the Chilean wine conversely led a number of candidates to overestimate the quality 
of this wine. 
 
Along with the usual errors such as not using the correct terminology or forgetting to 
comment on all attributes of the wine, there are still those candidates who do not 
read the question – in this instance, giving a different grape variety for each of the 
three wines rather than one variety common to all three. 
 
 
 
Question 2: Wines with a common theme 
 

Despite being given information in the question regarding the common theme, a 
number of candidates ignore this and lose marks as a result.  The importance of 
reading the question cannot be stressed enough.  There is often information in the 
stem that is there to help and guide you in your assessment of the wine – ignoring 
this is careless and simply throws marks away unnecessarily.   
 
 

January 2011: White wines with a common link in respect of the growing environment 
 

 
Answers: 115 

 

 
Passes:  61(53%) 

 

This was a disappointing pass rate.   Many candidates lost marks because they 
made incorrect or illogical assumptions.  There was evidence to suggest that some 
did not actually read the question at the top of the paper, assuming that the “common 
theme” would be “country of origin” as in many previous years.  As a result, a number 
of them simply gave a country as the link and lost marks as a result.  Some 
candidates left the final section of the paper completely blank and therefore lost out 
on 10% of the marks.  There were those who gave illogical responses, for example 
citing “use of oak” which of course has no connection with “the growing environment”  
or those who identified the link vaguely as “varietal” or more specifically by naming a 
variety (Riesling, Pinot Gris) or a specific wine (Vinho Verde).  Some showed a 
distinct lack of logic, claiming the link was “hot climate”, “New World”, 
“Mediterranean”, or gave simply bizarre or vague connections such as “bulk wine on 
flat plains”, “long warm summers”.   
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With questions 1 and 2, it is important to use the information within the tasting notes 
themselves to arrive at the information that will provide the answer to the final part of 
the question.  In this instance, all three wines were grown in a cool climate.  The 
clues within the tasting notes that should have led to this were the high levels of 
acidity and the light texture of all three wines.  Alcohol levels were also relatively low.  
The high varietal flavour development in all three wines along with the high acidity, 
indicated long, cool ripening of the grapes and the “green” flavours found on all three 
wines was another pointer to a cool climate.  Identifying the grape varieties for the 
three wines would also have helped as these are all known for their success in cool 
climates.    
 
The three wines in this paper were a Muscadet Sur Lie, a New Zealand Sauvignon 
Blanc and a Mosel Riesling Kabinett.   
 
 

 
June 2011: Wines with a common link in respect of origin 
 

 
Answers: 331 

 

 
Passes:  193 (58%) 

 

In the June exam, the common link was once again “country of origin” – in this case 
Spain.   In a departure from previous papers, the examiners decided in this instance 
to include both white and red wines in the line up.  This was done specifically to make 
the paper easier for candidates, however many still struggled with this line up which 
consisted of a good quality Rias Baixas, Rioja Reserva and a good quality Priorat. 
The following candidate was not one of these, submitting an excellent paper, not only 
identifying the country of origin and giving convincing reasons for this choice, but also 
identifying all three wines and giving accurate and extensive descriptions. 
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Tasting Paper 2 
 
 

Question 3: Partly-Specified Wines 
 

As the focus of this question is to test the candidates’ ability to differentiate between 
the quality levels of the three wines, it is vital that the candidate fully understands 
how to demonstrate this skill.  Unfortunately many are confused or not precise 
enough when it comes to the quality assessment.  Comments such as “average 
quality” will not gain marks.   This section of the paper carries a large number of 
marks and comments such as “good” or “AC level” are simply not sufficient.  What 
the examiners are looking for here is a statement of the quality of the wine that is 
supported by well argued reasoning and analysis that demonstrates an 
understanding of the elements of a wine that contribute to its quality.  The key to 
success with this question is being able to recognise these characteristics.  Once the 
premium wine has been identified, the other two should fall into place.   
 
The format of this question allows the Examination Panel to select wines, which, in a 
blind tasting, could be considered too much of a challenge.  In some cases, we might 
consider a grape variety that may be less familiar to some candidates.  Removing the 
pressure of needing to “identify” the wine, means that candidates can concentrate on 
writing accurate tasting notes describing the wine and focus on relating the evidence 
they extract in this process to an evaluation of the possible quality level.  In reality, for 
many, quality assessment is a significant area of weakness so this paper is not as 
easy as it appears.   
 
 
 

 
January 2012: Alsace Pinot Gris  
 

 
Answers: 115 

 

 
Passes:  77 (67%) 

 

 
The wines were Alsace Pinot Gris – a basic Hugel wine, a very good quality single 
vineyard wine (Domaine Bott-Geyl Sonnenglanz) and an SGN from the same 
producer. 
 
As in previous years, it was in the assessment of quality where marks were inevitably 
lost.  This accounts for 27% of the marks on this paper and is costly when done 
badly.   Determining levels of sweetness was another weakness in a number of 
instances, along with a tendency to find evidence of oak when this was not present.  
Oversimplification leads some candidates to assume “creamyness” or “texture” can 
only be due to use of oak without considering other options that can lead to this 
characteristic in a wine. 
 
The following extracts from two scripts show the difference between the short, “list” 
approach that results in low marks and fail grades, and the comprehensive, 
descriptive tasting note that generates high marks and therefore high grades. 
Poor note: 
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Good note: 
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June 2012: Australian Shiraz 
 

 
Answers: 331 

 

 
Passes:  232 (70%) 

 

 

The wines in this trio were Australian Shiraz – a simple basic wine, and two far more 
structured wines with intense fruit.  The difference in quality level between these two 
was quite subtle, but was helped by the difference in style – the better wine being a 
Barossa Shiraz (St Hallett Old Block Shiraz 2008) with slightly more power and 
concentration than the Clare Valley wine from Skillogalee.   
 
 
  
Question 4: Unspecified Wines 
 

It is a common misconception amongst candidates that if they identify the wines 
correctly, they will pass this paper.  This is simply not the case.  If you total up the 
marks available for the conclusion compared to marks awarded for the sections on 
the appearance, nose and palate of each wine, you will see that the tasting note itself 
generates the bulk of the marks, (20 marks for the description, 8 marks for the 
assessment of quality and state of maturity and only 4 marks for identifying the wine 
and grape variety).  This means it is quite feasible for someone to write accurate 
tasting notes, yet not identify the wines and still pass (sometimes even with a high 
grade), whilst someone else can identify all three wines yet fail because their tasting 
notes are inaccurate and short.  It is not enough to simply recognise what the wines 
are (anyone can do this if they taste a wine often enough).  The candidate needs to 
be able to strip the wine down to its component parts, describe these accurately and 
make judgements based on this information.  This is what professional tasting is all 
about.  Without an extensive and accurate tasting note, the examiner has no way of 
knowing whether the correct identification was anything more than a lucky guess or 
the result of tasting something familiar – no tasting skills have actually been 
demonstrated.  The answer lies in the accuracy of the tasting notes themselves and 
in the assessment of quality. 
 
Candidates often fall prey to the common error of deciding what the wine is having 
smelt or tasted it, and then write a tasting note to match their conclusion, which in 
some instances may be incorrect.  This is easy to do under examination conditions 
and is very tempting when you think you know what the wine is.  However, it is 
always a bad move as the tasting note is invariably less accurate because the 
candidate tends to describe how they “expect” the wine to taste rather than how it 
actually does taste.  It is vital to keep an open mind until the tasting note has been 
completed and reviewed, and only then to reach a conclusion as to what the wine 
might be.   
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January 2012: Red wines – Château des Vierres Beaujolais Villages 2009, Chinon Les 
Gravières 2009, Seghesio Sonoma County Zinfandel 2009 
 

 
Answers: 115 

 

 
Passes:  72 (63%) 

 

There were very few exceptional scripts in this paper, with only three candidates 
achieving a distinction grade and very few submitting sound assessments for all three 
wines. 
 
The California Zinfandel seemed to give the fewest problems in terms of the 
description, although identifying it correctly was another matter.  As in past papers, 
candidates seem to find these “big” New World styles easier to asses than more 
subtle wines where they have to look deeper to identify the characteristics.   
 
 
 

 
June 2012: Rosé and White wines – Domaine des Martyrs Côtes de Provence Rosé 
2011, Pouilly-Fuissé, Sybille Kuntz Riesling Trocken 2008, Kim Crawford Marlborough 
Sauvignon Blanc 2011 
 

 
Answers: 331 

 

 
Passes:  240 (73%) 

 

 
The Riesling and Sauvignon Blanc were straight forward for the majority of 
candidates sitting this paper, although many were thrown by the dryness of the 
Riesling and also underestimated the age of this wine.  There was evidence to 
suggest that the identity of the rosé was largely down to guesswork, although better 
tasters took into account the colour and the structure in determining what the wine 
might be. 
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Theory Paper  
 

There is definitely a technique to answering questions in the Unit 3 theory paper and 
a few simple, common sense rules can help to maximise marks.   
 

1. With a requirement to answer five questions in total in three hours, some 
candidates clearly do not pace themselves appropriately, producing three 
answers of reasonable length, then two that are skimpy or rushed (or in some 
cases only one more).  More practice at writing essays precisely, and within 
the time allowed is essential examination practice.  Candidates should allow 
themselves a maximum of 30 minutes to answer each question.  This will 
leave them half an hour to spare.  The best way to use this time is to read 
through the examination paper and decide which questions to attempt, spend 
around five minutes on an essay plan for each question, and use any time 
remaining to read through responses before submitting them for marking. 

 
2. There is often very little evidence of candidates planning their responses.  It is 

always a good idea to make a quick essay plan before starting to write.  This 
ensures that the key points are covered in a logical way.  Those who do not 
follow this advice often fail to address specifically the key words in the 
question.  The five minutes spent jotting down key facts is never time wasted.  
This is often the best way of determining which questions are the best ones to 
attempt.  A question that seems easy initially may be one that is difficult to 
come up with hard facts for.  An essay plan is the best way to determine if this 
is the case.    

 
3. When drafting questions for the Diploma examination, the Examination Panel 

takes great pains to ensure that the wording they choose leads candidates to 
the answer they require.  This means that questions contain vital, key words 
that form the basis of the question and therefore, by default, the answer.   It is 
a really good idea to underline these key words and use them as the basis for 
the essay plan.  This ensures that all aspects of the question are covered and 
the writer does not stray “off topic”. 

 
4. Some candidates do not appear to read the question carefully enough.  This is 

often a problem with “multi part” questions where the candidate may be asked 
to write about four or five topics from a list of six for example.  Candidates who 
mistakenly answer all six sections are creating unnecessary work for 
themselves as the examiner will only mark the number of sections requested 
in the question and ignore any surplus. 

 

5. A number of candidates simply write generally “around” the question, without 
actually answering it as set.  Remember, questions are set with a purpose – 
none of them are phrased “write all you know about……”   Examiners work 
from a marking key or marks schedule that details the scope and detail 
required in an answer.  They will not allocate marks for information that is not 
relevant to the question as set. 
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January 2012 
 
 

Group A: Compulsory Question 
 
 

 

What are the strengths (50% weighting) and weaknesses (50% weighting) of 
Languedoc-Roussillon as a wine producing region? 

     

 
Answers: 153 

 

 
Passes:  105 (69%) 

 

This was a good result for a compulsory question which leaves nowhere for the really 
weak candidates to hide.  Of those who failed this question, there were as many who 
did so with a fail (unclassified) grade as those with an ordinary fail grade.  There was 
also a fairly equal split between those achieving pass and merit grades.   
 
Candidates were generally better at identifying strengths than weaknesses and there 
was evidence of a general lack of commercial awareness, with many missing obvious 
weakness such as competition from new world wines, the drop in consumption in the 
domestic market, rising costs of production etc. 
 
The following script is a good example of  one that achieved a high grade.  The 
candidate makes plenty of valid points which are put across clearly. 
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Group B: 4 questions to be answered from a choice of 6 
 

 
What are the characteristics of Merlot that have made it such a success with producers and 
consumers?  Illustrate your answer with examples from Europe and the New World.  (An essay 
format is COMPULSORY for this question) 

 

 
Answers:  120 

 

 
Passes:  60 (50%) 
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Every Unit 3 theory paper contains one question that must be answered in an essay 
format.  These questions are usually more topical and discursive in nature and are 
therefore more suited to this form of response.  This was a fairly popular choice of 
question, answered by 78% of candidates, many presumably attracted by the 
apparently “open” nature of the question.  This was a mistake for many of them, as 
this question needed plenty of detail relating to the grape and good examples of 
specific wines for a sound pass grade.  Of the 60 candidates who passed, more than 
half of them did so with a low level pass grade – there were very few really strong 
responses and only two candidates achieved a distinction grade.  The examiner 
commented that too many candidates allocated too much space in their essay to 
listing where Merlot is grown rather than using examples of wines to illustrate why it 
is such a successful variety. 
 
The following candidate was one of those who missed out on a top grade because 
although the essay is clearly written, points are argued well and it is very good at 
identifying the commercial appeal of Merlot, it is missing out on many of the 
characteristics of the grape that make it so popular and there are no specific 
examples of wines – just generic examples. 
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In relation to Australia and/or New Zealand, write a paragraph on FIVE of the following: 
 

a) Hawkes Bay 
b) Grenache  
c) 2011 harvest in Australia 
d) Tasmania 
e) Screw cap 
f) Pinot Noir  

 

 
Answers:  138 

 

 
Passes:  91 (66%) 

 

This was the most popular question on the January Unit 3 theory paper, chosen by 
90% of those sitting and was almost certainly answered by those candidates sitting in 
our new Diploma APP in Australia.   However, there was one very unpopular section 
in this question – the 2011 harvest in Australia.  Very few candidates tackled this 
option and many who did, got it wrong with many of them totally unaware of the 
problems attached to this vintage such as widespread flooding. 
 
There were inevitably candidates who forgot to link their answers to New Zealand 
and Australia, particularly in the case of the “generic” topics such as the grape 
varieties and screw cap where many candidates wrote about other parts of the world.  
This was a particular problem with Pinot Noir, where there was far too much 
reference to this variety in Burgundy, and there were also those who only wrote about 
Australia OR New Zealand rather than both where relevant, or wrote too much about 
sparkling wine in the section on Tasmania, forgetting that the syllabus for Unit 3 
covers still light wines only. 
 
The following script is included for two reasons: 
 

1. It gives good responses in all five sections – something that is important with 
this style of question, where each section carries 20% of the marks.  One or 
two weak sections puts the candidate in a position of weakness, and often 
leads to failure.  It is true that the section on Hawkes Bay is the weakest, but 
this candidate has still provided enough facts for a pass grade in this section 
and others are considerably better. 

 
2. Responses in all five sections are extensive.  Many candidates who fail, simply 

do not write enough.  This candidate has written an average of one side of text 
on each of the five sections (the exception being Hawkes Bay, which is 
shorter).   Many candidates who fail, struggle to fill two sides of paper for all 
five sections in total and are surprised that this is not sufficient for a pass 
grade.   
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Describe the classification systems of St-Emilion and Cru Bourgeois.  (50% weighting).  Discuss the 
changes that have taken place in the last 10 years.  (50% weighting) 
  

 
Answers:  51 

 

 
Passes:  13 (25%) 

 

The Results Panel were appalled by the quality of the majority of responses to this 
question given the mainstream subject matter and the fact that half the marks were 
awarded for simple factual recall in the form of a description of the classification 
systems in both areas.  Given that this is taught in varying levels of detail at both 
levels of WSET qualifications that precede this one, these should have been easy 
marks, yet it was alarming to see how many were unable to describe the systems 
with any authority.   In many instances the systems were described incorrectly, 
including far too many elementary errors such as locating Pomerol in St-Emilion.  In 
addition, it was clear that the second half of the question put a number of candidates 
off, and many of those who answered this question ignored the second half of it 
completely which explains why more candidates achieved either fail or fail 
(unclassified) grades than any other.  Many of those who did attempt the second half 
of the question, were unaware of recent events that were fundamental to answering 
this competently. 
 
The following script was one of the few better ones. 
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In relation to wine production in South America, write a paragraph on FIVE of the following: 

 
a) Carmenère  
b) El Niño  
c) Coquimbo (Elqui and Limari Valley) 
d) Bonarda  
e) Joint Ventures 
f) Brazil  

 

 
Answers:  67 

 

 
Passes:  26 (39%)   

 

Unlike the previous paragraph question on Australia and New Zealand, this was not 
popular, answered by only 44% of candidates, most of whom did so very badly, 
resulting in no distinction grades and only a few merits.  Many candidates only 
attempted two or three sections instead of five as instructed in the question, and 
some answered all six sections (inevitably too briefly to achieve convincing marks in 
any of them).  In such instances, examiners are instructed to mark only five sections, 
not all six. 
 
On the whole, the section on Carmenère was the best, but certainly not exceptional 
by any means.  Responses on El Niño were surprisingly poor.  Many candidates did 
not understand that it is a weather pattern and not just an ocean current.  As the 
question was in relation to South America, its impact on Chile and Argentina was 
expected, yet many candidates wrote about California and Australia instead or as 
well.  Many candidates opted out of the section on Coquimbo, which is surprising 
considering how many white wines are appearing in the market from these regions.  
Most of those that attempted this section, did it well.  Weaker answers simply referred 
to general growing conditions in Chile rather than those specific to Coquimbo and 
there were also those who confused this with other regions further south.  Bonarda 
was another topic that was avoided by many and was often described as a white 
grape.  The section on joint ventures allowed some candidates to claw back some 
marks but very few candidates thought to explain what a joint venture is, why they 
are popular and what the participants gain from them.  Many candidates simply 
mentioned foreign producers who have purchased properties in South America and 
were producing wine, but these were not examples of true joint ventures.  The 
section on Brazil generated mixed results.  There were those who had learnt this 
section of the syllabus and had some knowledge of the wine regions of Brazil, and 
there were those who knew very little or were simply guessing and hoping for the 
best. 
 
 

 
Piemonte produces wines of great diversity from indigenous varieties.  Select and describe THREE 
wines from different indigenous grape varieties which illustrate this statement, one of which MUST 
be from the Nebbiolo grape.  Explain how factors in the vineyard and winery contribute to the style 
of these wines.  (50% weighting for Nebbiolo based wine, 25% weighting for each remaining wine.)  

 

 
Answers:  128 

 

 
Passes:  89 (70%)   
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This was the second most popular question on the paper, and answered reasonably 
well as the pass rate shows.   Most candidates were helped by the fact that 50% of 
the marks were easily earned on the Nebbiolo based wine, with most writing 
knowledgeably about Barolo.   Responses relating to other grape varieties were often 
superficial in contrast and the weakest candidates selected wines or grapes from the 
wrong region or from varieties that do not exist, such as the candidate who wrote 
about Asti Spumanti and the “Friuli” grape variety. 
 
The following script is a good example of one of those that was very good on Barolo.  
The other grapes selected were Barbera and Gavi.  The former was also covered 
well, but the section on Gavi was weaker, resulting in this achieving a merit grade 
rather than distinction. 
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With reference to climate, soil, grape variety(ies), viticulture and winemaking, discuss the 
WHITE wines of the following regions: 
 

a) Rioja 
b) Rueda 
c) Rias Baixas 

 
(Each section carries equal weighting) 

 

 
Answers:  100 

 

 
Passes:  36 (36%)   

 

Like so many of the questions in the January paper, this was also answered poorly 
by the majority of those candidates who attempted it, with only one distinction grade 
and 11 candidates achieving merit.  In fact, the largest grade banding in this question 
was the fail (unclassified) one. 
 
The high failure rate was largely because too many candidates simply described the 
wines, sometimes very briefly or incorrectly, and said very little to explain how the 
factors listed in the question come into play.  This is a common feature of this type of 
question. 
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June 2012 
 
 

Group A: Compulsory Question 
 
 

 

With reference to the wines of Napa Valley and Central Valley (California), describe 
how geography, climate, winemaking and the marketplace influence production.   
(Each region carries equal weighting) 

 

 
Answers:  379 

 

 
Passes:  262 (69%)   

 

This was a good result for the compulsory question, bearing in mind that it is 
answered by both the best and the weakest candidates.  There were some extremely 
good responses, but also some extremely weak scripts, the worst of which achieved 
only 8%. 
 
Responses were better on Napa than the Central Valley with a number of candidates 
confusing the latter with the Central Coast.  Candidates were also weaker at writing 
about the marketplace in these two regions. 
   
These two regions were selected for this question specifically because they produce 
wines that differ so much in terms of style and quality level.  Candidates who failed to 
make this clear in their response and were unable to explain the reasons for the 
difference through reference to geography, climate winemaking and the marketplace 
inevitably did not do well. 
 
 

Group B: 4 questions to be answered from a choice of 6 
 
 

 

What are the factors that contribute to the diversity of wine styles produced in 
Germany?    (An essay format is COMPULSORY for this question) 

 

 
Answers: 292 

 

 
Passes:  159 (54%)  

 

This was the second most popular question on the paper, answered by 77% of 
candidates despite the compulsory essay format.    
 
However, this was a disappointing result with far too many candidates simply writing 
everything they knew about German wine, with very little thought about what it is that 
defines the many styles being produced.   Many presumably thought it was simply a 
case of describing the various Pradikät levels and mentioning soils and grape 
varieties.  This resulted in very simplistic and rather “dated” essays on German wine 
with little or no acknowledgement of the many changes that have taken place in 
recent years, such as the increase in the amount of red wine being produced, or the 
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emphasis on dry wines, where the VDP is at the forefront of this revival with the 
introduction of new “classifications” such as Grosses Gewächs and Erstes Gewächs.   
Although if done well this basic approach was sometimes enough for a borderline 
pass, candidates needed to do significantly more for better marks.  
 
The following script is well written, and is very good from a factual point of view.  It is 
less convincing in terms of more recent trends which are only very briefly touched on. 
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Describe the wine region of Puglia, commenting on: 
 

a) Climate and soil (10% weighting) 
b) Grape varieties (30% weighting) 
c) Key styles and quality levels of wine (30% weighting)  
d) Recent development (30% weighting) 
 

 
Answers:  110 

 

 
Passes:  63 (57%) 

 
 
It was no surprise that this was not a popular question.   It was answered well by 
those who had studied the breadth of the syllabus and those with knowledge of 
recent developments.  These were the candidates that achieved a pass grade or 
higher, but many answers were simply too brief and too generic and there was a 
surprising lack of knowledge of local grape varieties with many not even mentioning 
the key one, Negroamaro. 
 
The following script was excellent – perhaps written by an Italian candidate. 
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What are the similarities of (50% weighting) and differences between (50% weighting) the 
Beaujolais and Mâconnais districts. 
    

 
Answers: 285 

 

 
Passes:  120 (42%) 

 

 
 

This was another very disappointing result for a question on a key region - Burgundy.  
Generally candidates knew the basic facts relating to climate, main grapes and soil in 
the two regions, but were weak at pulling out the finer detail required to answer this 
question well.  They were particularly weak in terms of viticulture, use of oak and 
commercial aspects with many believing the wines of the Mâconnais to be of higher 
quality levels than the majority of them realistically are.  
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The following script achieved a fail grade.  What there is, is correct, but it is far too 
short and superficial for a pass grade, being little more than an essay plan. 
 

 
 
In contrast, the following script is more extensive and worthy of a pass grade, 
although it lacks the elegance and detail of a script awarded a higher grade. 
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Write a paragraph on FIVE of the following: 
 

a) Columbia Valley 
b) Paarl 
c) Margaret River 
d) Martinborough 
e) Rio Negro 
f) Uruguay. 

 

 
Answers:  211 

 

 
Passes:  109 (52%) 

 

 
The breakdown of marks for this question showed that it was answered both by those 
who really knew the subject (with a top mark of 84%) and those who only knew a little 
about some of the sections (a bottom mark of 16%).  The danger of the five part 
paragraph style question is that there is nowhere to hide if the candidate is unable to 
answer all five sections or if more than one section is weak.  With all five parts 
carrying equal weighting, it only takes two weak sections for the candidate to be at a 
real disadvantage and likely to fail.    
 
Although the question did not volunteer this information, most candidates were aware 
that these were all wine producing regions and structured their answer accordingly.   
A good approach in all six sections would have been to consider the characteristics 
of each region, such as climate, soil, grape varieties, viticulture, winemaking. 
 
The section on Columbia Valley was answered well on the whole, although some 
candidates mistakenly placed it in Canada or Chile.  Answers on Paarl were poor for 
such a significant wine region of South Africa.  Most responses were very basic, with 
many candidates discussing ocean influence and maritime climate and listing grape 
varieties as Sauvignon Blanc and Pinot Noir.  However, as this is a hotter, inland 
region, styles and varieties needed to match the climate and very few candidates did 
this.  When it came to Margaret River, there was some confusion with Coonawarra 
and some references to South Australia and South East Australia.  A number of 
candidates mentioned “cool climate” which is an oversimplification since Cabernet 
Sauvignon is grown with great success here.  Many thought it is on the same latitude 
as Bordeaux and frequently the wrong ocean was cited.  Martinborough was 
answered well on the whole, although there was some confusion with other regions 
with reference to “South Island”, “hot inland climate” and “Gimblett Gravels”.  Quite 
often there was no reference to Pinot Noir with candidates simply writing about 
Sauvignon Blanc.  Rio Negro clearly highlighted those candidates who had studied 
the full breadth of the Unit 3 syllabus.  These were the ones who scored high marks 
in this section.  Others often thought it was a region in Brazil or Chile, and some 
clearly clutching at straws wrote that it is a river.  Responses on Uruguay were 
surprisingly good, with most showing a basic understanding of the country, location 
and climate.  Tannat certainly needed to be mentioned, and was by most candidates.  
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What is the role of blending in the production of the following: 

 
a) Large volume branded Australian Chardonnay 
b) Sauternes 1er Cru Classé Grands Vins 
c) Red Rioja Gran Reserva 

 

 
Answers:  285 

 

 
Passes:  138 (48%) 

 

Along with the question on Mâconnais/Beaujolais, this was the third most popular 
question on the paper, answered by 75% of candidates.   There were lots of very 
uninspiring scripts with some extremely weak responses, the worst achieving only 
7%.   Most candidates simply wrote everything they knew about the wines rather than 
focussing on the issues relating to blending.  Many only considered the issue of 
blending of grape varieties rather than expanding their responses to include many of 
the other components of the blending process and only the best candidates made 
any attempt to link these components to the effect that they have on the wines 
produced.  Far too often candidates simply described the wines rather than 
discussed them and this means that answers were superficial and missed many key 
points.  
 
The following script is an example of one such candidate, who achieved a fail 
(unclassified) grade. 
 

 



Diploma Examinations 2011/2012 – Examiners’ Report 

 136 

 

 
 
This candidate has not made a single reference to blending in terms of the Rioja.  In 
contrast, the following candidate has written considerably more, resulting in very 
good responses on the Australian Chardonnay and the Sauternes, although the 
section on Rioja is weaker.  This was a common trend in most scripts, and there was 
even one candidate who simply stated that red Rioja Gran Reserva is not blended, 
although it is hard to understand why they think we would bother to ask the question 
if this were the case. 
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With reference to France, write a paragraph on FIVE of the following: 
 
a) Viognier 
b) Muscadet Sur Lie 
c) Mourvèdre 
d) Jurançon 
e) Guigal 
f) Bourgueil 

 

 
Answers: 333  

 

 
Passes:  93 (28%) 
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This was the most popular question on the paper, answered by 88% of candidates.  
However, although on the surface a paragraph question on France may have 
appeared to be the easy option for candidates who only studied the mainstream parts 
of the syllabus, this was really not as straight forward as it appeared, with “tricky” 
sections such as Jurançon and others that showed up significant gaps in candidates’ 
knowledge, for example Guigal and Bourgueil.   Even easy sections such as 
Muscadet Sur Lie were often answered in very basic terms, frequently just a 
description of the wine and a superficial statement that it is “aged on the lees”.   Like 
the compulsory question, this was clearly answered by a large number of the weaker 
candidates, but in this instance they were unable to come up with the hard facts that 
these paragraph questions require for a pass grade. 
 
As a result, the pass rate for this question was a complete shock for the Diploma 
Results Panel, who were alarmed at the lack of knowledge in some of the sections of 
this question.  The following candidate not only answered one section in a single 
sentence rather than a paragraph, but also managed to include the largest number of 
errors in the fewest number of words: 
 
“Jurançon is a dry red wine from the Jura mountains in the North of France.” 
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Unit 4, Spirits of the World  
 
 
 

The examination for Units 4, 5 and 6 requires good all round knowledge on the part 
of the candidate for them to do really well, as the tasting and theory paper carries 
equal weighting.   However, the paragraph format of the theory question still allows 
those who give good responses in two sections (but may be weak in a third) to pass 
the paper as a whole, providing their tasting paper achieves high marks. 
 
The approach to this question is no different to that for paragraph questions in the 
Unit 3 examination, you should aim to get as many facts down as possible.  
Nevertheless, it is still important to make sure that what is written relates specifically 
to the question as set.  For example, if asked about the production of a particular 
style of spirit, there is no point describing at length the basic principles of distillation 
that apply to any style of spirit.  This is something examiners comment on time and 
again. 
 
In terms of the tasting question, there is evidence to suggest that some candidates 
do not add water to their samples when assessing them.  This is foolish, as they 
inevitably “blast” their taste buds to the point that they are unable to assess the 
samples properly. 
 
The examination for Unit 4 was run on three separate occasions in the academic 
year 2011/12, in November, March and June.  The overall pass rate for the unit as a 
whole for all these dates combined was 67%  
 
The questions and individual pass rates for each of the three examination dates were 
as follows: 
 

November 2011 
 

 
Question 1 – El Jimador Reposado Tequila, Calvados Roger Groult 3 years old, 
Courvoisier VSOP  

 

 
Answers:  268 

 

 
Passes:  212 (79%) 

 
 

Results for this question were extremely good with 20% of candidates achieving a 
distinction grade.   
 
The concluding sections of this question focussed on the ageing of these three 
spirits, asking candidates to describe how this influences the style of the spirit.  Some 
candidates ignored this and simply wrote the information set out in the concluding 
sections of the Systematic Approach to Tasting Technique, commenting on readiness 
for drinking, quality and what the spirit was.  They lost marks as a result. 
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Question 2 – In relation to spirits, write about each of the following: 

 
a) Islay 
b) Molasses 
c) Vodka production 

 

 
Answers:  269 

 

 
Passes: 185 (69%) 

 

 
 

This was a good pass rate, with a good number of merit and distinction grades.    
 
Candidates generally scored good marks in the section on molasses, but the section 
on Islay tended to polarise candidates with some excellent responses (possibly from 
Malt Whisky enthusiasts), whilst others struggled to know what to include in their 
answer.  Some candidates answered this section without making any reference to 
peat at all.  There was inevitably plenty of irrelevant information in some responses, 
for example from the candidates who wrote about the distillation process for Whisky 
production rather than focussing on information relating to Islay itself. 
 
 
 

March 2012 
 

 
Question 1 – Absolut Vodka, Wray & Nephew White Overproof Rum, Grappa di 
Moscato Giallo 
 

 
Answers:  153 

 

 
Passes: 97 (63%) 

 
 

There was some evidence of guesswork with these three clear spirits, with some 
candidates appearing to allocate identities at random.  As a result, there were some 
very illogical and unconvincing deductions such as identifying the Vodka as Gin and 
the Rum as a fruit spirit made from cherries or pears.  The Grappa also proved tricky 
for many, but this was perhaps more understandable.  It was often mistaken for 
Tequila.  The use of the Moscato grape was actually very evident on this spirit, with 
plenty of perfumed and fruity character – orange, tangerine, apricot, grape, rose, lilac, 
lavender, camomile were just a few of those noted.   
 
There were the inevitable problems caused by those who did not follow the 
Systematic Approach for Spirits.  This differs considerably from that used for 
assessing wine, and this is an easy way to lose unnecessary marks.  Some 
candidates also pay no attention at all to the wording of the question, and instead just 
work their way through the various headings at the end of the Systematic Approach. 
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Question 2 – In relation to spirits, write about each of the following: 

 
a) Cognac grape varieties 
b) Marketing of premium gins 
c) Maturation and blending of Scotch malt whisky 
 

 
Answers: 153  

 

 
Passes: 94 (61%) 

 

 

Although the pass rate for this was reasonably good, there were inevitably problems 
with many of the scripts submitted.  This was usually down to the inclusion of 
irrelevant information or straying too far from the question that had been set.   
 
For example, in section c) the examiner is only interested in information relating to 
MATURATION and BLENDING, so it is pointless writing about the distillation 
process.  There were similar problem with the section on the marketing of premium 
gins.  Often, this amounted to no more than a list of gins and their attributes rather 
than discussion of the marketing strategies behind these products. 
 
Good candidates identified premium gin as a relatively recent phenomenon, and 
discussed the need to establish a point of difference from lesser brands since, with 
the exception of some Dutch Gins, gins cannot command a premium on the basis of 
ageing.  Some examples of marketing strategies mentioned by good candidates 
included: 
 

 Stylish packaging designed to look good on the back bar. 

 The correct pricing strategy based on the assumption that “if it’s expensive, it 
must be good”. 

 Establishing a USP, e.g. type of still used in production, use of unusual or 
exotic botanicals etc. 

 Innovation in production such as limited editions or small batch products that 
generate “desirability”.  

 Targeting provenance, e.g. Hendricks and Scotland, or even more specifically 
The Botanist which uses botanicals from Islay. 

 Targeting markets where consumers have high disposable income. 

 Linking the product to aspirational, sophisticated lifestyle. 

 Using celebrity endorsement, particularly at events featured in “lifestyle” 
magazines and gossip columns. 

 Establishing a link to the current fashion for cocktails. 
 
These are just some of the ideas that were discussed by the better candidates. 
 
The other two sections on this question posed fewer problems and generated some 
very good responses, such as the two below from candidates who both achieved 
distinction grades in this paper: 
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Section a) 

 
 
 



Diploma Examinations 2011/2012 – Examiners’ Report 

 147 

Section c) 
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June 2012 
 

 
Question 1 – Maker’s Mark Bourbon, Jameson Irish Whiskey, Highland Park 12 year old 
Single Malt  
 

 
Answers:  176 

 

 
Passes: 130 (74%) 

 

 

This was a very good set of results.  However, some candidates lost unnecessary 
marks because they did not read the question at the top of the paper.  This is a 
common problem and one that is totally avoidable and unnecessary.  Candidates 
were told that all three samples were whiskies/whiskeys.  In addition to the 
description of each sample, candidates were required to identify the country of origin, 
the style within the category and give an assessment of quality.  Although most 
candidates picked up the peat on the Malt Whisky and identified this as such, those 
who did not read the question obviously came unstuck in these concluding sections.   
Incorrect identifications ranged from the understandable (Cognac, Armagnac) to the 
downright bizarre (Gin).   Some of those who had read the question, assumed 
“whiskies/whiskeys” could only mean Scotland. 
 
The following candidate achieved high marks.  The descriptions are good, only losing 
a few marks here and there.  All three spirits have been identified correctly and the 
assessment of quality makes some good observations. 
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Question 2 – In relation to spirits, write about each of the following: 

 
a) Parts of a pot still 
b) Fruit spirits not made from grapes or apples 
c) Marc 

 

 
Answers:  176 

 

 
Passes: 78 (44%) 
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There were a number of reasons for low marks in this question.  Descriptions of the 
parts of a pot still were surprisingly poor for such a fundamental subject.  Many 
candidates included diagrams, in some instances this was all that was submitted with 
no explanation of what the various parts did, how they worked or what effect they had 
on the spirit that was produced.  Diagrams are certainly helpful in getting information 
across, but will never suffice on their own.  The best responses were on section b) 
relating to fruit spirits, but even here there were glaring errors such as categorising 
Tequila as a fruit spirit.  The weakest responses were on Marc, with many candidates 
failing to make the connection that this is a brandy made from pomace.  Therefore a 
generic pomace brandy description would have generated the basic facts required for 
a pass, with better marks awarded where candidates included information specific to 
Marc. 
 
It is clear in all examinations that there are some candidates who are capable of 
passing this examination but simply did not do enough revision, or concentrated on 
the wrong parts of the syllabus.  There are also those who clearly should not be 
doing this qualification at all.  The following script is one such candidate, whilst the 
next is an example of the candidate who has realised their failure is of their own 
making. 
 
Example of candidate who has clearly underestimated the level of this qualification.  
This was the sum total of this candidate’s submission: 
 
 

 
 
Not only is this disastrously brief and superficial, it also manages to contain nothing 
of any relevance in section b). 
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Example of a candidate who recognises their shortfall and does so with a sense of 
humour! 
 

 
 
Unfortunately the final paragraph of this has not reproduced very clearly.  It reads as 
follows: 
 
“I know this is basic and I should know this but I was revising everything apart from 
the basics!  Ask me about Pisco or Tequila!  I even drew and practiced all types of 
column stills. 
See you on the resit (drawing of an “unsmiley” face).  Gutted.” 
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Unit 5, Sparkling Wines  
 
 

 

The examination for Unit 5 was run on three separate occasions in the academic 
year 2011/12, in November, March and June.  The overall pass rate for the unit as a 
whole for all these dates combined was 75%. 
 

The questions and individual pass rates for each of the three examination dates were 
as follows: 
 
 
November 2011 
 

 
Question 1 – Segura Viudas Brut Rosado Cava NV, Segura Viudas Brut Reserva Cava 
NV, Anna de Codorníu Cava NV 
 

 
Answers:  158 

 

 
Passes: 115 (73%) 

 

 

Of the three smaller units, it is the sparkling wine unit that tends to generate the best 
results, and this was no exception.   
 
The focus on this paper was the candidates’ ability to assess the quality of three 
different Cavas.  A number of candidates failed to read the instructions at the top of 
the examination paper that told them that these three wines were all from the same 
country.  Since candidates were not required to identify the wines, this tended to 
make little difference to their result provided the quality assessment was well argued 
and the descriptions themselves were reasonably accurate. 
 
 

 
Question 2 – In relation to sparkling wine, write about each of the following:   

 
a) Loire Valley  
b) Traditional method Rosé  
c) Sekt 

 

 
Answers:  158 

 

 
Passes: 110 (70%) 

 

 

As with the results for the tasting question, this was also a very good pass rate.   Low 
marks were often the result of candidates not paying enough attention to the specific 
wording of the question.  For example, there was no point in simply describing the 
“traditional method” of Champagne production when examiners were looking for an 
explanation of how this differs in the case of the production of rosé.   Many only 
considered rosé in the context of Champagne.  The examiner was expecting some 
discussion of Cava and Cremant at the very least.  Similarly, some candidates 
strayed from the syllabus in respect of the Loire Valley, including information relating 
to still wines produced in the Loire.  Those who restricted their answer to sparkling 
wine often failed to consider all the sparkling wines produced and therefore missed 
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out many other important facts such as explaining how production of the various 
wines differs or is affected by other factors such as climate and soil. 
 
 
March 2012 
 

 
Question 1 – Conde de Caralt Brut Rosado Cava, Jack Rabbit Sparkling White 
Zinfandel, Champagne Henri Chauvet Rosé 
 

 
Answers:  263 

 

 
Passes: 197 (75%) 

 

 

This was a very high pass rate with a good spread of results across the three pass 
grades.  Clearly the emphasis here was on quality, with three rosé wines with very 
different price tags.   
 
It was in the assessment of quality that most candidates lost marks as it is clear that 
many still do not understand what it is that defines “quality” such as complexity, 
length, balance, concentration etc.  Instead many candidates write about the 
“drinkability” of the wine, or the method of production.  The following extracts from 
candidates’ papers illustrate this point: 
 
“definitely not traditional method, induced CO2, will not age, meant for immediate 
consumption” 
 
“very good wine that can be enjoyed right now but will definitely improve with more 
ageing, drink now – 2020” 
 
“good quality, aged sur pointe $50” 
 
With the requirement to describe the colour of three different rosé wines, there was 
quite a lot of inaccuracy and vagueness.  The colours for rosé wine given in the 
WSET Systematic Approach were perfectly adequate for describing these wines.  
However, many candidates managed to confuse the issue considerably as the 
following excerpts show: 
 
“colour is red, pink, amber” 
 
“a bright strawberry colour” 
 
“apricot-peach hue in the core” 
 
“med (-) intense pale ruby (slight garnet)” 
 
This last example is particularly vague, not only in terms of the colour, but also the 
intensity. 
 
The following two scripts show a good contrast between a fail grade, where the 
tasting notes are short, superficial, not particularly accurate and presented in the form 
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of “bullet points” and a merit grade where the candidate has achieved good marks on 
the provenance of the wines and the assessment of quality but lost some marks on 
the structure of the wines due to inaccuracy. 
 
Fail grade script: 
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Merit grade script: 
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Fail grade script: 
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Merit grade script: 
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Fail grade script: 
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Merit grade script: 
 

 
 

 

 

 
Question 2 – In relation to sparkling wine, write about each of the following:   

 
a) Transfer method 
b) Prosecco 
c) Vintage Champagne 

 

 
Answers:  264 

 

 
Passes: 187 (71%) 
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This was a good pass rate with most candidates able to cover the most important 
facts, particularly in sections a) and b).   Responses were weaker on vintage 
Champagne, with many only able to come up with the most basic principles of 
“grapes from a single vintage” and “36 months ageing”.  Those who achieved higher 
marks in this section showed a better understanding of the effects of autolysis and 
did more to differentiate between this wine and NV Champagne. 
 
The following candidate gave excellent responses in all three sections. 
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June 2012 
 

 
Question 1 – Canevel Extra Dry Prosecco, Vouvray Mousseaux NV, Roederer Quartet 
NV 
 

 
Answers:  272 

 

 
Passes: 243 (89%) 

 

 

This was an excellent set of results, not just from the point of view of the high pass 
rate, but also because more candidates passing did so with either a merit or 
distinction grade. 
 
The rise in popularity of Prosecco in recent years no doubt made this a fairly easy 
wine to pick out and the distinctive autolysis, tertiary characteristics and level of 
complexity on the Roederer clearly defined this as a quality Champagne.  It was the 
Vouvray that was more challenging. 
 
The concluding part of this question required candidates to identify the method of 
production for one mark and explain why they had reached this conclusion for 
another four marks.  In many instances there was little in the way of convincing 
evidence cited in this concluding section. 
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Question 2 – In relation to sparkling wine, write about each of the following:   

 
a) Prestige Cuvée Champagne  
b) Franciacorta 
c) Australia    

 

 
Answers:  271 

 

 
Passes: 172 (63%) 

 

 

This was an uninspiring set of scripts with most candidates achieving a basic pass 
grade, and some extremely low marks from those awarded a fail (unclassified) grade.  
These candidates would do well to read the section at the beginning of this report 
that explains the different levels of assessment and how these change between the 
various WSET qualifications, as many of them have not progressed beyond the 
factual recall of the WSET Level 3 qualification, submitting answers that are brief and 
superficial. 
 
With the paragraph sections in Units 4, 5 and 6 it is a good idea to think in terms of 
trigger words or questions.  For example, who, what, where, why, how?  All of these 
would have generated relevant information in response to these questions.  Taking 
Prestige Cuvée Champagne as an example: 
 

 What is it? 

 Where is it produced? (It is not sufficient to state “in Champagne”, but 
specifically where within the region are the grapes sourced? i.e. single 
vineyard wines etc)   

 Why is it produced?  What is its purpose? 

 How does production of this particular wine differ from other Champagnes? 
 
This is not going to provide all the information relating to this section, but will certainly 
go a long way to achieving this.   Too many candidates simply wrote a generic 
answer on Champagne or described what a “cuvee” was, neither of which answered 
the question that was set.  
 
The section on Franciacorta would work well using the “six factors” as the basis for 
the answer, (grape variety, climate, soil, weather, viticulture, vinification, maturation) 
along with a description of the wine style.   
 
Many responses on Australia were too narrow in their focus, either writing only about 
sparkling Shiraz or only about premium quality traditional method wines.  The best 
candidates structured their answer to compare the vast range of styles and quality 
levels produced throughout Australia. 
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Unit 6, Fortified Liqueur Wines  
 

 

 

The examination for Unit 6 was run on three separate occasions in the academic 
year 2011/12, in November, March and June.  The overall pass rate for the unit as a 
whole for all these dates combined was 65%. 
 

The questions and individual pass rates for each of the three examination dates were 
as follows: 
 
 
November 2011 
 

 
Question 1 – Henriques & Henriques 10 year old Sercial, Henriques & Henriques 15 
year old Malmsey, Henriques & Henriques full rich Madeira 
 

 
Answers:  211 

 

 
Passes: 118 (56%) 

 

 

Once again, the emphasis here was on the candidates’ ability to differentiate 
between three quality levels of the same style of wine – in this case Madeira.   In a 
number of instances candidates did not read the question carefully enough and 
therefore missed that these were all from the same region, and this became evident 
when it came to identifying grape varieties.  There were also difficulties when it came 
to the assessment of quality.  Wine 3 caught a number of candidates out, either 
because they mistook the “fullness” for “richness” and therefore quality or because 
they assumed it would be the best wine because it was presented at the end of the 
line up. 
 
Despite these problems, this was not a complete disaster in terms of the pass rate. 
 
 
 

 
Question 2 – In relation to fortified wine, write about each of the following:   
 

a) Douro planting systems 
b) Languedoc 
c) VOS and VORS Sherry 

 

 
Answers: 209 

 

 
Passes: 103 (49%) 

 

 

Results for this question were worse than the tasting, resulting in a poor result for this 
unit as a whole. 
 
The large number of candidates achieving very low marks on this paper, suggests 
that many of them either did not prepare sufficiently for this exam, or simply are not 
yet ready for a qualification of this level.   A lot of the low marks were the result of 
candidates writing too much irrelevant, generic information rather than answering the 
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specific question that had been set.  For example, there was no point in writing about 
the various grape varieties used in Port production or methods of fortification when 
examiners were looking for descriptions of planting systems.  Similarly, descriptions 
of the various styles of Sherry would not have generated a pass grade in respect of 
section c). 
 
The following candidate achieved a pass grade.  The responses are not particularly 
extensive, but they are full of facts that are correct and relevant, showing that content 
is more important than quantity. 
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March 2012 
 

 
Question 1 – Quinta da Ervamoira 10 year old Tawny Port, Los Arcos Dry Amontillado 
Sherry, Stanton & Killeen Classic Rutherglen Muscat 
 

 
Answers:  193 

 

 
Passes: 147 (76%) 

 

 

Despite the high pass rate, the examiner commented that many candidates submit 
“lazy” tasting notes.  This was either because they were in the form of bullet point 
lists rather than analytical descriptions, or because of simplistic comments under the 
assessment of quality, where candidates often used terms such as “balanced” or 
“complex” but made no attempt to explain how or why these wines are balanced or 
complex. 
 
Marks were also lost on the appearance where candidates used unorthodox colour 
descriptions and the Rutherglen Muscat was often mistaken for PX. 
 
 

 
Question 2 – In relation to fortified wine, write about each of the following:   
 

a) Colour extraction in Port production 
b) Oloroso 
c) Maturation of Madeira  

 

 
Answers:  193 

 

 
Passes: 145 (75%) 
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This was a good pass rate, but the very wide span of marks from 9% to 80% showed 
that there were a number of candidates who are a long way short of the standard 
required for a pass grade in this qualification. 
 
All three sections of this question focused on very straightforward factual recall, yet 
there were still some glaring gaps in candidates’ knowledge or basic errors.  For 
example, in terms of colour extraction in Port production, far too many candidates 
only wrote about the use of lagares without considering the role of other practices 
such as autovinifiers, piston plungers, pumping over or rotovinifiers. 
 
 
June 2012 
 
 

 
Question 1 – Valdespino Tio Diego Dry Amontillado, La Ina Fino, Gonzales Byass 
Alfonso Oloroso Seco  
 

 
Answers: 377  

 

 
Passes: 311 (82%) 

 

 

This was a very good result with an equal split between pass and merit grades and a 
good number of distinctions.   
 
Common criticisms from the examiner where that some candidates are too vague in 
their use of terminology such as “solid acidity”, “just off-dry”, “slightly sweet”, “decent 
length”.  Other write tasting notes are too informal or journalistic in style rather than 
objective and analytical. 
 
Another area of weakness was in the concluding part of the tasting note, where 
candidates were required to identify the style within the category and explain what 
evidence in their tasting note supported this conclusion.  Many candidates were 
unable to work out what was required here.  The following candidate was not one of 
these, with some good analytical evidence put forward. 
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Question 2 – In relation to fortified wine, write about each of the following:   
 

a) Rancio 
b) LBV 
c) Rutherglen 

 

 
Answers: 374  

 

 
Passes: 222 (59%) 
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This was a fairly mediocre set of scripts with a clear divide between those candidates 
with sound knowledge and those who have a lot more work to do as evidenced by 
more than 20% of candidates achieving a fail (unclassified) grade.  Each of the three 
sections had its own pitfalls, but by far the weakest section was “rancio”.  This was 
described by some candidates as “a viticultural practice”, “a style of Eau de Vie”, “flor 
helps develop rancio flavours”.  Even the other sections had their problems  – 
Rutherglen was located in South Africa or Cyprus and LBV was described as “bottle 
matured Port”.  Responses on LBV also tended to be too generic – simply listing the 
Port grape varieties and describing the Port method of fortification rather than 
explaining how this style of Port differs from others in terms of production, maturation, 
style etc.  
 
 
 

 
 


