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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 2009-10 
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 
Director, WSET Awards 
December 2010
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STATISTICAL ANALYSIS  
Comparative Pass Rates by Paper 

 
 

Paper 
 

 
2010 

 
2009 2008 2007 2006 2005 

Unit 1 CWA April 
75% 

Nov 
90% 

April 
99% 

Nov 
82% 

(1) 

Unit 1  
Case Study 

June 
68% 

March 
71% 

June 
66% 

March 
77% 

Not applicable 

Unit 2 
 

88% 
 

81% 84% 81% 84% 79% 

Unit 3 
Tasting 

June 
62% 

Jan 
62% 

June 
78% 

Jan 
76% 

June 
69% 

Jan 
63% 

June 
63% 

Jan 
55% 

June 
49% 

Jan 
55% 

June 
62% 

Jan 
48% 

Unit 3 
Theory 

June 
66% 

Jan 
49% 

June 
59% 

Jan 
53% 

June 
63% 

Jan 
50% 

June 
59% 

Jan 
42% 

June 
54% 

Jan 
42% 

June 
41% 

Jan 
24% 

Unit 4 61% 64% 60% 70% 61% 69% 

Unit 5 64% 74% 63% 69% 61% 58% 

Unit 6 66% 67% 61% 61% 67% 45% 
 

NOTES: 
(1) Direct pass rates for Unit 1 are not given as this Unit is awarded on completion of all four coursework titles.  Individual pass rates for each title are given 

within the body of this report.
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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 2010/11 coursework assignments are on the WSET website under 
www.wsetglobal.com/qualifications/diploma.  Titles for the 2011/12 academic year 
will be published at the end of May 2011. 
 
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.  
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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, eg: 
 
 
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 from Foundation and Intermediate Certificate to Advanced 
Certificate, they move from learning ‘what wines are like’ to understanding ‘why they 
are like that’.  An understanding of the six factors taught at Advanced Certificate level 
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 
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are also other elements that come into play beyond pure factual content.  The grade 
bandings are summarised below: 
 

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 Beve rages  
 
 
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 these days, 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 Harpers, 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 since 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.   
 
Finally a general comment that applies to all assignment writing.  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 
 
 
With effect from 1 August 2010, Unit 1 is assessed by means of one open book 
coursework assignment and one closed book case study examination.  This report 
will therefore focus on the two assignment title options that were offered in 
conjunction with the three case study examinations. 
 
Assignment Title November 
 
 

 
Producing, distributing and selling wine in a globa l recession 
 
 
Required content and suggested approach 
The second half of 2008 saw many parts of the global economy tumble into 
recession.  The prospects for 2009 are pretty bleak.  Of course the wine 
industry is not immune from this turn of events.  All parts of the wine supply 
chain, producers, wholesalers/distributors and retailers, face substantial 
challenges over the next few years.  Those companies and individuals who do 
not respond successfully may well be forced out of business.  The candidate 
should choose a category (wine and/or spirits) and part of the supply chain, in 
a country of their choice, consider the challenges being faced by that 
particular sector and then suggest tactics for surviving the downturn. 
 

 
Answers: 212 

 

 
Passes: 190 (90%) 

 
The open book coursework assignments always generate high marks, and this was 
no exception.  This is hardly surprising since the candidate brief tells the candidate 
what they need to address and it is simply then a case of them researching to subject 
and presenting their findings IN THEIR OWN WORDS.  Unfortunately, the temptation 
to copy text from source materials is very strong for some candidates.  In most 
instances, it is very obvious when this has occurred, as the style of writing invariably 
changes, - often dramatically in the case of candidates for whom English is not their 
first language.  Whilst examiners are prepared to ignore small instances of such 
“copying”, where it is blatant or excessive, candidates will be failed. 
 
For this assignment, candidates were required to select a category (wine and/or 
spirits), part of the supply chain (production, wholesale/distribution or retail) and a 
country (of their choice) which would form the subject of their assignment.  The 
purpose of the initial section of the assignment was to “introduce” the chosen sector 
to the examiner.  This should have been sufficient for the examiner to feel they had a 
good grasp of the anatomy of the sector under analysis having read the assignment.  
Most candidates did this well, but some spent far too long on this “factual reporting” 
section, which only accounted for 10% of the marks, at the expense of the more open 
and discursive analytical sections that followed and also carried the bulk of the 
marks.  In general, there was a very interesting spectrum of responses relating to 
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various countries/markets and trade sectors, showing good detailed research.  
However, the majority were weaker when it came to speculation of what could or 
should be done to survive the downturn and what the likely outcome of this would be. 
 
The following script achieved a high grade and considers the challenges being faced 
by the Champagne industry.  The assignment is well structured, with an excellent and 
extensive bibliography (not reproduced in this report) and clear referencing of all the 
sources used throughout the assignment.   It starts out with a concise account of the 
Champagne sector, a good presentation of the various challenges being faced and a 
well researched survey of the tactics that could be employed to overcome the 
downturn.   
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END OF SCRIPT 
 
 
Assignment Title April 
 
 

 
The growth of mass appeal wines  
 
 
Required content and suggested approach 
Some people characterise the market with opposing extremes – wines that 
aim for mass appeal and niche market wines.  Mass appeal wines are 
targeted at a broad swathe of the market.  They achieve this by a range of 
strategies including having easy appealing style, recognisable generic names, 
eg Pinot Grigio or Cotes du Rhone, or by branding.  In contrast, niche wines 
achieve individuality by reflecting terroir, vintage, producer philosophy, 
indigenous grape varieties or idiosyncratic production techniques.   There are 
fears that mass appeal wines could push these niche wines out of the market.   
 

 
Answers: 200 

 

 
Passes: 150 (75%) 

 
The pass rate here was less good, although there were more merit and distinction 
grades than any another other grade band, so the majority of those who passed, did 
so with a very solid mark. 
 
In this assignment, candidates were asked to examine their national market in terms 
of wine availability and diversity and to use statistical evidence to show what actually 
generates the bulk of sales in that market.  This section was covered well with good 
statistical evidence in the majority of cases.  Candidates invariably score well in the 
factual reporting sections of assignments, but when it comes to the more discursive 
sections, weaker candidates tend to stand out.  This was certainly to case in the next 
section, where candidates were required to analyse what had led to the popularity of 
mass appeal wines in the GLOBAL market, from the point of view of the consumer, 
the producer and the retailer.   A significant number of candidates only covered this 
from the point of view of the consumer and missed out on a portion of the marks as a 
result.  Responses were also weaker where candidates were asked to consider what 
the consequences of the growth of mass appeal wines have been.  The candidate 
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brief for this section posed the question, “could niche wines be squeezed out?”  
Some candidates took this to mean that this was all they should consider in this 
section, and their response was simplistic and narrow as a result.  This section of the 
brief carried the largest percentage of the marks (35%) and certainly needed to 
consider much more than the effect of mass appeal wines on niche wines.  Those 
who achieved higher marks were well aware of this and made sure they looked at the 
bigger picture. 
 
The following candidate achieved a borderline pass grade.  They gave a good survey 
of the UK market, but could also perhaps have included some information on the 
volumes of mass appeal wines versus “niche” wines.   Unfortunately, this candidate 
then strayed from the candidate brief and in doing so, they actually failed to answer 
either of the two key sections particularly well.  They gave an extensive historical 
account of the emergence of mass appeal wines, but did not really get to grips with 
the reasons for their success with consumers, producers and retailers.  Instead they 
brought the consumer, producer and retailer into the picture when looking at the 
impact these wines have had, which meant they did not approach this section in quite 
the way they were instructed to.  When candidates deviate from the candidate brief in 
this way, it makes it much harder for the examiner to mark their scripts accurately 
because they have to hunt around in the script for information that is relevant to the 
various sections rather than having in presented to them in a logical format.  This 
candidate was lucky that they covered enough of the required elements of the 
question to achieve a pass mark, but this approach certainly cost them a higher 
grade. 
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END OF SCRIPT 
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Closed Book Case Study 
 
In comparison with 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 2009 
 
 
The closure debate – will it ever end? 
 
 
Candidate Case Study Brief: 
The closure debate continues.  With key producers in France trialling screwcap and figures 
released stating 90% of New Zealand wines are closed under screwcap, it could be viewed 
that the battle is over.  However, Amorim have been producing cork closures since the 19th 
century and 2007 was their best ever year for sales.  Other forms of closure are well 
established giving the bottler a number of options.  
 
The closure debate ranges across technical, financial and aesthetic issues.    
 

• Technical issues e.g. haloanisole taints, oxygen ingress, reduction. 
• Financial issues e.g. choice of bottle, bottling equipment and the closure itself. 
• Aesthetic issues e.g. consumer acceptance, packaging design.  

 
Large sums of money have been spent on research and development to address some of the 
technical shortcomings and measure consumer acceptance which varies widely in different 
markets.   
 
Over the last few years, the environmental issues associated with closures have also entered 
the debate.   The two key antagonists are the natural cork producers and screw cap 
manufacturers.  Claims and counterclaims abound, yet many of these are controversial and 
are presented with a certain amount of “spin”.   
 
One can’t help wondering how long this debate will continue to rage and in which direction it 
will eventually go. 
 

 
Answers: 255 

 

 
Passes: 194 (76%) 
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Examination question (all three sections compulsory ) 
 
 

a) Describe the various closure options available with particular reference to technical, 
financial and aesthetic issues.  For each closure, discuss how manufacturers have 
attempted to address any technical shortcomings. (70% weighting) 

 
b) What are the environmental benefits and drawbacks that are claimed for cork and 

screwcap?  How convincing is the evidence that is put forward by both sides?  (20% 
weighting) 

 
c) In your opinion, which closures will still be used in ten years time and why?  (10% 

weighting) 
 
 
 
76% was a good pass rate.  The examiner felt that candidates had researched the 
topic thoroughly and, more importantly, had digested what they had learned.  This is 
where the assessment for the case study differs from the coursework assignment, 
and is one of the reasons pass rates for this assessment tend to be slightly lower 
than that for the coursework, where many candidates simply “lift” information from 
their research sources without retaining any of the knowledge that is the primary 
purpose of the research.   It is these candidates who do less well in the case study 
examination. 
 
The examiner also commented that the majority of candidates had structured their 
essay appropriately, so that it mapped to the various sections of the question.  This is 
really encouraging as examiners often comment on poor structure.  Not only does 
this make it extremely difficult for the examiner to mark scripts, but also often leads to 
the candidate omitting sections of the question, so is something to avoid.   
 
Not surprisingly, section a), describing the various closure options available was the 
most consistently answered section of the study.  However, not all candidates 
remembered to consider technical, financial and aesthetic issues, and simply 
described various closures.  Scripts were also weaker at considering how 
manufacturers have addressed technical shortcomings.  There is plenty of 
information and data freely available from the major players in the closure industry 
that would have provided the data necessary to answer this part of the question, 
such as the Diamant process developed by Oeneo’s Diam or Amorim’s ROSA, or 
Saratin or Saranex liners for screw caps.  Candidates who had done extensive 
research, were able to refer to these.   Those who did less well in this exam, were 
often weak in sections b) and c) – particularly the latter, which relies on the candidate 
expressing their own opinion rather than relying on factual recall.  Many responses in 
this section were overly simplistic. 
 
The following candidate gave a good response in this final section, as well as giving 
extensive descriptions of the various closures, and good arguments throughout.   
They have also included references to the sources used in their study, which is 
something very few candidates do in this exam, but which they are instructed to do in 
the guidance notes. 
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March 2010 
 
 
 
How does the consumer make decisions on wine and 
spirit choice  
 
 
It is the aim of a good marketeer to know the consumer and be able to communicate with 
them effectively.  Traditionally the main routes for communication included things like TV 
advertising, print journalism and Point of Sale.  In the new “media age” there are so many 
channels of information that making a decision on where to spend a marketing budget is no 
longer as straight forward.  For example, the Internet has generated a whole new genre of 
wine enthusiasts who are thirsty for knowledge and eager to share their interest with others. 
 
This proliferation of information does not necessarily mean all of it is reliable and accurate.  
For example, Malcolm Gluck has raised the subject of conflict of interest on the part of wine 
journalists.   
 
The challenge for the marketeer is in selecting the most appropriate communication channels 
for each product.  For the discerning consumer, the challenge lies in ensuring that the 
information they get, from whatever source, is unbiased and totally objective.   
 

 
Answers: 191 

 

 
Passes: 136 (71%) 

 
Examination question (all three sections compulsory ) 
 
 

a) Describe the different ways in which consumers gain access to information about 
wines and spirits.  How can marketeers gain exposure through these different 
channels? (50% weighting) 

 
b) Of the various mediums identified, discuss which are the most accurate and free from 

bias.  (20% weighting) 
  
c) Explain which of these channels could be used as an aid to selling:  

a. Domaine bottled red Burgundy  
b. premium Vodka   
c. branded California White Zinfandel.  (30% weighting) 

 
 
Some candidates handled the first section very well, giving a thorough account of 
both traditional and new forms of media such as blogs, Facebook and Twitter.  It was 
important to do well in this section, as it carried the bulk of the marks at 50%.  
However, some candidates devoted too much space to new media at the expense 
(and occasionally complete exclusion) of traditional media.  The best candidates 
struck a balance between the two.    
 
The section examining which methods were most accurate and free from bias was 
often dealt with very briefly, and in some instances also naively – such as claiming 
that advertising was unbiased. 
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The following script was graded as a merit.  It is well written, flows very well and is 
easy to follow in terms of mapping to the examination questions.  It makes a lot of 
very valid points, particularly section a) which is handled very well. 
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Many candidates simply do not write enough to address the questions in sufficient 
detail.  As you can see, this candidate submitted five and a half pages of text.  To 
have been able to write this amount, this candidate clearly prepared very well ahead 
of the exam, researching the subject well and digesting the information they had 
gathered.  This meant they only had to re-organise this information on the page to 
address the various sections of the question, which they did very well. 
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June 2010 
 
 
Wine education 
 
 
There has been a boom in wine education over the last decade.  The WSET and other 
institutions involved in wine education have enjoyed growth in candidate numbers, not just 
from members of the industry but also from wine consumers.  Many personnel involved in 
wine production have studied at university for academic qualifications in subjects like 
viticulture and oenology.  Of course, wine education is not confined to classroom courses.  
Books, magazines and newspapers are important sources of information and TV and radio 
have also played a part.  The internet is now the way many people find out more about wine.  
Wine tourism has developed enormously, bringing the consumer into direct contact with the 
place where the product is made. 
 
The wine industry has generally been highly supportive of education initiatives that bring 
product knowledge to the trade and consumers.  Generic bodies and brand owners have also 
invested in consumer education through websites and promotional activity, and many see 
these initiatives as a way of building interest in their product.  
 
In some cases, it is not clear where education ends and promotion begins. 
 

 
Answers: 180 

 

 
Passes: 122 (68%) 

 
Examination question (all four sections compulsory)  
 
 

a) Why has wine education seen such growth in recent years? (40% weighting) 
 
b) How has the wine industry benefitted from this trend? (40% weighting) 

 
c) Discuss whether there is a conflict of interest between consumer education and brand 

loyalty. (20% weighting) 
 
 
This was a rather disappointing pass rate for what should have been a relatively easy 
question.  The examiner reported that there was a tendency for candidates to be too 
factual in their responses.  For example, when asked to give reasons for something, 
it is not sufficient to simply list examples of that thing.  Many candidates did this in 
section a) where they gave extensive descriptions of the various types of education 
available, but did not explain WHY wine education has seen such growth in recent 
years.  In addition, many of the scripts submitted for this question were hard to mark 
accurately because candidates did not make it clear which bit of the question they 
were addressing.  In fact, in some cases the structure was so chaotic, the examiner 
had to constantly make a judgement call on where to allocate marks.  This is a 
common problem in all examination questions in all units.  Candidates should 
indicate in the margin of their script, which section of the question they are 
addressing.  It is perfectly feasible to do this and still write your answer in the form of 
a cohesive essay format.  
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Unit 2, Wine Production  
 
 
 
 
This report is not able to 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, general comments 
 
Many candidates take advantage of the WSET examination feedback service 
because they do not fully understand what is required of them in the examination, or 
are unsure how marks are allocated.  This chapter will provide similar feedback and  
will take each section in the tasting paper and explain how to maximise marks as well 
as highlighting common errors. 
 
Firstly, some general comments about good and bad tasting notes.  One way to lose 
marks on this paper is through poor application of the Systematic Approach to 
Tasting Technique (SAT).   Missing out key features such as sweetness, acidity, 
body, alcohol etc is simply throwing marks away.  Many candidates still do not 
appear to understand what is required in a professional, analytical tasting note.  
There is a general tendency amongst some to compare the three wines rather than 
describe them individually.  This leads them 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.   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. 
 
Finally, a small insight into how the Panel selects wine for the examination.  In all 
tasting questions the examiners aim to select one wine which will be the “banker” (the 
one that candidates should be able to identify immediately), another that is fairly 
obvious but requires a bit more analysis to reveal its origin, and one wine that will 
provide a challenge and differentiate the excellent candidates from the rest.  When 
making their selection, the Panel tastes all potential wines blind, finally whittling these 
down to the three that best represent the wines they depict, yet work well together 
and allow the exceptional candidate to shine. 
 
Looking at the key headings on the examination paper, these are the points to bear 
in mind: 
 
Appearance 
With three marks available for the appearance, the candidate needs to make three 
valid observations.  By simply correctly identifying the colour of the wine, the intensity 
of the colour, and any variation between the rim and core, the three marks could be 
assured.  Other observations that could be made where appropriate include 
comments on signs of development, viscosity or bubbles.  Vagueness or inaccuracy 
in terms of colour will not secure marks, such as describing a wine as “straw gold” in 
colour.  Even worse, are the candidates who simply use the term “yellow” or “red”.   
There is also a tendency to use colours not defined in the Systematic Approach.  This 
may appear dictatorial, but the SAT was established for a very good reason – to 
provide a means by which wines can be analysed systematically and precisely 
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irrespective of language.  The candidate who describes a red wine as “cherry red” is 
less precise than one using the term “ruby” or “garnet”.  This is because “cherry” is 
open to interpretation.  Is the candidate referring to red cherries or black cherries, or 
even those cherries that are golden with a pink blush?   The examiner has no way of 
knowing.  In addition, colour is an area where many candidates appear to get 
muddled.  A large number use the terms ruby and garnet indiscriminately – there is a 
very clear distinction between the two.  Garnet heads more towards the brown end of 
the red spectrum rather than the blue/purple side, which applies more to ruby.  For 
red wines, look at the rim to see if it is still basically pink-red (i.e. ruby) or is showing 
some orange/brown (i.e. garnet). Almost all wines are one of these two. Save ‘purple’ 
for wines that still display a distinct youthful blue colour at the rim, and save ‘tawny’ 
for wines that are distinctly brown in colour.  For rosé wines the colours are pink 
(bluish pink) - salmon (pinkish orange) – orange (brownish pink) – onion Skin 
(brownish-orange).  The colour of white wines is most easily assessed at the core 
(where the wine is deepest).  Nearly all white wines fade to a water-white rim, where 
the colour is imperceptible. 
 
Nose 
Candidates often fail to say enough in this section.  With seven marks at stake, one is 
allocated for commenting on development, one for intensity and five for aroma 
characteristics.  Candidates who only mention one or two aroma characteristics are 
therefore reducing their chances of gaining high marks.  It is helpful to cluster the 
aromas into ‘primary’ (deriving from the grape, but probably including some fruity 
fermentation esters); ‘secondary’ (deriving from the production, including malolactic 
by-products, lees extracts, and oak extracts), and ‘tertiary’ (deriving from ageing 
processes, whether reductive or oxidative).  These in turn help you determine the 
development of the wine. 
 
‘Youthful’  indicates the wine is dominated by primary and, for some wines, 
secondary aromas (mainly fruit and oak).  It is common for secondary aromas, when 
present, to stand apart from the fruit at this stage.  
 
‘Fully Developed’  indicates that the dominant aromas are tertiary.  In contrast to 
youthful wines, the secondary aromas are usually fully integrated at this stage.  
 
Many wines pass from ‘Youthful’ to ‘Past their best’ without ever being ‘developing’ or 
‘fully developed’.  Only use ‘Developing’  if the wine is changing in ways that will lead 
to it becoming more interesting at some point in the future, otherwise there is a 
danger that it becomes a default for almost all wines.  
 
It is good discipline to think in terms of ‘clusters’ of aromas: primary fruit (type of fruit,  
under-ripe or over-ripe, fresh or jammy), lees/autolysis, malolactic, oak, reductive 
tertiary characteristics, oxidation.  A wine is not fully described unless at least some 
descriptor from each of the main clusters present in the wine has been described.  
For a wine to be described as complex it must have the presence of several aroma 
clusters.  
 
Palate 
Many candidates are guilty of loose, unquantified or vague application of the 
Systematic Approach to Tasting Technique (SAT) when assessing the palate.  
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Examples found on some scripts were “marked acidity” (this could imply medium or 
high and is not precise enough) or “tannic” (this simply implies that tannin is present, 
candidates need to specify whether it is high, low, medium, soft, harsh etc).  Such 
comments do not specifically tell the examiner what he/she needs to know about the 
wine, and marks cannot be allocated.  Examples of other terms to use with caution 
are “nice”, “good”, “some”, “fairly”, “reasonable”.  In isolation, they convey nothing to 
the examiner, for example “nice tannins”, “good acidity”, “nice finish” – all far too 
vague to merit any marks.  Many candidates use the term “balance” incorrectly.   
Consider the following comment “very balanced between alcohol, acidity and 
fruit/oak”.   This tells the examiner nothing unless each of these attributes is defined 
in turn.   They could all be “in balance” because they are all high or low or medium.  
On the other hand, the acidity could be high but the fruit intensity only medium yet 
still be “in balance”.  This is precisely why such comments are not appropriate unless 
quantified using the parameters defined in the Systematic Approach. 
 
Many candidates forget that the Systematic Approach is a five point scale (low / 
medium (-) / medium / medium (+) / high), rather than a three point scale (low / 
medium / high).  It is useful to start with the three point scale for your initial 
assessment and then refine this within the five point scale.   
 
Assessing tannin is a two stage process which includes both the level and nature of 
the tannin.  Using the five point scale, start with the three main groups (low-medium-
high) and then refine this within the medium category if necessary to arrive at a level 
which best describes the wine.  As an example consider two wines from 
Chateaunuef-du-Pape, one Grenache dominated, the other having a large 
percentage of Syrah in the blend.  Both may be categorised as having medium tannin 
on a three point scale.  However, the Grenache based wine would probably be more 
accurately graduated as medium or possibly medium (-) whilst the Syrah dominant 
wine would have higher levels of tannin, probably medium (+), but the difference 
would not be enough for it to be graduated as high.  It is this level of accuracy that 
ensures high marks. 
 
When describing the tannin’s texture you should use the tannin descriptors in the 
Systematic Approach.  Assessing the texture in addition to the level shows how a 
wine with a low level of unripe tannin can seem very astringent, whilst a wine with 
high levels of ripe tannin can seem soft and velvety.  
 
Some candidates fail to apply the Systematic Approach in the correct way when 
referring to alcohol.  In the Diploma examination we do not expect candidates to state 
what the level of alcohol is in terms of abv %.  Instead, you should aim to assess the 
perceived level  of alcohol using the terms defined in the Systematic Approach – low, 
medium, high etc. 
 
Assessing body accurately can be difficult for many candidates.  Alcohol, sugar and 
extract can all contribute to body, whereas acid seems to lighten body.  Ripe tannins 
can add to body but hard tannins can make a wine seem thinner.  Wines that are 
high in sugar but low in alcohol are hard to assess.  Looking at viscosity can help in 
this instance.  Wines that are high in acid and tannin (such as Barolo) can also seem 
hard and thin, but looking at the weight, concentration and viscosity will help to 
accurately assess them as full-bodied.  
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Candidates also lose marks by stating under the palate that “fruit is the same as the 
nose”.  This is not sufficient to gain any marks.  Candidates must state what the 
flavour characteristics are, as in some case they do not  mirror those on the nose 
exactly, and at this level candidates should be able to distinguish between these 
subtle differences.  For example, woodiness and spiciness tend to increase on the 
palate whilst floral notes tend to be less noticeable than on the nose. 
 
Other common reasons for low marks are notes which are contradictory, “hedging 
their bets”, or applying the scatter gun approach in the hope of a few correct 
observations in amongst the incorrect ones.  Consider the following extract from a 
script:  
 
“Ripe plum, prune and dark cherry, hints of pepper and vegetal notes, jammy and 
boiled sweets, hint of vanilla.  A developing wine, simple.” 
 
This candidate is describing two very different styles of wine in this one note, one 
complex and aged and the other basic, simple and youthful.  This is not a convincing 
note. 
 
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 
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.   
 
Readiness for drinking/ageing potential 
The key points to consider here are: 
 
• Is the wine ready to drink? 
• If it is, how long will it continue to be ready to drink before beginning to decline? 
• If it is not ready to drink, how much time does it still need? 
• If it is ready to drink, will it evolve any further in bottle?  
• If it will evolve, how long will it be before it reaches its peak and starts to decline? 
 
Country and region 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 will superior 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 we may instruct 
markers that marks may be allocated 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 
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California Chardonnay in the June 2007 examination where marks were also 
awarded for identifying this as Australian.  However, some candidates really do push 
this to the limit.  It is never a good idea to list more than one alternative in your 
answer, particularly where these cover multiple 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.” 
 
Finally, a comment regarding tasting order.  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 blasted with a heavily oaked Chardonnay 
which then makes it impossible for you to detect the delicate neutral, 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 use the information in the 
tasting note 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 2010: White wines from Viognier 
 

 
Answers: 80 

 

 
Passes:  41 (51%) 

 
This was a poor result, particularly as there was a classic Condrieu in the line up, 
along with two further wines of differing quality and ripeness levels (a Vin de Pays 
and a California Viognier). 
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A number of candidates identified the variety as Sauvignon Blanc or Riesling.  This 
was illogical given the “weight” of these wines.  Pinot Grigio was a more convincing 
mistake to make and was a popular choice of variety for many.   
 
 
 
June 2010: Red wines from Cabernet Sauvignon 
 

 
Answers: 364 

 

 
Passes:  257 (71%) 

 
Clearly candidates found it easier to identify this variety than the Viognier in the 
January exam. 
 
For this question, the three wines were a Chilean Cabernet, a classic Bordeaux 
(Chateau Batailley 2005) and an Australian Cabernet from Coonawarra – three very 
different, but distinctive styles of wine from this variety. 
 
The Chateau Batailley should have been the benchmark here with the clear varietal 
character on the other two wines confirming Cabernet Sauvignon as the variety.  
However, there was evidence to suggest that a large number of candidates are 
extremely poor at recognising quality and ageability in classic wines.  This is also 
evident when we use Vintage Champagne in the Unit 5 tasting papers.   Cabernet 
Sauvignon, Merlot and Syrah were the most popular choice, along with less 
convincing options such as Grenache, or the really obscure such as Aglianico.  In 
addition, a number of candidates left this section of the paper completely blank and 
far too many who did identify a variety were too brief in their reasoning for a section 
worth five marks.  This was certainly the case with the following candidate who 
correctly identified the variety but could not give enough convincing reasons for more 
than a couple of marks: 
 
Reasons for choice: (5 marks) 
Strong blackcurrant aspects and tannins suggested it was Cab, also spicy aspect and 
the body. 
 
Compare this to the following candidate who achieved all ten marks in this section: 
 
Reasons for choice: (5 marks) 
Deep colour, black fruit character and firm tannin structure.  Affinity with oak, quite 
high acidity, intensity of fruit and complexity coming with development indicates a 
variety with ability for significant ageing.  Potential to produce wines of very good 
quality points to a noble variety.  Cabernet is also a variety grown in many countries 
and the different styles suggest many different climates.  
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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 2010: Red wines with a common link in respe ct of origin 
 

 
Answers: 80 

 

 
Passes:  42 (53%) 

 
The aim here was to deduce that all three wines were from the Veneto.  The wines 
were three different quality levels and styles of Valpolicella – a £10 fairly simple wine, 
and good quality Superiore Ripasso and an Amarone showing some age.   Only four  
candidates identified the region as the Veneto.  Twice as many failed to read the 
question carefully enough and gave a country instead of a region.  The worst culprit 
here was the candidate who stated that all three wines were from France.  This could 
have covered of multitude of different styles of wine and showed no skill at all.  In 
general, descriptions of the cheaper wine were most accurate and convincing, with 
candidates confidently picking up the simple primary fruit character.  In contrast, the 
majority failed to recognise the quality of the Amarone which should have been the 
wine most likely to have led them to the correct region. 
 
 
 
 
June 2010: White wines with a common link in respec t of origin 
 

 
Answers: 364 

 

 
Passes:  217 (60%) 

 
As with the January exam, candidates were required to identify the region of 
production, not just the country - in this instance, Marlborough in New Zealand.  
However, by far the most popular choice was the Loire Valley.  These candidates 
would have made this assumption on the basis of the first wine alone (Sauvignon 
Blanc), assuming it to be a Sancerre or Pouilly Fume.  This was an understandable 
error to make in the case of this single wine, (although the pyrazine character was far 
too strong for this to realistically be a valid option), but was totally illogical given the 
style of the remaining two wines. 
 
Candidates who took this route, found themselves adapting their note for the Pinot 
Gris to fit a Loire Chenin Blanc and “sitting on the fence” with the Chardonnay.  Other 
options given were South Africa or Chile – neither of them a “region” as specified in 
the question.  Most candidates who gave the Loire as the region still managed to pick 
up some of the five marks available for the reasoning if their arguments were logical.  
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The following candidate was one of the few who identified the region.  Their 
reasoning for this was particularly well argued: 
 
“The mix of the three grape varieties gives a strong clue and rules out many regions 
of the world.  In addition, the structure of the wines, particularly acidity, discounts 
many warm climate regions.  The varietal character of the first wine is very distinctive 
of Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc.   Alsace style Pinot Gris (the second wine) is not 
found in many regions and the other two wines rule out Alsace as an option in any 
event.  Barrel fermented and matured Chardonnay indicates a premium quality wine-
making region and the level of ripeness and purity of fruit adds extra weight to the 
possibility that Marlborough is the region as Pinot Gris is also grown here”. 
 
 
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 unless some reference is made to the quality level the 
wine is pitched at.  For example, is it “average” for a Grand Cru or for an entry level 
£3.99 wine?   This section of the paper carries a large number of marks and 
comments such as “good” or “AC level” are simply not detailed enough.  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 us 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 2010: White Burgundy  
 

 
Answers: 80 

 

 
Passes:  45 (56%) 

 
 
This was not an impressive set of scripts, with only one candidate out of 80 achieving 
distinction grade.  This was a trio of white Burgundies from Louis Jadot’s portfolio.  



Diploma Examinations 2009/2010 – Examiners’ Report 

 59 

They were all from the same 2007 vintage to provide some consistency and prevent 
other aspects such as the effect of vintage variation clouding the issue of quality.  
The three wines were a generic £10 Bourgogne Chardonnay, a £30 Chassagne-
Montrachet and a £50 Chassagne-Montrachet Premier Cru.   
 
As is so often seen in Diploma tasting exams, candidates were very poor at 
recognising the quality of the £50 wine.  In the worst instances, this was deemed to 
be the cheapest of the three wines.   
 
Many candidates also mis-use the term “commercial”, particularly in the assessment 
of quality.  This is neither a quality level nor a market segment.  Something that is 
described as “commercial” is simply a wine that has a market.   Both Mateus Rosé 
and Château le Pin could claim to be “commercial” – they both sell very well, yet are 
worlds apart in terms of style, target market and quality.   
 
The following extracts relate to the concluding sections of the paper for wines 7 and 
8, the £50 Premier Cru and the £10 generic wine.  The first response is from a 
candidate who has completely reversed the quality of these wines and the second is 
from a candidate submitting an accurate paper. 
 
POOR RESPONSE: 
Chassagne-Montrachet Premier Cru Monopole Clos de la Chapelle - £50  
Detailed assessment of quality: 
Good but not really enough complexity to be more than that.  Nice fresh quality, very 
drinkable. 
Readiness for drinking/potential for ageing: 
Ready to drink.  Not a wine meant for ageing – will not improve. 
 
Bourgogne Chardonnay - £10 
Detailed assessment of quality: 
More complex than #7 on nose.  Good complexity – minerality and fruit both present.  
Concentrated stone fruits and citrus.  Balanced with acidity and citrus flavours.  All of 
this points to very good quality wine. 
Readiness for drinking/potential for ageing: 
Ready to drink, but will probably improve for 3-5 years. 
 
Apart from the fact that this candidate has completely missed the quality on wine 7 
and vastly overestimated the quality on wine 8, the comments made in support of the 
quality of wine 8 are not  an assessment of quality, but simply unfounded statements, 
and repetition of comments made elsewhere in the tasting note (i.e. reference to 
minerality and citrus fruit). 
 
VERY GOOD RESPONSE: 
Chassagne-Montrachet Premier Cru Monopole Clos de la Chapelle - £50  
Detailed assessment of quality: 
Very good to outstanding quality premium wine.  Vibrant with layered flavours giving 
complexity.  Concentration of flavour with a creamy smooth texture.  Excellent 
balance of fruit, acid and alcohol with none dominating.  Well integrated oak which 
complements rather than overwhelms and a long length. 
Readiness for drinking/potential for ageing: 
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Drinking now, will improve over 3 to 5 years and hold for another 7 to 10. 
 
Bourgogne Chardonnay - £10 
Detailed assessment of quality: 
Acceptable to good quality.  Some complexity of flavour but oak is a little clumsy and 
acid a little dominant.  Overall a little green, raw and disjointed.  Moderate intensity 
that drops away giving a medium length finish. 
Readiness for drinking/potential for ageing: 
Drinking now, at peak.  Will hold for 1-2 years but not improve. 
 
Being critical, this candidate should really have tied their assessment of quality down 
to one level rather than spanning two, but their other comments were a good analysis 
of the factors that led them to their assessment. 
 
 
 
June 2010: Chianti 
 

 
Answers: 364 

 

 
Passes:  222 (61%) 

 
 
There was a similar story here to the January paper – candidates tended to 
overestimate the quality of the cheap, generic wine.  A large number of candidates 
consistently confuse very ripe jammy fruit with quality – basing their judgements on 
power of fruit rather than subtlety, complexity or elegance. 
 
The following candidate achieved high marks for accurate tasting notes that correctly 
highlighted the differences between these wines both in terms of style and quality 
level. 
 
WINE No. 7 Tenuta Fontodi ‘Vigna del Sorbo’ Chianti  Classico Riserva 2006 
Appearance:   (3 marks) 
Intensity:   Medium (+)  
Colour:   Ruby with a narrow pink rim 
Other observations : Very obvious legs 
 
Nose:  (7 marks) 
Intensity:    Medium 
Development:  Developing 
Aroma Characteristics: Blackberry, strawberry, raspberry, cherry, subtle oak - 

vanilla, pencil shavings, dark chocolate, perfumed, 
savoury, meaty, earth. 

 
Palate:  (10 marks) 
Sweetness:   Dry 
Acidity:   Medium (+) 
Tannin:   Medium (+), firm and fine-grained 
Alcohol:   Medium  
Body:    Medium (+) 
Flavour intensity:  Medium (+)  
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Flavour characteristics: Blackcurrant, strawberry, cherry, plum, vanilla, dark 
chocolate, meaty. 

Other observations:  Concentrated and powerful but fleshy and supple 
Length:   Long 
 
Assessment of quality:  (7 marks) 
Very good quality premium wine.  Rich and powerful but still refined and elegant. 
There is plenty of acidity and tannin to balance the vibrant, ripe fruit which is starting 
to develop tertiary flavours and consequent complexity while retaining freshness. The 
oak is subtle and well-integrated and the length is long.  At present the tannin is 
rather dominant although there is sufficient fruit to balance this over time. 
 
Readiness for drinking/potential for ageing:  (4 marks) 
Entering drinking window now but will improve for 3 to 5 years and hold for 10+. 
 
Estimated off-premise retail price per bottle inclu ding all taxes :  (2 marks) 
£28 
 
WINE No. 8 Sardelli Chianti 2008 
Appearance:   (3 marks) 
Intensity:   Medium 
Colour:   Ruby with a pale pink rim 
Other observations : Moderate legs 
 
Nose:  (7 marks) 
Intensity:    Medium (-) 
Development:  Youthful 
Aroma Characteristics: Simple, juicy, primary fruit, blackcurrant, plum, redcurrant, 

raspberry, confected, bubblegum, slightly stalky and a hint 
of thyme. 

 
Palate:  (10 marks) 
Sweetness:   Dry 
Acidity:   Medium 
Tannin:   Medium (-), rounded 
Alcohol:   Medium 
Body:    Medium (-)  
Flavour intensity:  Medium (-) 
Flavour characteristics: Blackberry, plum, redcurrant, slightly metallic edge. 
Other observations:  Palate seems angular, disjointed and a little thin. 
Length:   Medium (-) with a bitter finish. 
 
Assessment of quality:  (7 marks) 
Acceptable aimed at the lower end of the market.  It is competently made with simple 
primary fruit and no obvious use of oak. The bubblegum note indicates a possible 
use of carbonic maceration. The structural components are in balance but at a fairly 
low level and the finish is not very long and a little bitter. 
 
Readiness for drinking/potential for ageing:  (4 marks) 
Ready to drink now.  Will not improve but will hold for 1 to 2 years. 
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Estimated off-premise retail price per bottle inclu ding all taxes :  (2 marks) 
£4.99 
 
WINE No. 9 Villa Cerna Chianti Classico 2007 
Appearance:   (3 marks) 
Intensity:   Medium (+) 
Colour:   Ruby with a narrow pink rim. 
Other observations : Obvious legs 
 
Nose:  (7 marks) 
Intensity:    Medium 
Development:  Developing 
Aroma Characteristics: Ripe and a little jammy, damson, raspberry, strawberry,  

black cherry, vanilla, smoke, coffee, earth, gamey, herbal, 
violets. 

 
Palate:  (10 marks) 
Sweetness:   Dry 
Acidity:   Medium  
Tannin:   Medium (+), ripe and fine-grained 
Alcohol:   Medium (+), warming 
Body:    Medium  
Flavour intensity:  Medium (+) 
Flavour characteristics: Blackberry, raspberry, black cherry, vanilla, coffee, 

savoury, gamey. 
Length: Medium (+) but with warm alcohol and a slightly bitter 

finish. 
 
Assessment of quality:  (7 marks) 
Good quality, mid-market wine.  It shows elegance and some complexity from oak 
and tertiary flavour characters.  The tannins are ripe and well-integrated and support 
the fruit but the overall balance is spoiled by the warmth of the alcohol.  There is not 
sufficient concentration and intensity for a higher quality rating. 
 
Readiness for drinking/potential for ageing:  (4 marks) 
Drinks well now but will improve for 1 to 2 years and hold for a further 3 to 5 years. 
 
Estimated off-premise retail price per bottle inclu ding all taxes :  (2 marks) 
£15 
 
This candidate has written a check list of all the headings in the Systematic Approach 
down the side of their paper to make sure they comment on every component of the 
wine.  Many candidates do this, and it is a good idea as it is easy to forget to mention 
something in the heat of the moment. 
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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 5 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 the actual  
taste.  It is vital to keep an open mind until the tasting note has been completed and 
re-read, and only then reach a conclusion.   
 
 
 
January 2010: Red wines – Navarra Rosado 2008, Spic e Route Pinotage 2007, 
Coonawarra Cabernet Sauvignon 2004  
 

 
Answers: 80 

 

 
Passes:  55 (69%) 

 
Candidates seemed to struggle with identifying these wines, despite there being two 
very distinctive wines in the line-up.  There was no single reason for the low marks 
achieved by many candidates.  These were down to inaccurate descriptions, illogical 
conclusions, poor assessment of quality or bad judgements on the “readiness for 
drinking”.   
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June 2010: White wines – German Spätlese 2004, Hunt er Valley Semillon 2002, Rias 
Baixas 2008 
 

 
Answers: 364 

 

 
Passes:  169 (46%) 

 
This was a very low pass rate.  Candidates clearly struggled to identify these wines, 
but this was not the reason for the low pass rate, as it is perfectly feasible to pass this 
paper without identifying the wines.   
 
The real problem lay in the accuracy of the tasting notes themselves, particularly for 
the Hunter Valley Semillon.  I write frequently in this report, and in candidate 
feedback reports, that it is vital not to make any decision about the identity of the until 
after the tasting note has been written.  This is because it is easy to “twist” the 
description to fit an incorrect conclusion, and this leads candidates to convince 
themselves they detect aromas and flavours that are not there, and also to misjudge 
the structural components of the wine.  This was certainly the case with the Semillon.  
The structure of this wine is quite unusual and very distinctive – high acidity, lowish 
alcohol (medium -), only medium body but very pronounced aromas and flavours.  
This makes it quite light in texture but very intense.  To add to the confusion, this was 
clearly showing quite a lot of age which a vast number of candidates completely 
missed.   Most candidates, apart from those who had tasted this wine before and 
were therefore familiar with the style, were at a loss as to what it could have been.  
Suggestions were many and varied – Vinho Verde, Chablis, White Bordeaux, White 
Burgundy, Muscadet, Italian Pinot Grigio, German Riesling.  It is clear from the wide 
diversity of options here that it was not simply of case of describing the wine correctly 
but reaching an incorrect conclusion on the basis of the note.  These tasting notes 
would have been extremely different in just about every aspect, and show that these 
candidates allowed their tasting skills to be clouded by their conviction that the wine 
must have a particular structure to fit their assumption regarding provenance.  
 



Diploma Examinations 2009/2010 – Examiners’ Report 

 65 

Theory Paper, general comments  
 
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 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 2010 
 
 
Group A: Compulsory Question 
 
 
 

Discuss the various options for blending in the Bor deaux region (50% weighting).  
For each option, explain why each of these might be  used (50% weighting). 

     
 

Answers: 126  
 

 
Passes:  43 (34%) 

 
This was a disastrously low pass rate for what should have been an easy question for 
the majority of candidates.  This was almost universally because candidates took far 
too narrow an approach and answered this question as if it had read “Discuss the 
various grape varieties used for blending in the Bordeaux region”.  Irrespective of 
how well or how extensively they discussed these varieties, they would still have only 
addressed part of the question.  To make matters worse, in some instances 
candidates limited their response even further to red varieties in isolation, with no 
mention of white wines. 
 
To answer this well, candidates needed to consider options from both the point of 
view of the vineyard and the winery.  This meant writing about different grape 
varieties, different parcels of grapes from different vineyards, communes/ areas, 
different producers/growers, for sweet wines – picking of individual botrytised grapes, 
different soil types.  In the winery they should have considered the use of different 
pressings, use of free run juice and first pressing, different vinification techniques, 
(different parcels and grape varieties vinified separately), for red wines – maceration 
of fruit, fruit selection prior to fermentation, addition of stalks, chaptalisation, reverse 
osmosis, choice of fermentation vessel, fermentation temperature and for white wines 
– selection of fruit (particularly for sweet wines), fermentation in oak or stainless 
steel, for all wines different oak treatments such as fermentation or ageing in oak, 
(age, provenance, toast of oak, length of time spent in oak), blending of different 
vintages (extremely important in Bordeaux), particularly for generic blends and white 
wine blends in Entre-Deux-Mers. 
 
Having identified all these options, the second part of the question should have 
considered the reasons for their use. 
 
Very few candidates indeed took this broad approach and this is reflected in the poor 
pass rate. 
 
The following script is a classic example of a candidate who only wrote about 
varieties.  They did include white varieties, but incorrectly identified these as 
“Semillon, Sauvignon Blanc and Muscat ”.  This candidate was one of the many who 
failed this question despite writing a reasonable amount. 
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Group B: 4 questions to be answered from a choice o f 6 
 
 
 

Account for the success of Marlborough Sauvignon Bl anc (25% weighting).   
Evaluate the main threats to its continued success and discuss whether the region 
has a guaranteed future with premium Sauvignon Blan c (75% weighting). 

 
 

Answers:  104 
 

 
Passes:  76 (73%) 

 
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.  Although fewer candidates tend to 
opt for these questions, those that do, invariably do very well.  This was no exception, 
no only generating a very solid pass rate, but with as many merit grades as pass, a 
good smattering of distinctions and not too many fail (unclassified) scripts, inevitably 
from candidates who answered this in the hope of “bluffing” their way to a pass 
grade.  Those who scored low marks, did so because they failed to cover the second 
part of the question in sufficient detail, which carried 75% of the marks. 
 
The following candidate achieved a distinction grade.  Their submission is well 
written, they have not spent too long accounting for the success of Sauvignon Blanc 
and have demonstrated sound commercial awareness through their discussion of this 
topic. 
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Discuss the FIVE major black grape varieties curren tly used for AC wines in 
Languedoc, such as Minervois and Coteaux du Langued oc. 

 
 

Answers:  38 
 

 
Passes:  16 (41%) 

 
This was not a very popular question, answered by only 30% of candidates, and was 
answered badly by most of those who attempted it, with only nine candidates 
achieving a pass grade, four on merit and three on distinction.  The majority of 
candidates (46% of those who answered this question) scored fewer than 45%, 
which is extremely poor. 
 
The question gave Minervois and Coteaux de Languedoc as example wines 
specifically to guide candidates to the correct varieties, in case there was any doubt 
as to what the five major black varieties might be.  They were of course, Grenache, 
Syrah, Cinsault, Mourvedre and Carignan.  Nevertheless, a number of candidates fell 
into the trap of including varieties like Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot, which 
although grown in the Languedoc, are not relevant in the context of the example 
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wines given.  One candidate even listed the major varieties as Cabernet Sauvignon, 
Merlot, Malbec, Tannat and Muscat.  Most responses to this question were short and 
shallow, and in the majority of cases where candidates listed the varieties correctly, 
although the sections on Grenache and Syrah tended to be better than those on the 
other varieties, they were still largely too superficial. 
 
This should have been an easy question to answer provided candidates had covered 
the syllabus well, as this was a straight-forward, factual question.  All that was 
required was identification of the five grapes and some discussion of the key 
characteristics of each, which could be summarised as follows: 
 
Grenache Noir           
Suits hot, dry, windy conditions.  
Drought resistant.  
Buds early, can be prone to coulure. 
Usually bush trained. 
Wines can lack colour, tannin/acid structure and oxidise easily unless old vines are 
used (when there is high quality potential). 
Gives fruity, rich, sweet flavours, often red fruit (strawberry) and white pepper.  
High in alcohol, full bodied with soft tannins.  
Can be meaty and leathery with age.  
 
Syrah             
High quality potential variety, suitable for hot and moderate climates.  
Hardy and disease resistant.  
Small berries with thick skins giving high skin to juice ratio. 
Versatile – can be used for light fruity wines and serious, structured, age-worthy 
wines. 
Fashionable, marketable variety.  
Often a high percentage used in premium wines. 
Responds well to oak ageing. 
Can be prone to develop reductive (mercaptan) flavours (possible disadvantage). 
Gives deep colour, high acid and medium to high tannin.  
Black fruit, dark chocolate and spice flavours etc. 
 
Cinsault           
Drought resistant.  
Adaptable to many soil conditions. 
Prone to high yields at the expense of quality.  
When yield is restricted, can produce wines of intense colour and flavour with good 
acidity but fairly low tannin. 
Short growing season, - buds relatively late and ripens early. 
Prone to rot. 
Ripe and meaty rather than elegant.  
Adds roundness and fruit which is useful for toning down the harshness of Carignan. 
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Carignan           
Late ripening.  
Sensitive to mildew and rot.  
Can be very high yielding but produces concentrated wines from old, low yielding 
bush vines. 
High in acid, tannin and colour.  
Can have green, unripe flavours and a bitter finish.  
Carbonic maceration widely used to reduce these characteristics. 
Not very highly regarded; lacks finesse.  
Percentage of blend reducing in better wines. 
Up to 40% permitted in Coteaux du Languedoc. 
 
Mourvedre            
Adaptable to many soil conditions. 
Buds and ripens late – even later than Carignan.  
Needs lots of heat and sun to ripen fully. 
Does well in windy climates where ventilation avoids rot in the tight bunches.  
May be affected by mildew (downy and powdery). 
Small, sweet, thick skinned berries. 
Adds colour, tannin and alcohol to the blend.  
Fruit characters of blackberry, spice, liquorice and a gamey note. 
Gives wines longevity. 
 
 
 

For each of the Alsace wines listed below, describe  the wine using the format of a 
tasting note and comment on the factors in the vine yard and in the winery that 
determine the style of the wine.  
 
a) Muscat d’Alsace AC   
b) Pinot Gris Grand Cru AC  
c) Gewurztraminer Selection de Grains Nobles AC   
d) Pinot Noir d’Alsace AC   

  
  

 
Answers:  89 

 

 
Passes:   43 (48%) 

 
This was also a poor pass rate, with a fairly equal number of candidates achieving 
pass, fail and fail (unclassified) grade bands.  Clearly, it is undesirable for so many 
candidates to fall into the lowest grand band, but this is a phenomenon we have seen 
more and more frequently as candidates approach this qualification without first 
consolidating and building on the knowledge they gained at Advanced Certificate. 
 
As in the past, when asking similar styles of questions, candidates are able to write 
fairly convincing tasting notes for the various wines, but are unable to explain 
convincingly why the wines taste the way they do, and this is what this question is all 
about.  This is a classic example of the way the questions in the Diploma exam 
require candidates to apply both explanation and application in their answers rather 
than just factual recall in the form of the tasting note (see page 8 of this report for 
more on this). 
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The four wines in this question where chosen to span the full spectrum in both style 
and quality levels and candidates needed to show this through their response, but 
very few did.  On the whole, the section on the Gewurztraminer SGN was covered in 
slightly more detail than the other wines, where there was a tendency to vagueness 
in the hope of picking up a few marks for generic comments about white winemaking 
(or red, in the case of the Pinot Gris). 
 
Every year this report urges candidates to spend a few minutes putting together a 
short essay plan, before answering any question.   I suspect there is reluctance to 
waste “precious” time on this, but the plan does not need to take long or be 
extensive, and it really does help.   In the case of the Pinot Gris Grand Cru, the plan 
would have highlighted the following topics for further discussion within the script 
itself: 
 

• climate – rainfall, ripening conditions. 
• Soils - rich in clay, particles of volcanic rock.  
• Grand Cru vineyards - better aspect. 
• Vine density. 
• Yield - Max yield, more restricted, also prone to problems with fruit set. 
• Winery - whole bunch press, reduce skin contact, ferment in stainless steel or 

large, old oak casks (retains aromatics), maturation on lees (gives complexity). 
 
A similar approach for each of the other wines would have generated the information 
required to pass this question. 
 
 
 

With reference to the Americas, write a paragraph o n FIVE of the following: 
 
a) Malbec 
b) Fetzer 
c) University of California at Davis 
d) Okanagan Valley 
e) Pacific Ocean 
f) Italian grape varieties 

 
 

Answers:  88 
 

 
Passes:  59 (67%)   

 
This was a reasonably good pass rate with some very good scripts showing very 
extensive knowledge, possibly from those candidates studying in the US. 
 
There were the inevitable pitfalls with this type of question, such as answering all six 
sections (inevitably too briefly) rather than the five asked for, failing to restrict 
comments to the Americas only (a particular problem in section f) where a number of 
candidates wrote about Italy), or relying on guesswork (most prevalent in sections b) 
and d)). 
 
The following candidate wrote a very good response on section d), giving plenty of 
detail which generates high marks. 
 



Diploma Examinations 2009/2010 – Examiners’ Report 

 77 

“A wine producing region in British Columbia, Canada and one of the world’s most 
northerly wine regions.  A narrow, 160 km long valley which lies in a rain shadow, 
between the Coastal and Monashee mountain ranges.  This results in very low 
annual average rainfall (the southern part is an extension of the Sonoran desert).  A 
large lake, Lake Okanagan, is the source for irrigation and tempers the continental 
climate.  Summers are warmer than the Napa Valley, reaching 40°C during the day, 
and winter temperatures can drop below zero for long periods.  There are 5 sub-
regions, the most well known being Kelowna, and Okanagan Falls.  There are 
significant climatic differences between these from north to south - reflected in the 
wide range of grapes grown e.g. Riesling and other cool climate whites in the north, 
Bordeaux varieties and Syrah in the south.  Once mostly hybrid grapes were grown, 
but now these are mostly V. vinifera.” 
 
 
 

Discuss the factors to be considered when replantin g and managing an existing 
vineyard for the production of  
 
a) Chablis Grand Cru 
b) Inexpensive Central Valley Chilean Chardonnay 

 
 

Answers:  74 
 

 
Passes:  37 (50%)   

 
 
This question was actually considerably more challenging than it appeared, and 
needed very specific detail to earn good marks.  This was reflected in the low pass 
rate, the fact that only a third of those candidates who passed, did so with a merit or 
distinction grade and that there were as many fail (unclassified) grades as pass 
grades. 
 
Many candidates just wrote generally about the two regions without fully 
understanding what this question was about – explaining the different approach 
dictated by wine style, location, natural elements etc.  Many candidates also failed to 
appreciate that this question was about re-planting an existing  vineyard, not 
planting a vineyard from scratch, with the result that they dwelt on site selection 
which was not the focus of this question.  It was also not enough to simply describe 
the factors in the two regions.  Candidates needed to show they understood why 
these differed.  There were certain key aspects that should have formed the basis of 
this answer, such as choice of rootstock, the task of balancing the vine, work in the 
vineyard, the issue of frost risk, the effect of sunlight, legal restrictions and 
precipitation.  The following script was better on Chile than Chablis, and had some 
good detail, sufficient to justify a low merit grade. 
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Describe the two wines below under the following he adings: 
 

a) Climate and soil (24% weighting) 
b) Viticulture and grape variety(ies) (24% weightin g) 
c) Vinification (24% weighting) 
d) Assessment of quality (16% weighting) 
e) Food combination (12% weighting)  

 

                                         
 

Answers:  112 
 

 
Passes:  80 (71%)   

 
This format of question is always a popular choice, and the January exam was no 
exception.  This was the most popular optional question on the paper, answered by 
89% of candidates.  However, despite the high pass rate, there were some extremely 
poor responses amongst the large number of candidates (20% of the total) achieving 
fail (unclassified), or a mark lower than 45%. 
 
There were a number of reasons for low marks – failing to structure responses to 
reflect the weighting in the various sections, such as writing far more on food and 
wine matching than any of the first three sections, not knowing what style of wine 
Rias Baixas is (some described it as a red wine area), giving superficial responses on 
the three key sections – in particular on climate and soil, or saying very little in terms 
of vinification of the Rioja beyond stating what the legal requirement is for ageing. 
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June 2010 
 
 
Group A: Compulsory Question 
 
 

 
Describe the two wines below under the following he adings:  
 

a) Climate and soil 
b) Viticulture and grape variety(ies) 
c) Vinification 
d) Scale of production and quality of wine 

 

 
 

 
Answers:  403 

 

 
Passes:  269 (67%)   

 
The mainstream topic matter of this question meant that the majority of candidates 
were able to provide sufficient detail for a pass grade, with almost as many merit 
grades as passes. 
 
Inevitably there were some candidates who thought Grands Echezeaux was a white 
wine and lost a considerable portion of the marks because many of their comments 
were incorrect as a result.  There were also some who thought it was a Chablis. 
   
The following candidate achieved a high grade for answering the question in full, with 
a focussed response full of good detail. 
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Group B: 4 questions to be answered from a choice o f 6 
 
 
 
Areas of Australia have seen excessive temperatures , drought and bush fires in recent 
vintages.  Discuss how these affect wine production  (60% weighting).  How is the 
Australian wine industry responding?  (40% weightin g) 
(An essay format is COMPULSORY for this question) 
 

 
Answers: 189 

 

 
Passes:  92 (49%)  

 
There was a reasonably high take up (47% of candidates) for this compulsory essay 
question, where it is not just a case of getting the facts across - structure is also 
important.   This was clearly a very topical question, and candidates needed to be 
aware of recent events to answer this with enough authority for a pass grade.  Less 
than half of them achieved this.  However, of those who were awarded pass grades, 
there was an equal split between the three pass grades with more distinctions 
awarded here than in any other question.  At the other end of the spectrum, however, 
more candidates were awarded fail (unclassified) than any other grade.    
 
The following script is well written, extensive in terms of scope and makes some very 
sound commercial observations.  It achieved a low level distinction grade. 
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Describe how the factors in the vineyard, winery an d marketplace influence the style, 
quality and price of 
 

a) Condrieu AC 
b) Gigondas AC 
c) White Châteauneuf du Pape AC 
d) Tavel AC 

 
 

Answers:  335 
 

 
Passes:  208 (62%) 

 
This was the most popular optional question on the exam paper, chosen by 83% of 
candidates and answered reasonably well with as many merit grades as pass 
grades.  However, as with most other questions, there were far too many fail 
(unclassified) grades – even more than those achieving fail.  Ideally, the number of 
candidates achieving such low marks should be the lowest, yet in far too many 
instances, they account for the largest proportion of the candidates answering the 
question.  This is a phenomenon that has become increasingly prevalent in recent 
years and is indicative of the fact that too many candidates are rushing into the 
Diploma programme on passing Advanced Certificate (sometimes with low level pass 
grades), without fully realising the significant difference in the level of these two 
qualifications.   Whilst it is understandable that any candidate can do poorly on one 
or two questions, anyone achieving more than one or two fail grades in the Unit 3 
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theory paper really needs to question whether they are ready for this qualification.  
Some of the fail (unclassified) marks recorded against this question were extremely 
low indeed – in single figures.  These very low marks were not necessarily the result 
of writing only a couple of lines of text.  One candidate who was given a mark of 11% 
wrote 1 ½ sides of almost complete nonsense.  In general, there were some 
appalling errors – describing Gigondas as a white wine from the Northern Rhone, 
Condrieu as a red wine made from Syrah and placing Tavel in Bordeaux. 
 
For each of the four wines, candidates needed to discuss factors in the vineyard, 
winery and marketplace.  Very often, there was very little discussion of winemaking 
and comments relating to the marketplace were often very superficial.  In terms of the 
vineyard, candidates needed to consider things like climate, weather, topography, 
choice of grape variety, harvesting, trellising and training etc.  In the winery, obviously 
method of production was the focus, including issues such as processes pre 
fermentation, choice of fermentation vessel and method of fermentation and 
processes post fermentation, including ageing where relevant.  Candidates who 
covered the section on the marketplace well, often gave an indication of the level of 
production, the perceived positioning of the product in the market place and some 
discussion of whether or not this is justified. 
 
 
 
 
Describe the style and outline the principle sellin g points of 
 

a) Black Tower Rivaner Deutscher Tafelwein Rhein 20 08 
b) Schloss Johannisberger Erstes Gewächs Riesling 2 007 
c) Berncastler Doctor Riesling Trockenbeerenauslese  2006, Weingut Wwe 

Dr H Thanisch 
    

 
Answers: 305 

 

 
Passes:  147 (48%) 

 
 
 
This was a popular question, chosen by 76% of candidates.  However, the low pass 
rate shows that very few of them answered it well.  It is likely that this was chosen by 
the poorer candidates in the exam, hoping that they would scrape through by writing 
longer tasting notes for the three wines rather than concentrating on the more 
important aspect of identifying the principle selling points.   Even where this section of 
the question was addressed, it was often misinterpreted to mean “where the wines 
are sold” (eg supermarkets in the case of the Black Tower or specialist shops for the 
TBA), which was not what the examiner was looking for.  Alternatively, many 
candidates simply described how the wines were made (particularly the TBA) without 
linking this in any way to the selling points.  Comments relating to Black Tower were 
often misguided at best, or simply incorrect, with many unable to get past the “old” 
image of Liebfraumilch, which is no longer relevant in the case of this wine.  In 
general, the detail in the stem of the question was overlooked, for example by 
candidates who listed the grape varieties for Black Tower as Riesling or other 
varieties, completely unaware that RIVANER is the variety, not a wine region as 
many suggested.  Similarly, many were ignorant as to what an Erstes Gewachs wine 
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is or what effect this has in terms of selling points, and very few thought to comment 
on the significance of the named producers or vineyards.  
 
The following script achieved a fail grade.  What there is, is correct, but it is far too 
short and superficial for a pass grade. 
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In contrast, the following script is more extensive and answers the question more 
extensively and is therefore worthy of a pass grade, although the bullet point style is 
rather lazy. 
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With reference to the wines of continental Europe, write a paragraph on FIVE of the 
following: 
  

a) Blaufränkisch 
b) Corvina 
c) Dolcetto 
d) Mencia 
e) Petit Verdot 
f) Tannat 

 
 

Answers:  325 
 

 
Passes:  225 (69%) 

 
 
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 90%) and those who clearly did not 
have a clue (a bottom mark of 11%).  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 grape varieties and structured their answer accordingly.  In 
general, there was a tendency to write too much about Valpolicella (the wine) rather 
than Corvina (the grape variety).  There is a subtle difference to the focus of the 
question which required candidates to write primarily about the characteristics of the 
grapes and then secondly about the wines in which it is used. 
 
 
 
Assess Portugal’s strengths (50% weighting) and wea knesses (50% weighting) as a 
producer of still light wines. 
 

 
Answers:  299 

 

 
Passes:  248 (83%) 

 
This was an excellent result, and very surprising because Portugal is not generally 
considered to be an area of the syllabus that candidates are particularly strong on.  
This was answered very well by the majority, with more merit grades than any other 
band, and good evidence of commercial awareness in terms of the market for these 
wines.  Those who failed often did so because they wrote too little, and their 
response lacked detail and conviction as a result. 
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Using the maps provided, for EACH of the wines list ed below, state the number which 
correctly locates the area of production, briefly d escribe the wine using the format of a 
tasting note, and comment briefly on the factors in  the vineyard and in the winery that 
determine the style of the wine. 
 

a) Walker Bay Pinot Noir 
b) Durbanville Sauvignon Blanc 
c) Mount Veeder Cabernet Sauvignon 
d) Santa Maria Valley Chardonnay 

 
 

            
 

Answers:  144 
 

 
Passes:  92 (64%) 

 
Despite the good pass rate, this was not a convincing set of scripts.  A large number 
of candidates picked up marks for writing largely “generic” tasting notes based on the 
grape varieties given without really knowing very much at all about the wines 
themselves.  This was clear from their response to the other sections of the question, 
either because they were unable to locate the wines on the maps, or clearly relied on 
guesswork when it came to explaining how factors in the vineyard and winery 
determine wine style.  As with many other questions in this paper, there were some 
extremely low marks awarded to candidates who really should not be doing this 
qualification at present. 
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Unit 4, Spirits of the World  
 
 
 
The examination for Units 4, 5 and 6 require good all round knowledge for the 
candidate 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 significant evidence that candidates do not 
add water to their samples when assessing them.  It is vital to evaluate the nose and 
palate both before and after adding water as the character of spirits can change 
considerably as a result of being broken down in this manner. 
 
The examination for Unit 4 was run on three separate occasions in the academic 
year 2009/10, in November, March and June.  The overall pass rate for the unit as a 
whole for all these dates combined was 61% - a very slight drop from 64% in the 
previous academic year. 
 
The questions and individual pass rates for each of the three examination dates were 
as follows: 
 
November 2009 
 
 
Question 1 – Tequila Reposado, VSOP Cognac, Absolut  Citron Vodka  

 
 

Answers:  228 
 

 
Passes:  170 (75%) 

 
Results for this question were sound but with very few distinction grades.    
Some candidates lost marks because they did not use the correct version of the 
Systematic Approach to Tasting.  There are three different versions of this which can 
be downloaded from the WSET website (www.wsetglobal.com), one for spirits, one 
for still wines and one for sparkling wines, and terminology does differ between them 
so candidates must make sure they are using the correct version. 
 
The Cognac generated the most accurate tasting notes, although some candidates 
confused it with Bourbon.  The citrus Vodka was often mistaken for Gin - it was not 
aromatic or complex enough for this, and was actually quite confected, even with 
synthetic notes of icing sugar, sherbet and lemonade. 
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The following candidate wrote very good notes for all three samples and gained a 
distinction grade as a result. 
 
SPIRIT No.1 El Jimador Tequila Reposado  

 
Appearance:  
Pale lemon-green with legs evident. 

 
Nose:  
Medium (+) intensity. Rested. Fresh vegetal aromas of cabbage, pepper, sweet potato and root 
vegetables. Herbal notes of cut grass and heather, slightly stalky. Smoky and earthy with a touch of 
brine.  Addition of water brings out lemon, lime sherbet and chalky aromas. 

 
Palate:  
Dry with integrated alcohol. Medium body with medium flavour intensity.  Flavour characteristics of 
pepper, earthy and spicy with hints of grass, lemon and lime.  Slightly salty / briny with a smooth, 
slightly oily texture. Medium (+) length with a well balanced, complex and clean spicy finish. 

 
Specific identity of spirit:  
Tequila Reposado 

 
Assessment of quality:  
A good quality spirit showing clear evidence of brief ageing in both appearance and in the 
development of complex aromas and flavours.  It has a reasonable but not intense concentration of 
flavour.  Smooth and balanced, also indicative of quality. 
 
SPIRIT No.2 Courvoisier VSOP  

 
Appearance:  
Clear, med intensity of amber with golden lights, fading to a narrow watery rim. Legs evident. 

 
Nose:  
Medium (+) intensity. Matured aromas of caramel, dried apple, apricot, sultana, orange peel, vanilla, 
coffee, toffee, honey, oak and spice with a floral note. Slightly spirity and a hint of rancio.  Addition of 
water gives a waxy, floor polish aroma and accentuates the orange note. 

 
Palate:  
Dry with integrated alcohol. Medium bodied with an oily texture and a medium (+) intensity of orange 
peel, dried fruit, honey, caramel, vanilla, oak. Addition of water makes the texture very viscous and 
brings out a peppery and orange note.  A long, complex, balanced finish but with a slight peppery 
burn. 

 
Specific identity of spirit:  
VSOP Cognac 
 
Assessment of quality:  
The complexity of flavours, overall balance and long finish indicate an aged Cognac of good to very 
good quality.  It lacks the concentration, complexity and rancio character of an outstanding Cognac. 

 
SPIRIT No.3 Absolut Citron  

 
Appearance:  
Water-white and colourless with legs evident. 

 
Nose:   
Medium (+) intensity. Unaged with a distinct, pure lemon aroma, lemon peel, seems sweet and 
confected, sherbet, lemonade and orange notes. Simple and one-dimensional. 

 
Palate: 
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Dry with smooth alcohol and a medium body. Medium intensity of fresh lemon and lemon peel with 
lime and orange notes. It has a distinctly oily texture and a medium length with a clean, simple and 
balanced finish. 

 
Specific identity of spirit:  
Lemon flavoured Vodka. 

 
Assessment of quality:  
An acceptable quality spirit.  Although the flavour is simple and one-dimensional it shows a purity of 
flavour backed up with a smooth, well balanced palate. 
 
 
 
 
Question 2 – In relation to spirits, write about ea ch of the following: 

 
a) Scotch whisky maturation 
b) Rum styles 
c) Production of Plymouth Gin 

 
 

Answers:  228 
 

 
Passes: 139 (61%) 

 
 
A fairly solid set of results, with a good number of high grades, but this was offset by 
an even higher number of extremely poor fail (unclassified) grades.  The examiner 
who marked these commented that they were either good or very poor with very little 
in between.  The section on rum was often answered extremely well, on some 
occasions well enough to move a fairly poor paper into the pass grade band.  
However, responses on the production of Plymouth Gin tended to be too generic in 
nature rather than concentrating on how production of this Gin differs from the norm. 
 
 
March 2010 
 
 
Question 1 – Plymouth Gin, Appleton V/X Golden Rum,  Janneau Tradition Armagnac 
 

 
Answers:  270 

 

 
Passes: 228 (84%) 

 
This was an excellent pass rate with more candidates gaining merit than any other 
grade.  A fairly large number of candidates mistook the Rum for Whisky.  The 
caramel was far too obvious for this to have been Whisky. 
 
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 appeared to not understand what was required under “style within 
the category” for which one mark was allocated.  Answers here needed to be precise 
to get the mark.  For example, “Gin” was not sufficient in the case of the first spirit, we 
were looking specifically for “Plymouth Gin”, which has a distinct style of its own, 
although examiners would also have accepted London Dry Gin as being similar in 
style.  In the case of the Rum, this needed to be specified as a Golden Rum and for 
the Armagnac, it was more important to get the quality level correct rather than 
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identify it as either Armagnac or Cognac.  So, whilst examiners would have accepted 
VS or VSOP Armagnac and also VS Cognac, they did not accept VSOP Cognac as 
the quality of this spirit did not match this level. 
 
 
 
Question 2 – In relation to spirits, write about ea ch of the following: 

 
a) The cereals used in Whisk(e)y production 
b) Calvados 
c) Flavoured Vodkas 
 

 
Answers: 270  

 

 
Passes: 202 (75%) 

 
 
This was a very good pass rate, with an equal split between pass grades and merit 
grades.   
 
Sections a) and b) were answered well in most instances, but many candidates 
struggled to write knowledgeably on flavoured Vodkas, which required far more 
commercial knowledge and less reliance on memorising facts.  There were inevitably 
those who simply described Vodka production in broad terms rather than limiting their 
response to the specifics of flavoured Vodkas. 
 
Compare the following two scripts, one receiving a fail grade and the other a 
distinction. 
 
The fail grade has some valid information, but it is simplistic and superficial whereas 
the distinction has plenty of good detail and is relevant and knowledgeable. 
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Compare this fail grade script with the following one, which received a distinction grade. 
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June 2010 
 
 
Question 1 – Eau de Vie Poire William, Calvados, Bo urbon 
 

 
Answers:  191 

 

 
Passes: 107 (56%) 

 
 
This was a poor set of results and rather surprising given that these were three very 
different and very distinctive styles of spirit.  The weakest notes were on the Poire 
William, with a number of candidates confusing this with Tequila, white Rum, Gin or 
Kirsch.  This was surprising as the pear character was the dominant aroma and 
flavour, particularly after the addition of water.  There was also evidence to suggest 
that candidates find it difficult to assess sweetness on spirits.  In fact most spirits are 
dry or off-dry yet many described some of these as medium sweet.  This was not 
even correct for the Bourbon which was the “sweetest” of the three at off-dry. 
 
As with some previous Unit 4 tasting papers, the emphasis in the concluding section 
of this paper asked candidates to describe how the method of production accounts 
for the style of the various spirits.  However, a large percentage of candidates failed 
to understand what was required here and simply stated how the spirit was made 
without explaining how this affects the style.  With four marks available in this section, 
responses needed to be reasonably detailed and analytical.  For example, for the 
Calvados good candidates commented on practices such as the selection of different 
types of apple to give the required character of the base material, by referring to the 
four key characteristics on which apples are selected - sweetness, acidity, sourness 
and bitterness.   Some mentioned fermentation with natural yeasts to give complexity 
to the spirit or distillation in a pot still for a good expression of the base material and  
ageing in oak barrels which imparts wood, dried fruit and spice notes along with more 
tertiary aromas and a phenolic bite from wood tannins. 
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Question 2 – In relation to spirits, write about ea ch of the following: 

 
a) Continuous still 
b) Maturation and blending of Cognac 
c) Tequila styles 

 
 

Answers:  187 
 

 
Passes: 111 (59%) 

 
Although this generated a reasonably good pass rate, there were very few merit or 
distinction grades. 
 
In general, the section on Tequila styles was fairly good, although a large number of 
candidates forgot to mention Extra Anejo or simply listed the styles without describing 
them.  The section on the continuous still generated some very confused descriptions 
of how this works.  There were also some very simplistic diagrams.   A clear and 
accurate diagram is extremely useful and often conveys the information with the 
addition of brief notes better than a long, convoluted description, but hastily drawn 
scribbles with no detail, omission of key components or inaccuracies do nothing to 
support weak descriptions.  Finally, although most candidates covered the maturation 
of Cognac well, with almost every candidate listing the ageing requirements of the 
various styles, they were considerably weaker when it came to discussing blending.  
The key points here were to consider the various options and the reasons for them. 
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Unit 5, Sparkling Wines  
 
 
 
The examination for Unit 5 was run on three separate occasions in the academic 
year 2009/10, in November, March and June.  The overall pass rate for the unit as a 
whole for all these dates combined was 64%. 
 
The questions and individual pass rates for each of the three examination dates were 
as follows: 
 
 
 
November 2009 
 
 
Question 1 – Prosecco NV, Freixenet Brut Vintage 20 04, Sekt 2006 
 

 
Answers:  211 

 

 
Passes: 126 (60%) 

 
 
This was a rather disappointing pass rate with very few achieving distinction grades.  
Although the Prosecco was assessed well in many cases, far too many candidates 
appeared to detect autolysis on the Sekt that simply was not there. 
 
The Freixenet was often identified as Champagne, which was not an illogical 
assumption given the obvious autolytic character on this wine.  However, it had a 
rather bitter finish and the lack of freshness and acidity should have discounted this 
option – it just lacked the vibrancy of Champagne. 
 
As in most tasting questions, it was in the assessment of quality that candidates 
tended to loose marks.  The following candidate wrote very similar assessments for 
all three wines, which made their notes very unconvincing: 
 
PROSECCO 
“An acceptable quality with reasonable intensity but lack of complexity.  Length is not 
long so this wine couldn’t merit a higher quality.” 
 
CAVA 
“An acceptable quality with reasonable length and complexity.  Autolytic character 
indicated that wine is made with traditional method but the length is not long so can’t 
merit a better quality.” 
 
SEKT 
“An acceptable quality wine with reasonable intensity and complexity.  Length is not 
long, can’t merit a better quality.” 
 
In contrast, the following candidate gave more accurate assessments of the quality 
and more detailed reasoning for their choice. 
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PROSECCO 
“Good quality, with a primary fruit driven style which is persistent and very slight 
sweetness which is balanced by the acidity.  A fresh, simple, easy drinking wine 
which is made to be drunk young and lacks the complexity of better quality.” 
 
CAVA 
“Good quality.  Fairly simple with autolysis giving a little complexity.  Development, 
intensity and length indicate a better than basic quality wine, but the bitterness on the 
finish and rather low acidity prevent this achieving a higher rating.” 
 
SEKT 
“Very good quality.  Well made and structured with clearly defined varietal character.  
The fruit balances the fresh acidity, giving a good length and clean finish.  The hint of 
kerosene gives some complexity, but the fruit intensity on the palate was a little 
disappointing.” 
 
 
 
 
Question 2 – In relation to sparkling wine, write a bout each of the following:   

 
a) Dom Perignon 
b) Crémant d’Alsace  
c) New Zealand sparkling wine 

 
 

Answers:  209 
 

 
Passes: 151 (72%) 

 
 
This was a very good result, not just a high pass rate, but also a good spread of merit 
and distinction grades. 
 
Nevertheless, there were inevitable weaknesses in some scripts.  There was a 
tendency to only write about Dom Perignon (the man), forgetting about the wine itself 
which was also a significant part of this question.  Despite the danger of candidates 
having to resort to “generic” information on New Zealand sparkling wine, the majority 
of them were able to give logical responses here, even if they were sometimes short 
on the specific detail.  The key points the examiner was looking for were as follows: 
 

• some indication of the relative “newness” of sparkling wine production here 
(first produced by Salaks in 1971, but really came to prominence with the 
launch of Lindauer in 1981)  

• mention of the key areas of production and the reasons for these (climate, soil 
etc)  

• discussion of grape varieties (not just Chardonnay and Pinot Noir, but also 
Sauvignon Blanc and earlier attempts with Muller Thurgau),   

• most common method of production (not just traditional) and the significance 
of reliability of vintages and use (or not) of reserve wines 

• examples of key producers.   
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March 2010 
 
 
Question 1 – Yellowtail Bubbles, Louis Roederer NV,  Asti Martini NV 
 

 
Answers:  248 

 

 
Passes: 209 (84%) 

 
 
This was a very high pass rate with a good spread of results across the three pass 
grades.  Clearly the Asti Martini was an easy option here, and the autolytic and 
elegant character of the Champagne made this relatively easy to place as well.  The 
majority of candidates were also able to assess the quality of the “cheap” Yellowtail 
well even though they may not have been able to identify it if asked.  However, as 
this was not required, it really did not matter in this event. 
 
 
 
Question 2 – In relation to sparkling wine, write a bout each of the following:   

 
a) Codorniu 
b) Clairette de Die Tradition 
c) Maturation of Champagne 

 
 

Answers:  246 
 

 
Passes: 126 (51%) 

 
 
Compared to the tasting question, this was a very poor set of scripts, with more fail 
(unclassified) grades than any other. 
 
There were a number of reasons for this: 
 

• There was widespread confusion on Clairette de Die Tradition, both in terms of 
the grape used and the method of production. 

• An alarming number of candidates had no idea who Codorniu were, with some 
placing it in the Rhone, describing it as a region in Spain, a Grand Marque 
Champagne or a Crémant de Limoux, or at best, simply writing about Cava in 
general terms rather than specifically about the wines produced by Codorniu. 

• Maturation of Champagne was good in the majority of cases, but there were 
still some who wrote in broad terms about Champagne production rather than 
limiting their comments to the various stages where maturation takes place, 
such as in the use of reserve wine, lees ageing/autolysis, and maturation both 
pre- and post-disgorging. 

 
 
June 2010 
 
 
Question 1 – Vouvray Brut 2005, Bruno Paillard Rose  NV, Miru Miru NV (New Zealand) 
 

 
Answers:  228 

 

 
Passes: 150 (66%) 
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A good set of results, with a good distribution of merit and distinction grades.  Most 
candidates spotted the quality on the Champagne, but a large number mistook the 
Vouvray for Cava.  It is likely that they confused the wet wool character of the Chenin 
Blanc grape for the rubbery aroma associated with Cava.  However, this wine was 
also floral and had far more subtle autolytic character than a Cava would, and this 
should have led candidates away from making this error. 
 
As with most of the tasting questions, the assessment of quality is still an area of 
considerable weakness for many candidates, with comments being brief, simplistic, 
often just repeating comments made in the tasting note itself, without explaining how 
or why these indicate quality (or lack of it), or including irrelevant observations 
relating to the wine’s “readiness for drinking” or provenance.  For example, the 
following candidate wrote the following assessments of quality for the three wines: 
 
Wine 1 
“Tank method with Chardonnay grapes, ready to drink, can improve” 
Wine 2 
“Traditional method, good acidity with medium length, ready to drink, can improve” 
Wine 3 
“Good acidity balance with rich flavour of fruit, can improve, Chardonnay grapes” 
 
None of these is an assessment of the quality of the wine. 
 
 
 
Question 2 – In relation to sparkling wine, write a bout each of the following:   

 
a) Champagne Districts  
b) Cava Grapes 
c) Prosecco   

 
 

Answers:  226 
 

 
Passes: 108 (48%) 

 
 
This was a very poor result.  In general, where candidates failed it was due to lack of 
detail in their scripts.  There is still a considerable percentage of candidates 
consistently achieving fail (unclassified) grades whose level of knowledge has not 
progressed beyond Advanced Certificate.   
 
For example, to cover the section of Champagne districts well, candidates needed to 
include detail on topography, impact of climate on choice of grape variety etc for the 
five districts of Montagne de Reims, Cote des Blancs, Vallée de la Marne, Aube and 
Cotes de Sézanne, not just name the first three and state which varieties are grown 
there.  Similarly, they needed to cover the additional grapes used in Cava beyond the 
main three and Chardonnay, and have a good understanding of what they contribute 
to the wines.  Finally on Prosecco, it was noticeable where students had taken note 
of the 2009 legislation and the use of the term “Glera” outside of the DOC(a) area.  
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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, with both the section on Champagne 
districts and Cava grapes, the logical approach is: 
 

• What are they? 
• Where are they?  (Champagne districts) 
• What are their key characteristic/distinguishing features? 
• How do they influence wine style (Cava grapes) 

 
The section on Prosecco 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.   
 
The following candidate achieved high marks in all three sections: 
 
Section a) 
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Section b) 
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Section c) 
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Unit 6, Fortified Liqueur Wines  
 
 
 
The examination for Unit 6 was run on three separate occasions in the academic 
year 2009/10, in November, March and June.  The overall pass rate for the unit as a 
whole for all these dates combined was 66%. 
 
The questions and individual pass rates for each of the three examination dates were 
as follows: 
 
 
November 2009 
 
 
Question 1 – 10 year old Sercial Madeira, 20 year o ld Tawny Port, 10 year old Malmsey 
Madeira 
 

 
Answers:  198 

 

 
Passes: 123 (62%) 

 
 
Most of those achieving a pass grade, did so with a basic pass.   In a number of 
instances candidates did not read the question carefully enough and therefore 
missed that these were all from the same country.  Even amongst those that did spot 
this information, there were still some who forgot that Madeira is part of Portugal, so 
rather than considering that the line-up could contain wines from both, they assumed 
that all three were Madeiras on the basis of identifying one or two as such.  Those 
who opted for three Madeiras tended to write very similar tastings notes for all three 
wines, missing the subtle differences between them.  There was also a tendency for 
some candidates to “hedge their bets” by resorting to the use of the term “medium” 
across the board.  This led to some low marks as most of the structural components 
of these wines were far from “medium”.  Similarly, many candidates are imprecise in 
their assessment of development, referring to “signs of development” or “showing 
development”.  The problem here is that the examiner has to make a judgement on 
whether this implies that the wine is developing or fully developed, which they are 
unable to do, so no mark can be awarded. 
 
 
 
 
Question 2 – In relation to fortified wine, write a bout each of the following:   
 

a) Sherry grape varieties 
b) Banyuls 
c) Modernisation in the Douro 

 
 

Answers: 197 
 

 
Passes: 112 (57%) 

 
 
Results on this question were fairly polarised.  There were almost as many achieving 
distinction as merit (around 15% of candidates for each grade band), but also as 
many achieving fail (unclassified) as pass (25% of candidates for each grade band).  
The large number of candidates achieving these very low marks, suggests that many 
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of them either did not prepare sufficiently for this exam, or simply are not yet ready 
for a qualification of this level as these were three very mainstream topics.   
 
The sections on Sherry grape varieties and Banyuls were largely factual.  For the 
first, the various varieties needed to be identified followed by discussion of their 
characteristics both in the vineyard and the winery and what they contribute to the 
wines in which they are used.  The second section would have generated the correct 
information if candidates had considered the “six factors” (climate, grape variety, soil, 
vinification, maturation), along with some comments on the various styles and quality 
levels. 
 
The section on the Douro was also largely factual in terms of developments in the 
vineyard and the winery, but better candidates also brought a commercial focus to 
their response, referring to the introduction of new Port styles such as Croft Pink and 
Warre’s Otima.  This commercial awareness is fundamental to success in the WSET 
Diploma in all units, not just Unit 1. 
 
 
 
 
March 2010 
 
 
Question 1 – Beaumes de Venise, 10 year old Tawny P ort, Rutherglen Muscat 
 

 
Answers:  172 

 

 
Passes: 116 (67%) 

 
 
This was actually a disappointing pass rate with most candidates achieving basic 
pass grades rather than higher grades.  
 
There were a number of reasons for low grades.  There was considerable confusion 
between colour definition for ruby, garnet and tawny.  Some candidates also do not 
read questions carefully enough and in this instance gave the country of origin when 
they had specifically been asked for the region.  A large number also failed to 
understand how  maturation affected the quality and style of these wines and some 
took a very narrow approach, assuming “maturation” only to mean bottle age rather 
than considering the whole process. 
 
Compare the following explanation from a poor candidate with one from an excellent 
candidate: 
 
Poor analysis 
“Wine of good quality, fortified to arrest fermentation, so retain varietal aromas of 
Muscat grape” 
 
The first two comments about quality and fortification are not relevant in a question 
asking how maturation affects quality and style.  The latter comment is relevant but 
very simplistic. 
 
The following candidate was far more explicit and precise: 
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“Brief storage in inert stainless steel preserves the fruit character of the Muscat 
grape.  Freshness and primary aromas are key to the style of this wine.  There is 
insufficient acidity and structure to mature further as the wine will become dull and 
cloying”. 
 
This is good because the candidate has not only explained what ageing has taken 
place and how this affects the style, but has also considered the quality aspect of the 
question in their second observation. 
 
 
 
 
Question 2 – In relation to fortified wine, write a bout each of the following:   
 

a) Emilio Lustau 
b) Autovinification 
c) Madeira grape varieties 

 
 

Answers:  172 
 

 
Passes: 97 (56%) 

 
 
 
A number of candidates felt the question on Emilio Lustau was unfair because this 
producer is not mentioned in the study notes.  Examination questions are not dictated 
by what is covered in either the study notes or the lectures candidates attend.  It is 
the learning outcomes of the qualification specification that determine whether or not 
a question is “within scope”.  One of the key learning outcomes of this unit is 
demonstrating an understanding of the trade and legal structures of the regions and 
districts covered by this unit.  Trade structures are defined as shippers, co-
operatives, groups, associations, Quintas/Bodegas and influential individual 
companies.  Whilst we clearly would not expect candidates to have a knowledge of 
every producer within this category, we would expect them to have a basic 
awareness of those who are active on the global market, such as Emilio Lustau. 
 
The best way to approach this type of question is to ask yourself questions, such as 
“who, what, where, when, how”.  This should ensure you cover the key facts the 
examiner is looking for.  For example: 
 
Who are they? – award winning Sherry producer and a driving force behind the battle 
to improve the image of Sherry 
What? – what do they produce? – an extensive range of Sherries in all traditional 
styles from supermarket own-label to top quality VOS and VORS wines as well as 
innovative wines such as East India, single cask, single vintage Sherries and 
Almacenista Sherries 
Where? – this could be covered from two angles – where are they based (in Jerez) 
and where are they active (in the global markets). 
When? – not a particularly important aspect of the question, but it could give those 
candidates with strong commercial knowledge a chance to shine by indicating when 
they were founded 
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How? – an important part of this question was Lustau’s involvement in the production 
of Almacenista Sherries, and this certainly needed further discussion, ie what are 
they and how are they produced? 
 
Any candidate with knowledge of the global market for Sherry should have been able 
to answer this in basic terms. 
 
The following candidate gave excellent responses in two sections, and although the 
response on Emilio Lustau was the shortest, it was still sufficient for a sound pass 
grade, allowing this candidate to achieve a distinction overall 
 
Emilio Lustau 
One of the last Sherry producers to be privately owned.  Based in Jerez, Spain.  They 
are unusually hard to visit, despite being of interest to the Sherry lover due to their 
production of Anada (ie single vintage) Sherries.  Also unusually for the region, they 
are Spanish owned, rather than British (or formerly British).  They are known to 
promote their wines as enthusiastically as any other producers, possibly more so 
given the quality aspect; a recent promotion in the US for example, underlined food 
and wine matching with the various styles, including recipes.  Not one of the oldest 
Sherry companies, they were founded in the 19th century around the time that the 
dominance of Port was fading away. 
 
Autovinification 
This is the unpowered answer to the question of how to mechanize port must 
production when choosing not the use human feet in lagares.  Developed in Algeria 
in the mid 20th century for use in table wine production areas, the system – also 
known as Ducellier – was developed by the port producers for the same reasons, ie 
that it is unpowered, effective, reliable, comparatively cheap, and a godsend in 
remote or undeveloped regions where electricity is unreliable, even if available.  Port 
based wines require a fast (<5 days) fermentation before being stopped by brandy 
addition at around 6% abv.  However, to obtain the desired level of colour extraction 
in this time without extraction of harsh / bitter seed tannins by overextraction due to 
harsh processing is difficult; hence why human feet have been used for so long.  The 
autovinifier uses a 2 chamber system connected by a pipe.  The CO2 released during 
fermentation is trapped at the bottom of the system, in the lower chamber, and as it 
accumulates, the downwards pressure forces the wine into the upper chamber.  The 
diagram below is not accurate, but it gives the general idea.  (The diagram’s 
inaccuracy is that it doesn’t show the correct return path for the wine.)  As the upper 
chamber fills, it reaches a pre-set level, which opens a valve and returns the wine 
back below, cascading over the fermenting cap and to all intents and purposes 
“pumping over” the cap to extract the colour from the skins.  Because the pressure is 
derived from the natural CO2 production it means that, with the correct valve settings, 
the system can run 24 hrs without power or intervention, achieving the rapid and 
efficient extraction required.  Its use was pioneered by Taylor’s, but its use has 
spread throughout the region, to the point that it is now used by many producers 
unless they are making ports which they wish to short fermentation naturally due to 
natural yeasts on the skin (encouraged by lagar pressing) rather than inoculating with 
cultivated yeasts. 
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(Examiners comment – a basic diagram was included as referred to by the candidate 
in their script.  Unfortunately, the script is too faint to scan and reproduce by this 
means as others have been, so it is not possible to include the diagram here.) 
 
Madeira grape varieties 
These are split amongst hybrids (now technically banned), standard varieties such as 
Tinta Negra Mole (used for “average” and cooking Madeiras) and the 4 classic noble 
varieties Sercial, Verdelho, Bual and Malmsey.  Malmsey was the “original” variety 
planted on Madeira by the Portuguese in the 16th century; it is originally a Greek 
variety from the Peloponnese, named after the Port town Malvasie, from where the 
name Malvasia (a synonym) is derived too.  It is used for the sweetest, richest wines 
and consequently is planted on the warmest, lowest sites on the southern side of the 
island.  Higher on the same slopes, will be planted Bual (aka Boal), the next sweetest 
variety, usually ripened to 40-60 g/l residual sugar as opposed to Malmsey’s >60 g/l.  
on the north side of the island are found Verdelho (25-40 g/l RS) again on the lower 
slopes as befits the 2nd driest style of all on the cooler side of the island and above it 
grows Sercial for the driest style of all (<25 g/l RS).  Tinta Negra Mole used to be 
planted across most of the island, and is vinified to any style from dry to rich; it 
cannot use the names of the true noble varieties.  If is used both for standard 
drinking wines and also for cooking wines; either way, rather than being maderised 
through armazens de calor heating rooms, or outside, as per the better wines, it is 
heated in cuba de calor or estufagem systems both of which are more brutal ways of 
heating the wine more quickly and cost effectively, although the end product is not as 
exquisite. 
 
 
June 2010 
 
 
 
Question 1 – Amontillado Muy Viejo VORS, Vintage Ma ury 2007, Solera Reserva Pedro 
Ximenez 
 

 
Answers: 318  

 

 
Passes: 251 (79%) 

 
 
This was a very good result with 70% of candidates falling within the pass and merit 
grade bands.  With three very different styles of wine chosen for this paper, 
candidates should have been able to achieve high marks for the descriptions alone, 
and they should also have been able to give logical responses in the concluding 
section where they were required to describe how the method of production accounts 
for the style even if they were not able to identify the wines themselves accurately. 
 
The following candidate did this well in the case of the Maury: 
 
“I think it is a Vin Doux Naturel.  It is made from the (black) Grenache grape which 
explains the ruby colour.  The fortification would have been done to interrupt the 
fermentation part way through leaving a strong sweet wine.  The style is fruit driven 
as VDNs often are, so this would have only had very short maturation and certainly 
not oxidative maturation so that it retains vibrant colour and primary fruit aromas.” 
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Contrast this will the following script relating to the same wine, where the candidate 
also writes about fortification during fermentation, but does not explain how this 
influences style: 
 
“I think this is Ruby Port.  Fortification during fermentation to arrest the yeast turning 
sugar into alcohol with grape spirit (77% abv).  One part aguadente to four part of 
wine.  May be aged up to 3 years.  Blend of young wines.” 
 
This candidate has simply described how Port is fortified, but this was not what they 
were asked to do. 
 
 
 
Question 2 – In relation to fortified wine, write a bout each of the following:   
 

a) Jerez soil types 
b) Rutherglen Liqueur Muscat 
c) Vintage Port 

 
 

Answers: 317  
 

 
Passes: 200 (63%) 

 
 
This was a reasonably good set of scripts with an equal split between candidates 
achieving pass and merit.   However, what the pass rate does not show, is the 
number of very poor fails from those candidates achieving fewer than 45%.  This is a 
common story in most units of the Diploma and highlights those candidates who have 
not progressed sufficiently from Advanced Certificate to succeed at this higher level. 
 
Common errors were writing only about one soil type in Jerez rather than 
distinguishing between the three the examiner was looking for and writing about Port 
in general terms rather than limiting their answer to detail specific to VINTAGE Port. 
 
 
 
 
 


