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Introduction 

This report is designed to assist students and those involved in the teaching of the Diploma by 
giving feedback on examination performance in the 2014-15 academic year. Where 
appropriate examiner observations on how well each question was answered are 
accompanied by excerpts from candidates’ scripts. Statistical data on the pass rates for 
Diploma examinations for the past six years, together with general information on grade 
bands, appears in the Appendices. 

 
For detailed guidance on the type of questions set in the Diploma examinations and 
examination technique in general students should refer to the Candidate Assessment Guide. 
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Please note: Extracts from candidates’ scripts in this report are anonymous and are reproduced 
here for information only, as submitted to the examiners. They have been included to illustrate 
the standard of answer required to pass or excel in the Diploma examinations. They may  
contain errors or omissions and should not be considered definitive answers to the question 
concerned. They may not be relied upon with reference to individual examination papers. 

 
The information provided in this report relates to examinations held during the 2014-15 
academic year and reflects assessment procedures in force at that time. You are advised to read 
this report in conjunction with the latest editions of the Specification and Candidate Assessment 
Guide. 
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Unit 1 – The Global Business of Alcoholic Beverages 

Assessment for Unit 1 takes two forms: the open-book coursework assignment and the case study 
which is researched in advance but completed in a closed-book examination. The pass rate for both 
assessment types is high. 

 
Coursework assignments 

 

Coursework assignments are marked out of 100. 80 marks are allocated to the content of the 
assignment, as set out in the assignment brief. The remaining 20 marks are available for the 
candidate’s bibliography, presentation (including spelling, grammar and legibility) and the structure 
and style of the assignment (including overall coherence, flair, fluency and use of examples). 

 
Key observations from this year’s coursework assignment examiners are as follows: 

 
 Candidates must address every section of the assignment brief. Failure to do so results in an 

automatic fail grade. 
 

 Marks will be withheld where work is presented with spelling and/or grammatical errors; 
with computer spellcheck functions there is no excuse for mistakes of this kind. Candidates 
are advised to check their work carefully. 

 
 The bibliography is an essential part of the coursework assignment. It should list a variety of 

sources (books, trade journals, internet articles, interviews, etc.). 
 

As is to be expected, internet sources feature strongly in most candidates’ bibliographies,  
but these should be used in conjunction with other types of source material such as text 
books, personal contact with subject experts and the trade press. Sources should have a 
strong commercial focus. Publications such as The Drinks Business or Just Drinks are useful 
for identifying current trends and topical issues; Wikipedia and amateur wine blogs should 
generally be avoided as these are less reliable. Candidates should refer to the Coursework 
Assignment Guidelines in the Candidate Assessment Guide for further guidance on how to 
present and reference bibliographies in their assignments, and the correct use of footnotes 
and appendices. 

 

 Candidates are reminded that work submitted for assessment purposes must not include 
any means by which they may be identified other than their candidate number. Candidate 
names should not appear on the assignment in any form except the signature on the cover 
sheet. 

 

 Candidates’ attention is drawn to the Collusion and Plagiarism section of the Coursework 
Assignment Guidelines in the Candidate Assessment Guide. It is obvious to the examiners 
when sections of work have been copied from papers on the internet or when the 
assignment is otherwise not the sole work of the candidate. This is a serious disciplinary 
matter and such candidates receive an automatic fail grade. They may also be barred from 
completing the qualification. 

 
Case studies 

 

The importance of using a diverse selection of credible research sources was also highlighted by the 
examiners of this year’s case studies. 
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Comments on specific coursework assignment and case study questions follow. 
 

November 2014: Coursework Assignment 

 

Assignment title: Opportunities in the Chinese wines and spirits market. 
The emergence of China as a global political and economic force has been one of the defining 
developments of the last quarter of a century. In China itself there has been rapid industrialisation 
and urbanisation. An aspirational middle class has emerged. Producers of consumer goods 
elsewhere in the world have not been slow to realise the opportunities that exist to sell their 
products in China. Many parts of the drinks industry have been active in this regard. However, 
there are challenges to marketing, selling and distributing wines and spirits in China. 

 
a) Presentation and structure: 20% 
Assignments should include a declared word count and a bibliography correctly referenced 
throughout the body of the text. 

 

b) Introduction: 10% 
The candidate should present a summary of the key events since 1972 that have led to China 
opening up as a market for consumer goods. 

 
c) The Chinese drinks market: 15% 
The candidate should present an overview of the current market for wines and spirits in China, 
commenting on any major trends. 

 
d) Opportunities in China: 20% 
The candidate should describe the reasons why opportunities exist to expand sales of wines and 
spirits in China. The candidate should indicate particular product categories that could grow 
strongly in the Chinese market. 

 
e) Challenges in China: 25% 
The candidate should describe the major challenges that remain to companies importing and 
distributing, selling and marketing wines and spirits in China. 

 

As in past years, the pass rate for the coursework assignments was high in both  November and 
April. Failure is usually the result of the candidate not adhering to the assignment brief.  For 
example, in the introduction to this assignment candidates were instructed to “present a summary 
of the key events since 1972 that have led to China opening up as a market for consumer goods”. 
With the use of the word “summary” and only 10 marks allocated, it was clear that a simple  
timeline such as the following was all that was required: 

 

 1972 President Nixon’s visit to China 

 1976 Death of Mao.  Gang of Four purged.  Cultural Revolution ends. 

 1977 Beijing Spring 

 1978 The beginning of the process of economic change under Deng Xiaoping 
 1979 Diplomatic relations established with the USA 

 1980 Creation of the first Special Economic Zone at Shenzhen (near Hong Kong). 
External investment and technology were brought in. The command economy was 
relaxed and markets were allowed to develop. 
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 1986-1990 Open Door Policy to foreign investment further encouraging the 
development of a market economy. 

 1989 The Tiananmen Square Massacre that might have de-railed the economic 
progress 

 1989 Stock markets open in China 
 1992 Deng’s trip to the south to endorse the reforms and encourage his successor, 

Jiang Zemin 

 1997 Hong Kong peacefully reverts to Chinese rule 

 2001 China joins the World Trade Organisation (WTO) 

 2004 China signs a free trade agreement with ten other south east Asian countries 

 2008 Beijing Olympics 
 2012 China’s urban population overtakes its rural population for the first time 

 
In this instance, the examiners were looking for breadth rather than depth. Many candidates failed 
to identify many of these key dates or spent far too long writing at length about some of them. 

 

The overview of the Chinese drinks market was another area where a number of candidates came 
unstuck. Some wrote only about wines, ignoring the spirits category completely, or only 
commented on international brands, seemingly unaware of the dominance of domestically 
produced grain spirit “baijiu”.  Far too often statistics were presented with no meaningful analysis. 

 
Whilst there were some very good assignments submitted, many were simplistic in their execution 
with little analysis or discussion of the market. 

 
 

 
November 2014: Case Study 

 

Wine in the on-trade 
 

Wine range selection can be a crucial factor in the success of an on-trade outlet (e.g. restaurant, 
bistro, bar, pub, etc.). It should be instrumental in making a significant contribution to the 
profitability of the business. Practicalities such as stockholding and profit margins are arguably more 
important than the aesthetics of which producers’ wines are listed. 

 
Creating a range of wines appropriate for the type of business is only the starting point. The range 
of wines available should suit the clientele and enhance the customer experience. Successful 
outlets will also look for ways to maximize sales. This could include initiatives as diverse as 
promotional activities and staff training. 

 

The price of wine in on-trade outlets is a source of annoyance to consumers who are aware of the 
price that similar wines are sold for in supermarkets and other retail outlets. However, many of 
them fail to appreciate the reasons behind this price differential. 

 
All references to “on-trade” in this case study are interchangeable with “on-premise”, “HORECA” 
and other similar terms. 

 
a) What are the key commercial criteria that should determine the selection of a wine range 

for an on-trade outlet?  (40% weighting) 
b) What can on-trade outlets do to maximise wine sales?  (40% weighting) 
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c)    How can on-trade outlets justify their mark up on wine?  (20% weighting) 

 

The pass rate for this topic was disappointing. Section (a) seemed to pose a challenge for some 
candidates although sections (b) and (c) generated better responses with some very interesting 
strategies described for maximising sales. 

 
As in past examinations, some candidates did not structure their response to reflect either the 
weighting of marks or the specific content of the questions set. It is never a good idea to deviate 
from the format proposed by the question. A short essay plan is a good idea for any closed-book 
examination and helps to eliminate the danger of straying off-topic or omitting important aspects.  
It also allows the candidate to collect their thoughts and organise these under the headings 
presented in the question. An example of such an essay plan submitted by one candidate is given 
below. 

 
If candidates run out of time, the essay plan can provide valuable evidence that they were 
considering key points for those sections they were not able to complete. This could generate one 
or two marks which could make the difference between a pass or fail grade. 
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March 2015: Case Study 

 

Sweet Wines 
Sweet, unfortified wines made by the classic methods using botrytised, passito and frozen grapes 
are often highly regarded by those who work in the wine industry. Sadly, that enthusiasm is not 
reflected in the overall sales of wines in this category. Many people like sweet beverages; there  
does not appear to be an issue with soft drinks such as Coca-Cola which sell in enormous quantities. 
However, consumers seem to be resistant to the charms of many sweet wines although this is not 
always the case as shown by the current fashion for Moscato. 

 
Sweet wines can vary hugely in style, quality and price. This is largely dependent on the method of 
production. At one end of the scale are ultra-expensive, fine wines and at the other are far more 
modestly priced examples which target a completely different market. 

 
Sweet wines present unique challenges both for those who make them and those who sell them. 
They have been in and out of fashion over the years and it remains to be seen if their popularity can 
be enhanced or whether they will remain in relative obscurity. 

 

a) Why are unfortified sweet wines made by the classic methods using botrytised, passito and 
frozen grapes so expensive to produce?  (30% weighting) 

b) What reasons do you believe exist to explain the unpopularity of these classic sweet wines 
with some consumer groups?  (35% weighting) 

c) What can be done to increase the sales of these sweet wines?  (35% weighting) 

 

Many of those who passed this question did so with a basic pass rather than the higher merit and 
distinction grades. With a few exceptions, responses were basic and competent rather than 
engaging and imaginative. 

 

Many candidates failed to bring the necessary analysis and application of knowledge to their essay, 
simply describing production processes in section (a) without relating these to costs. A significant 
number forgot to consider passito wines and there was very little discussion of the costs associated 
with vinification and maturation with many just focusing on the picking of noble rot grapes. This led 
to superficial answers that failed to address the topic in full. 

 

 
April 2015: Coursework Assignment 

 

Assignment title: Aggressive discounting in the wine market. 
The aggressive discounting of price to promote wine in some key national retail environments has 
become common practice. It is controversial, and whilst it has apparent financial benefits for the 
consumer there are implications for others in the supply chain. It has been damaging for the long 
term commercial sustainability of some wines (e.g. Liebfraumilch, Sherry and certain branded New 
World wines) whilst, so far, Champagne appears to be immune. 

 
a)    Presentation and structure: 20% 
Assignments should include a declared word count and a bibliography correctly referenced 
throughout the body of the text. 
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b) Introduction – the purpose of aggressive discounting: 10% 
The candidate should describe the various reasons why price cutting is used in the retailing of wine. 
What are the various forms that this discounting can take? 

 
c) The positive and negative effects of aggressive price discounting: 20% 
The candidate should evaluate the positive and negative effects of aggressive price discounting of 
wine from the point of view of all those involved in the supply chain from producer to consumer via 
wholesaler and retailer. 

 
d) The effect of price promotion in the Champagne market: 25% 
The candidate should explain how Champagne manages to retain its prestigious image in spite of 
some producers using aggressive price discounting in some markets. 

 
e) The effect of price promotion on other categories of wine: 25% 
The candidate should select a product category (such as Liebfraumilch, Sherry and certain branded 
New World wines), where they think price discounting has had a significant negative impact on 
image and profitability in some markets. For their chosen category, they should describe what 
impact aggressive price discounting has had. What remedial action has, or could be, taken to 
address this? 

 

The majority of candidates achieved a merit grade in this assignment. Those who failed often did so 
because they did not pay sufficient attention to the information made available to them in the 
assignment brief, such as the weighting attached to each section or the requirement to submit a 
minimum of 2500 words. There are always a number of candidates who ignore the various sections 
of the brief and write an essay that largely just expands on the “context” set out therein.  As a  
result, they invariably fail to address the specific points the examiner is looking for or only include 
material of limited relevance. 

 
The case studies in sections (d) and (e) were the key parts of this assignment. There was a 
disappointing lack of imagination on the part of candidates in this respect with most failing to look 
beyond the examples given in the brief (Liebfraumilch, Sherry and New World brands). The 
following example script was no exception in this respect, but is nevertheless well executed with 
evidence of very good research and sound critical thinking. The bibliography is not only extensive 
but varied and balanced. It is also well referenced in the body of  the assignment. 
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June 2015: Case Study 

 

Négociants in Burgundy 
“A négociant is the French term for a wine merchant who assembles the produce of smaller growers 
and winemakers and sells the result under its own name.”  Wikipedia Definition. 

 
The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries saw the emergence in Burgundy of several family owned 
companies that traded in wine. These ultimately became the major négociants that dominated the 
commerce in Burgundy for much of the twentieth century. 

 
Over the last thirty years the Burgundy wine scene has changed markedly. It seemed that the 
traditional role of a négociant was unsustainable and several firms got into financial difficulties and 
underwent changes of ownership. Some commentators went so far as to signal the demise of the 
négociant. 

 
However, a number of Burgundian négociants are very much alive and active today, both in the 
Côte d’Or and further afield. They vary in size from large, multi-brand, conglomerates to small 
domaine owners who now blend and bottle a little of their neighbours’ wines. Challenges remain, 
but today’s négociants have managed to be successful by evolving and diversifying their businesses. 

 
a) Describe the traditional role of Burgundian négociants.  (25% weighting) 
b) How has the Burgundian négociant model evolved and diversified over the last thirty years? 

(50% weighting) 
c) Going forward, what are the main challenges facing négociants in Burgundy? (25% 

weighting) 

 

Most candidates had no problem covering enough of the valid points to ensure a pass in this 
examination. The information required to do so was readily available and there was frequent 
reference in candidates’ scripts to the same articles, found via a Google search. However, as is  
often the case, there were few examples of original thought (especially in section (c)) with most 
candidates simply duplicating facts they had absorbed during their research. 

 
The following script is reproduced here to show what can be achieved in the time available if the 
candidate has researched the topic thoroughly and absorbed this information ahead of the 
examination. This candidate submitted an impressive 13 pages of text when many struggled to 
produce 2 or 3. 



22  

 



23  

 



24  

 



25  

 



26  

 



27  

 



28  

 



29  

 



30  

 



31  

 



32  

 



33  

 



34  

 



35  

Unit 2 – Wine Production 

The multiple-choice questions used on the Unit 2 papers for 2014-15 are still live and so are not 
reproduced here. 

 
The pass rate for this paper is high and candidates should feel confident of success provided they 
have studied the Unit 2 course materials in depth. As in previous reports, the examiners would 
remind candidates that viticulture and vinification are pervasive topics which are relevant for all 
Units of the Diploma examination. Many seem to forget to revise viticulture and vinification  
when it comes to studying for subsequent Units, particularly the Unit 3 theory examination where 
questions often require candidates to apply their knowledge of these topics to specific wine 
regions. 



36  

Unit 3 – Light Wines of the World 

Unit 3 tasting and theory examinations were held in January and June 2015. 
 

General Comments 
 

As usual, candidates who performed poorly on the Unit 3 tasting papers tended to be let down by a 
failure to follow the Level 4 Systematic Approach to Tasting Wine® (SAT) or an apparent lack of 
tasting experience which meant that they misread the structural components of the wines. Full 
guidance on how to use the SAT in Diploma tasting examinations appears in the Candidate 
Assessment Guide. 

 
A consistent theme of examiner feedback is that candidates underestimate what is required to pass 
the Level 3 theory examination. Units 4, 5 and 6 are much narrower in scope and require less study 
and preparation time. Perhaps because of this, the examiners have the impression that candidates 
assume the Unit 3 theory paper to be less challenging than it is. Success in the Unit 3 theory 
examination requires commitment and application over an extended period, together with a clear 
understanding of examination technique. 

 

The examiners noted broadly the same issues with the Unit 3 theory scripts as in previous years: 
 

1. Time management. Many candidates seem not to plan their answers before they start to 
write meaning they veer off-topic and/or run out of time. Candidates should read the 
Candidate Assessment Guide which contains essential guidance on how to approach the 
different types of question in the examination. They should also practise writing answers to 
exam-style questions in timed conditions. Students who participate in exam 
preparation/question-marking schemes tend to perform better in the examinations than 
those who do not. Many Diploma Programme Providers run marking schemes for their 
students or candidates can apply to join the WSET Diploma Assessment Preparation scheme 
(‘DAPs'). 

 
2. Answering the question set. There are two interrelated issues here, one concerning 

examination preparation and the other concerning examination technique: 
 

 There is evidence that candidates are not preparing sufficiently, either by failing to 
cover the Unit 3 syllabus in the necessary detail or by omitting to revise the basic 
principles of viticulture and vinification studied for Unit 2 which are often the basis 
for questions in this examination. 

 
All Unit 3 theory questions carry an equal weighting of marks such that two or three 
good or very good answers are unlikely to compensate for one or two poor ones. 
Candidates must ensure that they have studied and revised all the relevant topics  
for the examination, as set out in the Specification. 

 

 Diploma examination questions are carefully worded to encourage candidates to 
engage with the topic in the right way. More often than not, this means a candidate 
going beyond simple description in their answers to explain not just ‘what’ 
something is but ‘how’ and ‘why’. Too many candidates fail to read the question 
carefully and launch into writing all they know about a given topic without applying 
their knowledge to answer the question set. Marks are not available for irrelevant 
information, no matter how correct. 
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Unit 3 Tasting Papers 

Unit 3 Tasting Paper 1, Question 1 
 

The first three wines are always from the same, or predominantly the same, grape variety, as 
indicated on the question paper. In the pressure of the exam situation, some candidates still seem  
to find a different grape for each wine or fail to identify the grape at all. Others seem to identify one 
wine as a ‘banker’ and then reverse-engineer their answers to the other two accordingly. It is 
important that candidates do not jump to conclusions but taste all three samples with an open mind 
before giving logical reasons for their conclusions by reference to each of the three wines. 

 

 
January 2015: Unit 3 - TASTING PAPER 1, Question 1 

 
Wines from a single, unspecified grape variety 

Wine 1 Country: Chile 
Region: Central Valley 
Wine: Casillero del Diablo Cabernet Sauvignon 2013 
Producer: Viña Concha y Toro 

Wine 2 Country: France 
Region: Bordeaux, St-Estèphe 
Wine: Château Beau-Site 2005 
Producer: Borie-Manoux 

Wine 3 Country: USA 
Region: California, Napa Valley 
Wine: Frog’s Leap Cabernet Sauvignon 2011 
Producer: Frog's Leap 

 

Cabernet Sauvignon was correctly identified by the majority of candidates but many were let down 
by poor explanations in the assessment of quality and readiness for drinking/potential for ageing 
sections. Guidance on how to answer these conclusion sections is available in the Candidate 
Assessment Guide. 

 
Candidates are reminded that specific descriptors are required for aroma and flavour 
characteristics. It is not sufficient to rely on generic terms or cluster headings, e.g. ‘black fruit’ or 
‘spice’. The examiners are looking for evidence of detailed engagement with the wine evidenced by 
the use of specific descriptors to describe aroma and flavour characteristics. 
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June 2015: Unit 3 - TASTING PAPER 1, Question 1 
 

Wines from a single, unspecified grape variety 

Wine 1 Country: France 
Region: Burgundy 
Wine: Domaine William Fèvre Chablis 2013 
Producer: Domaine William Fèvre 

Wine 2 Country: Australia 
Region: Pemberton / Yarra Valley 
Wine: Hardys HRB D652 Chardonnay 2011 
Producer: Thomas Hardy & Sons 

Wine 3 Country: USA 
Region: California 
Wine: Wild Boy Chardonnay 2012 
Producer: Au Bon Climat 

 

The majority of candidates identified the grape as Chardonnay and gave sound reasons why, namely 
the evident lees, MLF and oak characters. Some assumed that the identification of the variety 
applied only to the last wine on the paper when the question made it clear that all three wines were 
from the same grape and reasons had to be drawn from across the set. 

 
The following conclusion achieved full marks: 

 
“Chardonnay – The 3 wines are very different, which is indicative of a versatile variety that responds 
well to a winemaker’s influences. Wine 2 is clearly oaked and necessitates a varietal that takes well 
to oak, as well as lees ageing, as in wine 3. Additionally they lack heavily aromatic fruit that 
precludes them from being aromatic varieties”. 

 
Many underestimated the Chablis, overlooking the complexity afforded by lees and the subtle 
minerality on this wine. The pronounced oak character of the second wine was also missed by some 
candidates with others citing it as evidence of ageing potential, which is inaccurate. 

 

The following answer on Wine 1 is of a very good standard. The candidate identified the origin and 
quality level of this wine successfully and described the structure of the wine accurately. When 
describing the aroma and flavour characteristics of the wine the candidate does well to give the 
cluster heading followed by a more specific descriptor (e.g. “green fruit (apple)”). As noted in the 
previous section, it is the descriptor that gets the mark so this is a good habit to get into. For 
additional credit, the candidate should have mentioned the secondary characteristics in evidence on 
this wine, notably the dough and biscuit character from extended lees contact and the creamy lees 
flavour. 
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Unit 3 Tasting Paper 1, Question 2 
 

Question 2 involves three wines linked by origin or which share another common feature. For 2014- 
15, the wines in the January flight were from the same region and the wines in the June flight were 
from the same country. Despite this being explicit in the question for each exam, some candidates 
overlooked the common link connection and were consequently at a disadvantage. 

 
The examiners would again stress the importance of reading the question carefully. Knowing that 
three wines are from the same origin is a key advantage in a blind tasting scenario as it allows the 
taster to think laterally about likely grape varieties. 

 

 
January 2015: Unit 3 - TASTING PAPER 1, Question 2 

 
Wines from the same, unspecified country of origin 

Wine 4 Country: France 
Region: Alsace 
Wine: Trimbach Muscat Réserve 2013 
Producer: F.E. Trimbach 

Wine 5 Country: France 
Region: Alsace 
Wine: Trimbach Pinot Gris Réserve 2011 
Producer: F.E. Trimbach 

Wine 6 Country: France 
Region: Alsace 
Wine: Trimbach Riesling Réserve 2011 
Producer: F.E. Trimbach 

 

A disappointing set of scripts. Many candidates mistook the Muscat for Gewurztraminer and 
described it as off-dry when this was in fact a dry wine. Body was also overstated. These two 
elements – together with the characteristic floral and grape aromatics – should have been enough 
to take candidates to Muscat. 

 
The Pinot Gris was the least well answered wine with many again failing to read the sweetness level 
accurately. Wine 6 was identified as a Riesling by many candidates but the reasoning was often 
insufficient. Pale colour, high acidity, high extract and petrol-like aromas, together with a lack of oak 
and MLF indicators are all markers for this grape. 

 
The common link – Alsace as the region of origin for all three wines - was correctly identified in 
some cases, but again explanation was lacking. With five marks for identifying the country and a 
further five for reasons why, comprehensive answers were required. The examiners expected 
candidates to note that the grape varieties represented were unlikely to be found anywhere other 
than Alsace with the levels of acidity, alcohol and the green fruit character typical of this cool 
climate region. 
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June 2015: Unit 3 - TASTING PAPER 1, Question 2 
 

Wines from the same, unspecified country of origin 

Wine 4 Country: New Zealand 
Region: Martinborough 
Wine: Te Kairanga Martinborough Estate Riesling 2011 
Producer: Te Kairanga Wines Ltd 

Wine 5 Country: New Zealand 
Region: Central Otago 
Wine: Yealands Estate Winemakers Reserve Pinot Noir 2013 
Producer: Yealands Family Wines 

Wine 6 Country: New Zealand 
Region: Hawke’s Bay 
Wine: Villa Maria Reserve Gimblett Gravels Cabernet /Merlot 2010 
Producer: Villa Maria Estate Ltd 

 

Many candidates struggled with this flight by not giving complete answers, missing elements of the 
SAT and giving poor reasons for their choice of country. The best candidates noted the high acidity 
in all three wines together with the purity of fruit as markers for New Zealand. The combination of 
varieties represented was also a pointer. Many candidates plumped for Australia which was given 
some credit but the sweetness and low alcohol of the Riesling is more common in New Zealand. 

 

Unit 3 Tasting Paper 2, Question 3 
 

This question is designed to test candidates’ ability to distinguish between three wines of differing 
quality levels from the same region. Candidates are not asked to identify the wines but to give 
detailed quality assessments instead. 

 
As with other quality assessment questions, candidates often fail to maximise marks by not 
explaining in detail why a wine is ‘acceptable’, ‘good’, ‘very good’ or ‘outstanding’, as the case may 
be. With up to 10 marks available for a ‘detailed assessment of quality’ (depending on the wines 
shown), the examiners are not only looking for a correct statement of the quality of the wine using 
SAT terminology but well-argued reasoning and analysis that demonstrates an understanding of the 
elements of the wine that contribute to that quality level. 

 
The ‘B-L-I-C’ acronym is a helpful starting point here, and candidates should always aim to comment 
on the wine’s balance, length, intensity and complexity. Many seem to be familiar with this 
framework but fail to apply it in a meaningful way to the wine in front of them. It is not sufficient to 
describe a wine as ‘balanced’ or ‘complex’ without explaining how or why. More guidance on  
writing assessment of quality answers in the exams appears in the Candidate Assessment Guide. 
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January 2015: Unit 3 - TASTING PAPER 2, Question 3 
 

Part-specified wines 

Wine 7 Country: Spain 
Region: Rioja 
Wine: Viña Pomal Gran Reserva 2006 
Producer: Bodegas Bilbaínas 

Wine 8 Country: Spain 
Region: Rioja 
Wine: Viña Pomal Reserva 2009 
Producer: Bodegas Bilbaínas 

Wine 9 Country: Spain 
Region: Rioja 
Wine: Ederra Crianza 2011 
Producer: Bodegas Bilbaínas 

 

Wine 7 was clearly of very high quality and was well answered by many. The Crianza proved more 
difficult for the majority, however, leading to low marks overall. Candidates that misread quality on 
two of the three wines struggled to gain enough marks to pass. 

 

 
June 2015: Unit 3 - TASTING PAPER 2, Question 3 

 

Part-specified wines 

Wine 7 Country: France 
Region: Rhône Valley 
Wine: Domaine Le Couroulu Vacqueyras Cuvée Classique 2011 
Producer: Domaine Le Couroulu 

Wine 8 Country: France 
Region: Rhône Valley 
Wine: Val de Garrigue 'Cuvée du Pape Jean XX' Châteauneuf-du 

-Pape Vieilles Vignes 2012 
Producer: Bouchard Père et Fils 

Wine 9 Country: France 
Region: Rhône Valley 
Wine: ‘Les Galets' Côtes du Rhône 2012 
Producer Domaine de Grandes Serres 

 

The question was answered poorly with candidates typically performing well on Wine 8 but 
struggling to give accurate assessments of the other two. As with the January paper, few  
candidates gave sufficient reasoning for their conclusions as to quality level or misread quality level 
entirely. 
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Unit 3 Tasting Paper 2, Question 4 
 

This is the ‘mixed bag’ question where candidates are typically asked to identify the grape variety 
/(ies) and origin of three unspecified wines. 

 

Candidates are reminded that relatively few marks are available for identifying the wines in this 
flight; as with the other tasting questions the emphasis is still on describing the wine 
comprehensively and accurately. It is possible to identify all three wines correctly but fail this 
question, just as it is possible to misidentify them having given otherwise sound tasting notes and 
pass. Candidates should focus on writing full tasting notes in accordance with the SAT. 

 

 
January 2015: Unit 3 - TASTING PAPER 2, Question 4 

 
Unspecified wines 

Wine 10 Country: France 
Region: Loire Valley 
Wine: Les Hauts Pémions Muscadet Sèvre et Maine Sur Lie 2013 
Producer: SCEA Christophe Drouard 

Wine 11 Country: Germany 
Region: Mosel 
Wine: Sybille Kuntz Estate Riesling Dry 2010 
Producer: Weingut Sybille Kuntz 

Wine 12 Country: New Zealand 
Region: Marlborough 
Wine: Tinpot Hut Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc 2014 
Producer: Tinpot Hut Wines 

 

This flight was well-answered in the main and the examiners were pleased to see that many 
candidates identified the New Zealand Sauvignon and Mosel Riesling correctly. The Muscadet 
caused more problems, with many overlooking the simplicity of this wine. 

 
Some candidates still seem to struggle with readiness for drinking/potential for ageing. As with 
quality assessments, explanation is required. For Wine 11, “Can drink now but has potential for 
ageing due to ripe fruit flavours with bright acidity – 3-5 years to develop honeyed, toastier flavours” 
is an example of a good response. The best answers always consider whether a wine will hold, 
improve over time or develop further to display a different taste and aroma profile. 



44  

June 2015: Unit 3 - TASTING PAPER 2, Question 4 
 

Unspecified wines 

Wine 10 Country: France 
Region: Loire Valley 
Wine: Baumard Côte d'Or Coteaux du Layon 2013 
Producer: Domaine des Baumard 

Wine 11 Country: Spain 
Region: Rias Baixas 
Wine: Fillaboa Albariño 
Producer: Bodegas Fillaboa SA 

Wine 12 Country: Argentina 
Region: Mendoza 
Wine: Trapiche Gran Medalla Malbec 2011 
Producer: Bodegas Trapiche 

 

The usual gripes with this question, chief amongst them the fact that many candidates missed out 
on potential marks by omitting to mention the structural components of the wine in accordance 
with the SAT. The examiner also noted that many candidates simply did not write a sufficient 
number of descriptors for aroma and flavour characteristics. Candidates should try to be as 
comprehensive in their descriptions of aroma and flavour profile as possible. 
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Unit 3 Theory Papers 
 

January 2015: Section A – Compulsory Question 

 

The Syrah based wines of the Northern Rhône vary significantly in quality and price.  Why is  this? 
(60% weighting) 

Comment on the use of this variety in each of the following (20% weighting for each location): 

Version 1:  Hunter Valley & Hawke’s Bay 
Version 2: Hunter Valley & California 
Version 3:  California & Hawke’s Bay 

 

The pass rate for this question was disappointing, largely due to superficial responses on the New 
World regions. Most candidates were able to complete the section on the Northern Rhône to the 
standard required for a pass grade although there were some who wrote in general terms about the 
Rhône as a whole or failed to cover the relevant Northern Rhône ACs. When considering the issues 
that affect quality and price in the Northern Rhône candidates were better on those relating to 
production (soils, topography, production costs, yield management, vintage variation, harvesting 
techniques) but there were some key omissions such as age of vines or vinification techniques. Very 
few thought beyond production to other factors such as market forces, economies of scale, supply 
and demand, cost of land, etc. 

 

 
January 2015: Section B 

Discuss the progress that has been made in Sicily in moving from bulk wine production to making 
quality wines with distinct varietal and geographical character. 

 
(An essay format is COMPULSORY for this question) 

 

Just over half of the candidates who answered this question demonstrated sufficient understanding 
of this important region and its transition from bulk to quality wine production. The best answers 
contained sound personal commentary in a coherent essay format, linking facts to the question. 
Most candidates seemed aware of the need to present their answer as an essay but there were too 
many token introductions and conclusions, with the former simply re-stating the question without 
further enquiry and the latter offering little in the way of insight or analysis. Many failed to conclude 
at all. 

 
Implicit in the question was the need to address the history of Sicilian wine production (focused on 
bulk) together with more recent, positive developments. To pass candidates needed to address  
both elements. Weaker answers relied on two or three scant facts and lots of padding, with generic 
descriptions of improvements in winemaking technology over the past 30 years and little reference 
to Sicily. There was also a tendency for less well-prepared candidates to list Sicilian grape varieties 
and their characteristics without linking them to the question. Often these were misspelt, which is 
unacceptable at Diploma level; candidates must be able to spell grape varieties and wine regions 
accurately. 
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January 2015: Section B 

Your business is planning to launch two new premium quality wines from South America: a 
Torrontés from Argentina and a Pinot Noir from Chile. 

 
Describe the wines you would be looking to buy. In each case, which winemaking region would 
you select and why? 

 
(Each wine carries equal weighting) 

 

This question was not answered particularly well with many simplistic responses. A surprising 
number of candidates confused key regions in the two countries, for example locating Salta in Chile, 
and some even described Torrontés as a red wine – serious errors the examiners would not expect 
from a Diploma candidate. Some candidates missed out on easy marks by failing to describe the 
wines, or doing so only in very generic terms rather than demonstrating an understanding that 
these were to be premium wines. In terms of winemaking regions, the majority of candidates wrote 
in general terms about where these varieties are grown rather than selecting regions on the basis of 
quality potential. 

 

The following script acknowledges the quality theme, writing about different clones of Torrontés and 
Pinot Noir. The candidate has written about multiple locations for each wine rather than suggesting 
one prime region in each case, but they have focused only on regions that would deliver quality fruit 
rather than simply regions where these varieties are grown. 
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January 2015: Section B 

Describe the regions of Priorat and Navarra with reference to: 
 

a) Climate 
b) Soil 
c) Grape varieties 
d) Viticulture 
e) Wine styles. 

 

(Each section carries equal weighting) 

 

With the exception of the small number of candidates achieving the higher grades, responses here 
were rather superficial and simplistic with very few candidates able to cover both wine regions 
and/or all sections of the question well. Responses on Priorat tended to be better than those on 
Navarra where it was felt some candidates resorted to guesswork or wrote in very generic terms 
about wine production in Spain. There was evidence of fairly widespread confusion over the 
difference between a Mediterranean and a continental climate, with some candidates incorrectly 
assuming that any region located close to the Mediterranean sea must have a Mediterranean 
climate. 

 

 
January 2015: Section B 

Describe the wines below under the following headings: 
 

a) Viticulture (30% weighting) 
b) Vinification (30% weighting) 
c) Resulting style of wine (20% weighting) 
d) Target market (20% weighting) 

 
Wine 1: Opus One 2004 
Wine 2: [yellow tail] Chardonnay 
Wine 3: Klein Constantia Sauvignon Blanc 2013 

 

This was a very popular question requiring candidates to identify key differences between three 
well-known styles of wine. While candidates were not expected to describe the exact viti/vini 
processes for each wine (though some did and were rewarded), they were expected to make logical 
deductions from the quality level and market position to draw out possible differences in 
winemaking/grape growing. Most candidates made well informed assessments of the three wine 
styles; those that came unstuck did not recognise the wines and failed to think laterally about how 
they might differ. 

 

The Opus One and the [yellow tail] were generally well answered; Klein Constantia Sauvignon Blanc 
was more problematic.  The latter was chosen as a mid-market example of a high quality New  
World varietal wine from an historic estate. Sauvignon Blanc on the label should have guided 
candidates to the key winemaking processes for an aromatic variety but many failed to make the 
connection  between  cool  temperature  fermentation  in  stainless  steel  and  the  preservation  of 
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primary fruit/aromatic character. Some assumed the fact that it was from Klein Constantia meant 
that it was Vin de Constance, despite clear varietal labelling to the contrary. 

 
Candidates must heed the mark allocations when working out how much to write/how much time 
to devote to a particular section. Section (a) (Viticulture) carried 30% of the marks – a one sentence 
answer here made a pass highly unlikely. Few candidates talked about climate and soil types, 
important for all three wines. 

 

Many candidates missed out one section by not taking each in turn. There were several  
unsuccessful essay-style answers in which candidates seemed to lose track of the question and veer 
off into irrelevant detail. Where a question is broken down into sections as it was here there is no 
reason not to address each part separately. 

 
The best answers to Section (c) (Resulting style of wine) gave detailed tasting notes with flavour and 
aroma descriptors and an accurate assessment of structural components and ageing potential. 
Generic descriptions e.g. “simple” and “fruit-forward” for Yellow Tail were rarely sufficient. At 
Diploma level we expect candidates to demonstrate an understanding of how these wines would 
taste and why. Quality was also often overlooked in the ‘resulting style’ answers, an important 
omission. 

 
To do well in Section (d) (Target market), answers had to give an approximation of the wine’s price 
point in a relevant market and address distribution channel as well as the type of consumer the 
wine is aimed at. Simply identifying Opus One as “Premium” or Yellow Tail as “entry-level” was 
insufficient. 

 
 

 
January 2015: Section B 

Write about wine production in Hungary under the following headings: 
 

a) Strengths 
b) Weaknesses 
c) Opportunities 
d) Threats 

 
(Each section carries equal weighting) 

 

This was not a popular question. Many candidates seemed to assume it was more difficult than it in 
fact was. The result was a low pass rate from a small number of candidates and very few scripts 
achieving merit or distinction grades. Many scripts were incomplete suggesting candidates had 
selected this question as their least preferred option and answered it last. 

 

A pass should have been possible with basic knowledge of Hungarian wine production and lateral 
thinking. Many of Hungary’s strengths relate to universal viti/vini themes such as the climate being 
ideal for viticulture and the variety of soil types and topography (suited to so many different 
varieties and styles of wine). Too many candidates focused almost exclusively on the sweet wines of 
Tokaj, writing nothing (or very little) about other indigenous grapes or the many international 
varieties grown in Hungary. 
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January 2015: Section B 

With reference to the wines of the Loire, write about FIVE of the following: 
 

a) Rosé d’Anjou 
b) Cabernet Franc 
c) Savennières 
d) Soils in Touraine 
e) Botrytis 
f) Menetou Salon 
g) Fungal Diseases 

h) Quincy 
i) Soils in the Nantais 
j) Reuilly 

 
(Each section carries equal weighting) 

 

The topics for this question varied according to examination location. 
 

Results were extremely poor for such a well-known region. The weakness of responses and the 
number of fundamental errors seem to suggest that this is an area of the syllabus that candidates 
overlook in their exam preparation. 

 

There were some very short and superficial answers with many candidates struggling to fill one side 
of paper when three to four sides is the norm for these short-form questions. 

 
The sections that generated the best responses were ‘Rosé d’Anjou’, ‘Cabernet Franc’ and ‘Botrytis’ 
with the sections on soils generally weak. Responses on Savennières ranged from generic 
descriptions of Chenin Blanc and incorrect descriptions of botrytised wine to more accomplished 
answers which distinguished between the traditional and more modern styles of wine produced 
here. The best candidates wrote knowledgeably about the two sub-appellations of Coulée de 
Serrant and La Roche-aux-Moines and about key producers such as the Joly family. 

Beyond production issues, other strengths include the low production costs that enable the 
production of competitively priced wines, Hungary’s adaptability and openness to innovation in the 
vineyard and cellar and interest from outside the country, both in the form of ‘flying winemakers’ or 
investment from companies such as AXA and Vega Sicilia. 

 
The other sections of the SWOT analysis required a similar approach using a combination of factual 
knowledge and lateral thinking. 
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June 2015: Section A – Compulsory Question 

Account for the differences in wine style, quality and price between the following appellations: 
 

Version 1: Pauillac, Barsac & Entre-Deux-Mers 
Version 2: Pauillac, Barsac & Blaye Côtes de Bordeaux 
Version 3: Pomerol, Barsac & Entre-Deux-Mers 

 
(Each section carries equal weighting) 

 

There were many short, simplistic and superficial answers to this question. Many weaker candidates 
treated this as a short-form question, which it was not; with 100 marks split across the three 
appellations comprehensive answers were required. By “Account for the differences” candidates 
were expected not simply to describe how the appellations differ but to explain these differences by 
reference to key grape growing and winemaking practices in each region. Some candidates failed to 
grasp this and simply wrote all they knew about e.g. Pauillac, without acknowledging the question 
at all. 

 
Others launched into discussions of Bordeaux pricing in markets around the world which again  
failed to address the question. Overall, there was a disappointing lack of application and critical 
thinking. Many candidates were satisfied that high quality and reputation alone guaranteed the  
high prices of the top wines from Pauillac without further explanation. The examiner was expecting 
candidates to make connections between the cost of viti/vini techniques, resulting quality level and 
price. For the Barsac question, most candidates noted how multiple tries are required to harvest 
botrytised grapes but few explained why and even fewer went on to make the point that the wines 
are expensive as a result. 

 
In terms of answer structure, some candidates came unstuck by discussing style, quality and price 
for all three appellations rather than taking each appellation in turn. Many of the differentiating 
factors that the examiners were looking for were relevant for style, quality and price so discussing 
all three appellations under each heading tended to result in long-winded, repetitive answers which 
overlooked key details. Some adopted a compare and contrast approach which was not required by 
the question and in some cases led to confused, rambling answers. Candidates should be guided by 
the structure of the question; it is rarely a good idea to deviate from this. 

 

The best answers synthesised information to cover a lot of ground succinctly and sought to explain 
why the styles, quality levels and price points associated with the three appellations differ. Weaker 
candidates either gave very basic descriptions of wine styles (in some cases no more advanced than 
those expected at Level 3) or reeled off facts with no context. 

 
More than a few candidates thought Barsac produced red wine, a mistake which cost them 1/3 of 
the available marks and made a pass impossible for this question. Many struggled with the spelling 
of en primeur and Sauternes, disappointing at this level. 
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June 2015: Section B 

“Riesling … could claim to be the finest white grape variety in the world” (Oxford Wine 
Companion). 

 
Why is this the case?  (60% weighting) 

 
Why has Riesling been unfashionable in some markets? (40% weighting) 

(An essay format is COMPULSORY for this question) 

This question was well answered with many candidates showing enthusiasm for the topic and 
demonstrating sound critical thinking, particularly on Riesling’s (un)fashionability. Factual accuracy 
was generally very good. 

 

The majority of candidates recognised the need for an essay format and styled their answers 
accordingly. The best candidates applied their knowledge by deploying facts selectively to support 
their argument that Riesling could be considered the finest white grape variety. This involved 
outlining important grape characteristics and their impact on the style and quality of Rieslings 
produced around the world before considering consumer perceptions/fashionability. Many 
candidates listed sound reasons why Riesling has quality potential and could describe where it is 
grown successfully, but few used these reasons and origins to justify why it could be considered the 
finest grape. Those that did were rewarded with high marks. 

 

Weak candidates tended to focus exclusively on Germany, ‘brain-dumping’ information about 
prädikats and terroir/vineyard practices without engaging with the question.  Others launched into  
a general discussion of Riesling’s advantages and disadvantages or got bogged down in comparing 
and contrasting Riesling with other leading white varieties, neither of which was required. 

 
A few candidates seemed to misinterpret the word ‘markets’ and discussed why Riesling is not 
planted in some regions and is in others. The second part of the question was clearly directed at the 
point of sale and consumer perceptions. Many candidates who were awarded a fail grade gave 
comprehensive answers to the first part of the question but struggled with the second. This was 
disappointing as it was a clear opportunity for personal commentary with credit available for logical 
deductions/sensible observations about the obstacles Riesling faces. 

 

The longevity of Riesling is an important quality factor and one which most candidates picked in 
their answers. Few, however, explained why Riesling is ageworthy, i.e. because of its high natural 
acidity and extract. Some candidates wrote of Riesling’s ‘ability to retain acidity’ during ageing 
which missed the point altogether. 

 

Candidates should avoid the use of casual or colloquial language in their work. Statements such as 
“great fruit aromatics” and “beautiful acidity” serve little purpose as they fail to convey to the 
examiner that the candidate understands the wine being described. 

 

The following script is an example of an excellent response to this question: 
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June 2015: Section B 

Describe the following wines and discuss how factors in the vineyard and winery determine their 
character.  (70% weighting) 

 
a) Premium Stellenbosch Pinotage 
b) Bulk Worcester Chenin Blanc 

 

What advantages and disadvantages might the producers of these wines face in the marketplace? 
(30% weighting) 

 
Most candidates interpreted the question as intended and offered, with varying levels of success, 
the kind of information examiners were looking for. It was possible to gain marks by applying 
general viticulture, vinification and commercial principles to South Africa, but the best responses 
targeted the issue of quality (premium versus bulk) to explore specific production factors in the two 
regions (Stellenbosch and Worcester). 

 
Many candidates identified relevant grape growing and winemaking factors but failed to explain 
how they determine wine style.  Some candidates overlooked style entirely, despite being 
instructed to describe the wines. Without demonstrating an understanding of the two styles at the 
outset, it was impossible to answer the question convincingly. Some candidates forgot to address 
advantages or disadvantage at all or seemed unable to answer this part of the question as it 
required commercial awareness, application and original thought. 

 

 
June 2015: Section B 

Discuss the following red wines from the south of France. 
 

a) IGP / Vins de Pays 
b) Corbières 
c) Bandol 

 
(Each section carries equal weighting) 

 
Responses here were very weak indeed with over half the candidates graded fail (unclassified) and 
no distinctions awarded. This suggests that the south of France is a part of the syllabus candidates 
overlook in their revision plans. 

 
Answers to sections (a) and (b) were particularly vague and imprecise, often just listing grape 
varieties grown throughout Southern France with no discussion of their role in the wines listed. This 
was a particular issue for ‘Corbières’. While answers on ‘Bandol’ were generally better some 
confused this appellation with Banyuls (a fortified wine not on the Unit 3 syllabus). 
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June 2015: Section B 

Discuss the climate and choice of grape variety in FIVE of the following: 
 

a) Aconcagua 
b) Central Otago 
c) Okanagan Valley 
d) Salta 
e) Clare Valley 
f) Central Valley USA 

 
(Each section carries equal weighting) 

 

This was a disappointing set of scripts with many simplistic and overly descriptive answers reliant on 
waffle or padding. Although this was a short-form question (generally thought to be easier by 
candidates), it was very specific and generic statements about the regions concerned were not 
sufficient. Examiners expected candidates to go beyond identifying climate and grape varieties for 
each region to discuss why the climate there is the way it is and how/why certain grape varieties are 
suited to it. An understanding of cause and effect is expected at Diploma level. 

 
There were the inevitable geographical errors, locating areas in the wrong country or identifying 
incorrect topographical factors. Several candidates wrote about the effect of Chile’s proximity to 
the Atlantic Ocean which did not inspire confidence. Often candidates appeared to try to hedge 
their bets when unsure of the specific climatic conditions in a particular region, for example 
describing a climate as “maritime with continental influences”.  This was inadequate. 

 

 
June 2015: Section B 

Write about THREE of the following grape varieties (60% weighting): 
 

a) Assyrtiko 

b) Savatiano 
c) Agiorgitiko 
d) Xinomavro 

 

What are the challenges facing the modern Greek wine industry when selling its wines abroad? 
(40% weighting) 

 

It was not anticipated that this would be a popular question or that it would generate a good pass 
rate and so it proved. It was clear that many who attempted it did so reluctantly. There was plenty 
of evidence of guesswork with many candidates unaware whether the grape varieties listed were 
black or white. This first part of the question required hard facts, such as where specifically in 
Greece these varieties are cultivated, their key characteristics, the style of wine they produce, etc. 

 
There were some excellent answers on the grape varieties from candidates who clearly knew them 
or had revised the facts well, but many of them wrote nothing at all about the challenges facing the 
modern Greek wine industry.  Similarly, there were others who were able to come up with plenty of 
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June 2015: Section B 

With reference to the wines of Italy, write about FIVE of the following: 
 

a) Gaja 
b) Teroldego 
c) Dolcetto 
d) Bianco di Custoza 
e) Collio (Collio Goriziano) 
f) Gattinara 
g) Arneis 
h) Colli Orientali 
i) Valtellina 
j) Bardolino 

 

(Each section carries equal weighting) 

 

The topics for this question varied according to examination location. 
 

Many candidates seem to think that these short-form questions are easier than open-response 
question or essay questions. They are not. The five-part format of this question requires an in- 
depth knowledge of each topic. Leaving one or more of these completely blank or resorting to 
guesswork makes a pass highly unlikely. With all five sections weighted equally, it is impossible to 
compensate for weak sections by writing more for those which you feel more confident about. 

 

Another common error is answering more than the five required sections. This is a wasted effort; 
not only do responses tend to be superficial as a result of additional time pressure but examiners 
will only mark the first five responses. 

 
The worst scripts contained some very disappointing errors with candidates often mistaking regions 
for grapes or vice versa. One candidate identified all five topics they covered as grape varieties, 
including Gaja. 

 
A sound approach where short-form responses are required is to think in terms of key questions to 
help structure your answer. For example, for the grape variety ‘Dolcetto’ candidates could have 
considered: 

 

 Where exactly is it grown? 

 What are the key DOCs / DOCGs for this variety? 

 Is it used in blends or as a varietal wine? 
 Which climatic conditions suit this variety and why? 

 What particular growing problems is it susceptible to? 

 It is early or late budding, maturing, ripening, etc. and what is the significance of this? 

 What are the key aroma/flavour characteristics of this variety? 

 What style of wine does it produce?  Does it have high or low acidity, light or full body, high 

intelligent observations in answer to the second part of the question but lacked factual knowledge 
of the varieties themselves.  It was impossible to gain a pass mark in either scenario. 
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or low alcohol, soft or firm tannins, etc.? 
 What quality level are the wines from this variety? 

 Why is it important from a commercial point of view? 
 

This is not an exhaustive list but answering these questions correctly would have led to a 
comprehensive answer of the standard expected at Diploma level. 



63  

Unit 4, 5 and 6 Examinations - Overview 

The tasting and theory questions for these examinations carry an equal weighting of marks. This 
means that to excel candidates must demonstrate good all-round knowledge of key theory topics as 
well as sound tasting ability. However, the short-form question format means that candidates that  
do well on two of the three theory sections having achieved good marks for their tasting may pass 
the Unit as a whole. 

 
Tasting questions 

 
The main issue, as in previous years, is with candidates failing to follow the SAT to the letter. By 
failing to comment on every aspect of the wine using the SAT accurately, candidates often miss out 
on marks needlessly. While there is some flexibility with how marks are awarded for descriptors, 
candidates must identify the structural components of the wine using SAT terminology to be given 
credit. “Good finish”, “heady alcohol” and “excellent length” are all examples of candidates 
disadvantaging themselves by not using SAT terms. 

 

Candidates are also reminded of the need to look for primary, secondary and tertiary characteristics 
in every wine, using specific descriptors as appropriate. 

 
Theory questions 

 
Lack of detail continues to be an issue for the Unit 4, 5 and 6 theory questions. Short-form questions 
allow the examiner to test the breadth of your knowledge across core topics and rely on 
straightforward factual recall. This means that if you do not have a firm grasp of examinable 
material, you will not be able to demonstrate the level of understanding required to pass. 

 

Many candidates not only underestimate the amount of information required in their answers - 
writing just three or four sentences is highly unlikely to result in a pass grade – but also stray off- 
topic. Candidates are reminded that no marks are available for irrelevant detail, even if it is correct. 
This means that you have to pay close attention to the wording of the question. For example, ‘Cava 
styles’ is more specific than ‘Cava’ in isolation; candidates would need to structure their answers 
accordingly. Many weaker candidates still pick up on a key word and write everything they know 
about that topic.  As already noted in the Unit 3 theory feedback, this is an unsafe strategy. 
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Unit 4 – Spirits of the World 

The Unit 4 examinations took place in November 2014, March 2015 and June 2015. 
 

NB: Where theory question topics are separated by the word ‘OR’, different versions of the question 
were in circulation. 

 

November 2014: Unit 4 TASTING 

Wine 1 Country: France 
Spirit: Château du Breuil Calvados Réserve du Château 8 Ans 
Producer: Château du Breuil SAS 

Wine 2 Country: Scotland 
Spirit: The Glenlivet 12 Years 
Producer: The Glenlivet Distillery 

Wine 3 Country: France 
Spirit: Tesseron Lot No.90 XO Cognac 
Producer: SAS Tesseron Cognac 

 

As is often the case, the main reason for failing this paper was a failure to follow the Spirits SAT or 
only doing so haphazardly. Some candidates continue to default to the Wine SAT in their answers 
which is substantively different to the Spirits SAT; needless to say, this results in very low marks. 

 

The usual comments on the conclusions section of candidates’ answers also applied – too many 
failed to answer the question ‘Comment on how the maturation of this spirit has influenced the 
aroma and flavour’, giving generic comments about quality or production methods instead. This 
question was designed to encourage students to link evidence in the glass to their theory 
knowledge of how these spirits are produced. 

 

 
November 2014: Unit 4 THEORY 

In relation to spirits, write about each of the following: 
 

a) Parts of a continuous still and their role in the distillation process 
b) Jamaica Rum OR Malting 
c) Grappa OR Malting 

 

Candidates demonstrated sound factual knowledge of these topics. The best responses were on 
Jamaica Rum and Grappa which involved straightforward descriptions of these spirits and their 
production methods. 

 
Continuous distillation and malting were less well answered. The principle of distillation was well 
understood but many confused the different methods (column/still/Coffey, etc.). Most candidates 
who  answered  on  malting  went  on  to  discuss  post-malting  processes  such  as  mashing       and 
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The following candidate gave sound responses on all three sections, despite poor spelling 

throughout: 

distillation for which no marks were available. 
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March 2015: Unit 4 TASTING 

Wine 1 Country: Latvia 
Spirit: Stolichnaya Vodka 
Producer: JSC Latvijas Balzams 

Wine 2 Country: England 
Spirit: Beefeater London Dry Gin 
Producer: James Burrough Ltd 

Wine 3 Country: Jamaica 
Spirit: Appleton Estate V/X Jamaica Rum 
Producer: J. Wray & Nephew Ltd 

 

In this paper candidates were invited to describe how the production of each spirit differed from 
that of the other two and the implications of this for style. 

 
While many candidates successfully identified the vodka and the gin, descriptions of the production 
processes involved were weak and few seemed to understand what was required. For the vodka, 
the examiners were expecting commentary on how the neutrality of this spirit is achieved and 
maintained during the production process – “distilled to a minimum of 96% ABV to give a neutral 
spirit” and “kept in inert vessels prior to dilution to avoid oak characters” would have been sufficient 
for the five marks available. Instead, some candidates launched into an in-depth description of the 
production process without linking it to the resulting style of spirit as evidenced in the glass. 

 

 
March 2015: Unit 4 THEORY 

 

In relation to spirits, write about each of the following: 
 

a) Suntory Holdings Limited 
b) Flavoured spirits other than gin OR Ugni Blanc 
c) Maturation of Tequila 

 

Short-form questions such as this can be problematic for candidates where they have not prepared 
adequately. This question type is designed to test the breadth of a candidate’s knowledge across  
the Unit so a very poor mark on one section can make a pass difficult to achieve. A good number of 
candidates made a sound effort with section (a), noting that Suntory Holdings merged to form  
Beam Suntory in 2014; unfortunately, this was also the section that many left blank. 

 
Section (c) was a straightforward question requiring a summary of the ageing regulations for 
Tequila. There was, however, some confusion about maturation times and barrel sizes, etc. 
suggesting that candidates had not revised these sufficiently. 

 
‘Ugni Blanc’ was poorly answered with many candidates writing at length about Cognac and 
Armagnac which was not required by the question. There was some sensible commentary on grape 
characteristics  but  few  candidates  explained why  this  makes  it  a suitable variety  for distillation. 
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June 2015: Unit 4 TASTING 

Wine 1 Country: Italy 
Spirit: Grappa Tradizione Nonino 41° 
Producer: Nonino Distillatori 

Wine 2 Country: Scotland 
Spirit: Famous Grouse Whisky 
Producer: Matthew Gloag & Son Ltd 

Wine 3 Country Scotland 
Spirit: Balvenie 12 YO Double Wood Malt Whisky 
Producer: The Balvenie Distillery Company 

 

Candidates were required to identify the spirit and give reasons for their conclusion but many gave 
generic quality assessment answers instead of giving reasons why the spirit was what they thought  
it was. Again, this seemed to be a matter of not reading the question. 

 
Candidates are reminded that whereas five marks are available for aroma descriptors, only three 
marks are available for flavour descriptors. Many seemed to give many more than three descriptors 
on the palate, for which credit could not be given. Candidates should prioritise those sections of the 
SAT which carry the most marks. 

 

 
June 2015: Unit 4 THEORY 

In relation to spirits, write about each of the following: 
 

a) Methods of flavouring gin 

b) Jack Daniels OR Distillation of Cognac 
c) Distillation of Cognac OR Golden Rum 

 

A disappointing set of answers, with only six distinction grades out of a total of 301 scripts. 
 

Candidates too often failed to identify relevant information instead writing everything they knew 
about gin or cognac, rather than the specific processes detailed in the question. Many candidates 
gave irrelevant detail on fermentation, maturation and labelling terminology for cognac when all 
that was required was a straightforward explanation of double pot still distillation. Jack Daniels  was 

Some also discussed Ugni Blanc in relation to still light wines which was irrelevant for the purposes 
of the Unit 4 examination. 

 
‘Flavoured spirits other than gin’ was considered a straightforward question by the examiners as it 
allowed candidates plenty of scope to answer. Unfortunately candidates struggled to structure their 
responses as a result, with some confusing flavoured spirits with liqueurs and fruit brandies. 
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poorly answered with little understanding of how this spirit is produced or its importance as a  
global brand. 
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Unit 5 – Sparkling Wines of the World 

Unit 5 examinations also took place in November 2014, March 2015 and June 2015. 
 

NB: Where theory question topics are separated by the word ‘OR’, different versions of the question 
were in circulation. 

 

November 2014: Unit 5 TASTING 

Wine 1 Country: France 
Region: Champagne 

Wine: Legras & Haas Tradition Brut 
Producer: Maison Legras & Haas 

Wine 2 Country: France 
Region: Champagne 
Wine: Henri Chauvet Rosé 
Producer: Mathilde et Damien Chauvet 

Wine 3 Country: France 
Region: Champagne 
Wine: Pol Roger Demi Sec 
Producer: Champagne Pol Roger 

 

The usual issues here. Candidates were often erratic in their use of the SAT, missing out on potential 
marks by failing to comment on all of the structural components of the wine. The majority of 
candidates missed the development on wine 1, failing to give enough descriptors for the nose of 
this wine. Many candidates deviated from the question and rather than assessing quality attempted 
identifications of the wines for which no marks were available. 

 

 
November 2014: Unit 5 THEORY 

 

In relation to sparkling wines, write about each of the following: 
 

a) Liqueur de tirage and second fermentation in bottle 
b) Lambrusco OR Champagne soils 
c) Cava grapes OR Champagne soils OR Asti DOCG 

 

‘Asti DOCG’ and ‘Cava grapes’ were well answered on the whole. Champagne soils less so, with 
many candidates writing in general terms about the region and grapes grown rather than soil types. 
‘Liqueur de tirage and second fermentation in bottle’ attracted lengthy descriptions of the 
traditional method from start to finish which were not required. Lambrusco seemed to cause 
problems with many candidates struggling with the spelling of the various DOCs for this wine. 
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March 2015: Unit 5 TASTING 

Wine 1 Country: Spain 
Region: Penedès 
Wine: Vilarnau Gran Reserva Cava 2007 
Producer: Castell de Vilarnau 

Wine 2 Country: Italy 
Region: Piedmont 
Wine: Asti Sansilvestro N/V 
Producer: Cantine San Silvestro 

Wine 3 Country: New Zealand 
Region: Central Otago 
Wine: Akarua Brut N/V 
Producer: Akarua Ltd 

 

This flight was well answered with a relatively high pass rate, as is common for Unit 5. Weaker 
candidates failed to give comprehensive descriptions of aroma and flavour profiles, giving 
descriptors from one cluster in isolation. Candidates are encouraged to think broadly when using 
descriptors. 

 

For Wine 2, candidates had to identify the ‘region of origin’. Many failed to spot this and gave Italy 
as the country of origin instead, missing a potential mark. 

 

 
March 2015: Unit 5 THEORY 

 

In relation to sparkling wines, write about each of the following: 
 

a) Lees ageing 
b) (Pinot) Meunier OR Cap Classique 
c) Sekt OR Cap Classique 

 

A disappointing set of scripts with the poorest examples omitting one or even two sections making  
a pass impossible. Candidates are reminded that even when running short of time in the exam or 
struggling with a topic it is always better to attempt an answer than write nothing at all. 

 
Answers for lees ageing, Cap Classique and Sekt relied too much on basic, generic descriptions of 
the traditional method rather than specifics. For the first section, the examiners were looking for a 
detailed explanation of tirage times and the character this imparts. 

 
Cap Classique was answered particularly poorly with many candidates clearly confused about the 
origin and possible varietal composition of this wine. 
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June 2015: Unit 5 TASTING 

Wine 1 Country: Italy 
Region: Veneto 
Wine: Modella Prosecco N/V 
Producer: Mabis S.R.L. 

Wine 2 Country: France 
Region: Loire Valley 
Wine: Sauvion Brut Crémant de Loire N/V 
Producer: Maison Sauvion 

Wine 3 Country: USA 
Region: California 
Wine: Schramsberg Blanc de Blancs 2011 
Producer: Schramsberg Vineyards 

 

There was widespread confusion amongst candidates about the sweetness of the Prosecco with 
many finding it dry. Those that did identify it as sweeter seemed to assume that it had to be 
Moscato. A disappointing number of candidates identified autolytic character in this wine. There 
was also a marked tertiary character on Wine 2 which many candidates overlooked, perhaps 
because they did not expect it to find it in a sparkling wine. 

 

Many candidates seem to be making assumptions which are not based on the wines in front of 
them. Candidates should always be guided by what is in the glass and resist the temptation to jump 
to conclusions about a wine’s identity. 

 

 
June 2015: Unit 5 THEORY 

 

In relation to sparkling wines, write about each of the following: 
 

a) Removal of sediment from bottle-fermented wines 
b) Crémant de Bourgogne OR Rosé Champagne 
c) Rosé Champagne OR Muscat 

 

Answers to this question tended to be rather superficial. Candidates’ attention is drawn to the 
supplementary study materials available on the online global campus which contain highly relevant 
information for this Unit. 

 
For Section (a) many candidates described riddling and disgorgement process for traditional method 
wines but overlooked transfer method wines completely: an important omission. Better answers 
gave examples of wines made by these methods and described the effect of autolysis as well as 
minimum tirage times for NV and vintage wines from different origins. 
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Unit 6 – Fortified Wines of the World 

Unit 6 examinations took place in November 2014, March 2015 and June 2015. 
 

NB: Where theory question topics are separated by the word ‘OR’, different versions of the question 
were in circulation. 

 

November 2014: Unit 6 TASTING 

Wine 1 Country: Spain 
Region: Jerez 

Wine: Amontillado Príncipe de Barbadillo 
Producer: Bodegas Barbadillo 

Wine 2 Country: Spain 
Region: Jerez 
Wine: Tío Pepe Fino 
Producer: González Byass S.A. 

Wine 3 Country: Portugal 
Region: Madeira 
Wine: Barbeito 10 Years Old Sercial 
Producer: Vinhos Barbeito Lda 

 

This was the first tasting examination in which candidates were expected to work with the concept 
of aroma and flavour types (i.e. primary, secondary and tertiary) to identify aroma and flavour 
characteristics. Many identified the oxidative tertiary characteristics on Wines 1 and 3 but 
overlooked other aromas and flavours that were present, such as those derived from biological 
ageing in the first wine and fruit development in the third. Candidates are encouraged to think in 
broad terms when choosing descriptors for aroma and flavour characteristics; for all but the most 
basic wines more than one type and cluster will likely apply. 

 
Some candidates came unstuck by seeming to hedge their bets and overusing the ‘medium’ scale 
when describing structural components. These are distinctive styles of fortified wines and highs and 
lows were more often appropriate. 

 
Many candidates failed to give enough reasoning in their assessment of quality  answers.  
Candidates should note that of the five marks available for this section, only one was for identifying 
the correct SAT quality category. The remaining four were allocated to detailed 
explanation/justification of this quality level. “Balanced”, “complex” and “typical” are meaningless 
terms unless tasters can explain what is balanced with what, how a wine is complex and why and 
what it is typical of. 
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November 2014: Unit 6 THEORY 

In relation to fortified wines, write about each of the following: 
 

a) Tawny Port styles 
b) Soils in Jerez 
c) Beaumes-de-Venise OR Maury OR Banyuls 

 

A low pass rate. Tawny Port was answered particularly poorly with many candidates comparing 
generic Tawny to other styles of Port rather than describing basic, reserve, age-indicated and 
colheita styles of Tawny which was the key to this question. 

 
For section (b) most candidates were able to name the three main soil types in Jerez but the best 
took this further by linking soil characteristics to the style and quality of the wines produced. 

 
There was confusion about how VDNs are produced. Some otherwise good candidates observed 
that fermentation is arrested by fortification with RCGM. This implied a fundamental lack of 
understanding. 

 

 

March 2015: Unit 6 TASTING 

Wine 1 Country: Spain 
Region: Jerez 
Wine: Solera 1847 Cream Sherry 
Producer: Gonzalez Byass S.A. 

Wine 2 Country: France 
Region: Roussillon 
Wine: Els Pyreneus Maury 2012 
Producer: Maison Lafage SCEA 

Wine 3 Country: Spain 
Region: Jerez 
Wine: Matusalem Cream/Oloroso Dulce Viejo VORS 
Producer: Gonzalez Byass S.A. 

 

A reasonable set of scripts though many mistook the Maury for Port despite it having low alcohol  
for a fortified wine. Some candidates not only failed to go into sufficient detail on their assessment 
of quality answers but included irrelevant information such as observations about the wine’s 
readiness for drinking, possible food matches and price. 
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March 2015: Unit 6 THEORY 

 

In relation to fortified wines, write about each of the following: 
 

a) Symington Family Estates 
b) Sanlúcar de Barrameda OR Vintage Madeira 
c) Touriga Nacional OR Sanlúcar de Barrameda 

‘Symington Family Estates’ was generally well answered and the majority of candidates had 
committed a good amount of historical and commercial detail about this leading producer to 
memory. There is plenty in the public domain about this company and most candidates had 
researched it in preparation for the exam. Those who hadn’t found themselves with little to say. 

 
Poorer answers on ‘Vintage Madeira’. Most candidates picked up on the extended maturation times 
for these wines, the fact that most are made from noble varieties, and were able to mention 
canteiro ageing as the norm; better answers took this further to distinguish between frasqueira and 
colheita wines. Successful candidates tended to pick up on minimum ageing requirements. 

 
Weak candidates wrote about generic styles of madeira (Medium Dry, Medium Rich, etc.) which 
implied they were unaware of vintage madeira as a separate category. A number of candidates 
laboured the difference in residual sugar between wines from the noble varieties but this was of 
little relevance. Lengthy discussion of the attributes of different grapes and their growing conditions 
and the fortification process were also typically misplaced: maturation was the key to this question. 
Other candidates had clearly learned estufagem by heart and were determined to shoehorn this in 
even though it is highly unlikely for vintage wines and so irrelevant. 

 
Poor spelling of key terms was an issue throughout with very few candidates able to spell frasqueira 
accurately; disappointing at this level. Terms such as this are important and should be learned 
correctly. 

 

Sherry is topical at the moment and the majority of answers on Sanlúcar de Barrameda covered 
sufficient of the main points for a pass, demonstrating sound knowledge of Manzanilla production. 
The best answers distinguished between climatic conditions in Jerez and Sanlúcar and explained 
how the humidity in the latter promotes thicker flor to yield more elegant wines. It was insufficient 
to explain that Sanlúcar is known for Manzanilla production without explaining why. 

 
Touriga Nacional was well answered with most candidates making solid observations about this 
grape and its growing conditions. 
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June 2015: Unit 6 TASTING 

Wine 1 Country: Portugal 
Region: Douro 
Wine: Cockburns Special Reserve Port 
Producer: Symington Family Estates 

Wine 2 Country: Portugal 
Region: Douro 
Wine: Ramos Pinto Quinta de Ervamoira, 10 Years Old Tawny 
Producer: Casa Ramos Pinto 

Wine 3 Country: Portugal 
Region: Madeira 
Wine: Barbeito 10 Boal Reserva Velha 
Producer: Vinhos Barbeito Lda 

 

A significant number of candidates misjudged the sweetness of the Ruby Port as well as overstating 
its quality. The Tawny Port was also found to be dry by a concerning number of candidates and its 
quality underrated – surprising as this was the better wine. 

 
Madeira was also answered poorly with candidates missing this wine’s trademark high acidity.  
There were a number of flawed conclusions as to ‘style within the category’, some identifying the 
madeira as a fino despite its sweetness and colour and others incorrectly determining it to be dry 
before going on to identify it as port. This implies a worrying lack of theory knowledge about 
fortified wines. 

 

 
June 2015: Unit 6 THEORY 

 

In relation to fortified wines, write about each of the following: 
 

a) Blending in Sherry production 
b) Oxidation OR Rutherglen 
c) Vintage Port or Rutherglen 

 

Answers to this question were basic with limited factual coverage – very few distinction grades  
were awarded. 

 
Blending in Sherry production was particularly poorly answered and many candidates gave 
convoluted descriptions of the solera system, often generalising that all sherries pass through the 
same number of scales/criaderas which is inaccurate. Many failed to consider blending between 
soleras and the use of PX/ vino de color/RCGM to achieve sweetness. 



 

 

Appendix 1 –  Pass Rates for the Level 4 Diploma in Wines and Spirits 
 
 
 

 

 
Paper 

 
2015 

 
2014 

 
2013 

 
2012 

 
2011 

 
2010 

Unit 1 CWA 
April 
84% 

Nov 
82% 

April 
91% 

Nov 
90% 

April 
88% 

Nov 
91% 

April 
90% 

Nov 
91% 

April 
88% 

Nov 
91% 

April 
75% 

Nov 
90% 

Unit 1 
Case Study 

Nov 
58% 

Mar 
72% 

June 
79% 

Nov 
72% 

Mar 
73% 

June 
83% 

Nov 
77% 

Mar 
71% 

June 
85% 

Nov 
87% 

Mar 
68% 

June 
74% 

Nov 
83% 

Mar 
67% 

June 
84% 

Nov 
76% 

Mar 
71% 

June 
68% 

 
Unit 2 

 
92% 

 
90% 

 
91% 

 
93% 

 
90% 

 
88% 

Unit 3 
Tasting 

June 
69% 

Jan 
59% 

June 
82% 

Jan 
64% 

June 
82% 

Jan 
64% 

June 
74% 

Jan 
66% 

June 
85% 

Jan 
72% 

June 
62% 

Jan 
62% 

Unit 3 
Theory 

June 
32% 

Jan 
27% 

June 
40% 

Jan 
29% 

June 
40% 

Jan 
47% 

June 
43% 

Jan 
46% 

June 
54% 

Jan 
34% 

June 
66% 

Jan 
49% 

Unit 4 52% 55% 57% 67% 63% 61% 

Unit 5 66% 71% 84% 75% 70% 74% 

Unit 6 53% 82% 61% 65% 60% 66% 
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Appendix 2 – Grade Bands for Diploma Closed-book Examinations 
 

GRADE BANDS FOR DIPLOMA CLOSED-BOOK EXAMINATIONS 

Fail Unclassified <44% 
A seriously inadequate answer which, through lack of information or errors of fact, demonstrates a 
very weak understanding of the subject. May be poorly expressed and/or confused. Very limited 
progression beyond WSET® Level 3 in content or analysis. 

Fail 45% to 54% 
A borderline answer which may contain some correct detail and be close to a pass but which is too 
superficial in content or narrow in scope. May contain serious errors of fact/evidence of 
misunderstanding but for which the answer would be of pass-level standard. 

Pass 55% to 64% 
A basic answer which demonstrates an adequate understanding of the topic. Any errors or  
omissions are minor. Covers sufficient of the main points to be ‘more right than wrong’ but with 
limited use of examples. 

Pass with Merit 65% to 74% 
A good answer which demonstrates clear evidence of understanding and application of Diploma- 
level knowledge. Shows greater factual coverage and more accuracy with good use  of examples. 
Very sound, but without the extra edge for a pass with distinction. 

Pass with Distinction >75% 
An excellent answer which demonstrates an in-depth understanding of the topic and shows flair, 
creativity or originality in analysis, argument or choice of examples. 
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Appendix 3 – Grade Bands for Diploma Coursework Assignments 
 

GRADE BANDS FOR DIPLOMA COURSEWORK ASSIGNMENTS 

Fail Unclassified <44% 
A seriously inadequate assignment which, through lack of information or errors of fact, 
demonstrates a very weak understanding of the subject. Very limited evidence of relevant research. 
Poorly expressed or confused with unsatisfactory presentation/referencing; lacks coherence and 
structure. 

Fail 45% to 54% 
A borderline assignment which may contain some correct detail but fails to address the question in 
sufficient depth or is too narrow in focus. Little evidence of research beyond the recommended 
reading. Lacks original thought with poor or superficial analysis of source material. Rudimentary 
structure/presentation, possibly with inaccurate referencing. 

 
This grade is also awarded for assignments which do not meet the minimum word count. 

Pass 55% to 64% 
A satisfactory if basic assignment with sound explanation and some evidence of critical thinking/ 
personal commentary. Analysis of key concepts, terminology and use of examples is limited but 
clearly expressed. Adequate presentation as well as sound referencing and a competent 
bibliography. 

Pass with Merit 65% to 74% 
A good assignment which demonstrates a clear understanding of the subject. Thorough analysis and 
critical use of a wide range of relevant source material, properly referenced in the bibliography.  
Clear evidence of original thought and engagement with the question combined with rigorous 
argument and mature expression. Evaluates more than one side of the argument with good use of 
examples.  Correct presentation with mostly accurate referencing. 

Pass with Distinction >75% 
An excellent assignment which demonstrates mastery of the subject. Comprehensive analysis of key 
themes and sophisticated personal commentary with well-chosen examples. Extensive evidence of 
original research with judicious and critical use of source material. Evaluates more than one side of 
the argument, linking theory and practice as appropriate. Excellent presentation with coherence, 
clarity and flair.  Relevant and accurate referencing. 

 


