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Stage 1 Assessment 2017 
 
THEORY REPORT  
Phil Reedman MW, Education Committee Theory Chair 
 
This report is designed to complement the Stage 1 Assessment Practical Report and provide a guide 
for students to improve their performance in Theory essays in the future. 
 
54% of students achieved an average across their Theory papers of 55% or more and pleasingly 8% 
achieved an average of 65% or more – the pass mark required in the Stage 2 MW Exam.  
 
Essay Content 
 
Answer the question  
 
The examiners phrase the essay titles with great care and include in the question ‘instruction words’ 
which guide you as to how to approach the question.  The subject of the question should be evident 
but it is only with an appreciation of the meaning of these instruction words that you can properly 
answer the essay.  A useful guide to instruction words in essay titles can be found 
at https://www.ucl.ac.uk/transition/study-skills-resources/Instruction_Terms__Essay_Writing_.pdf 
 
Use relevant, specific examples from a range of geographies 
 
Passing the Master of Wine examination requires you to demonstrate to the examiners that you 
have global knowledge of the wine world. An important aspect of the self-study course and the 
opportunities the seminars and study visits provide is to broaden your horizons and learn, in depth, 
about regions away from your home region or those wine regions with which you work. Thus, if you 
were to be writing an essay about the production of high quality Pinot Noir wine for example, the 
Cote d’Or would be an important source of examples but so too would be: Central Otago, Russian 
River, Mornington Peninsula and Leyda. 
 
Examples should wherever possible be specific; name a producer who is using a particular technique 
and endeavour to elaborate on why this is the case.  
 
Examples need to be pertinent to the essay you are writing. Tempting as it is, avoid using an example 
which you have but which does not strongly illustrate the point you are making. Consider examples 
to be the ‘proof’ of your argument. 
 
Avoid the brain-dump 
 
An essay title containing the phrase “malo-lactic fermentation” is not an invitation to write a 
thousand words on the subject of the malo-lactic fermentation. Do read the question and 
understand the context and instruction.  The examiner appreciates that you understand the concept 
of the malo-lactic fermentation and will not be able to award marks for this knowledge.  While a 
brain-dump thousand words may well contain a great deal of technically correct detail about the 
malo-lactic fermentation it will likely be neither an essay or an answer to the question.  
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/transition/study-skills-resources/Instruction_Terms__Essay_Writing_.pdf


Use the essay to show understanding not just knowledge for the sake of knowledge 
 
To pass the MW exam requires you to demonstrate an understanding of wine and not just a rote-
learned knowledge of wine. Use your essays to show the examiner that you do understand wine and 
that this understanding is built upon a solid foundation of knowledge.  
 
Write your essays on a peer to peer basis; you can assume that the examiner will have an intimate 
knowledge of the subject at hand.  Writing on this basis relieves you of the need to explain 
commonly understood concepts and allows you to show by, for instance, use of contrasting 
examples that you understand the subject at hand.  
 
Use technical terms correctly 
 
A Master of Wine is not necessarily a scientist but a Master of Wine is someone able to use technical 
terms correctly.  Incorrect use of fundamental technical terms such as pH does not convince the 
examiner that you are a Master of Wine.  While examination pressure is understood repeated 
misuse of technical terms erodes confidence.  
 
Essay Structure and Style 
 
Correctly structured essays are vital: make the introduction work for you. Arrange the body in a 
logical order. Use the conclusion to reinforce your answer. 
 
At the MW seminars you will have been advised to structure the essays in a certain manner; the 
‘Oxbridge’ essay structure.  Please do not deviate from this model, it is unlikely to bring you 
success.  Learn to write to this structure. Refer to the IMW website for presentations on essay 
writing. 
 
Essays must not be in a report style; subheadings, numbered paragraphs are not appropriate for an 
MW examination essay.  
 
As noted above, deviation from the Oxbridge essay structure is unlikely to bring positive 
results.  Consequently the use of subheadings etc is to be avoided.  Use the first sentence, the so-
called ‘Topic Sentence’ of each paragraph to make clear the subject of that paragraph. 
 
Pay attention to spelling, especially of wine words. Re-read your essays to correct typos 
 
As with technical terms the examiners have a reasonable expectation that an MW can spell wine 
words correctly. There is little tolerance in this area.  Spelling and grammar should be to a high 
standard. Always allow five minutes in your time plans for the re-reading of each essay so that you 
can correct spelling errors. 
 
Essay length 
 
‘Goldilocks’ essays: not too long, not too short, 900 to 1100 words is about right, either side of this is 
troublesome. Just because you can type 2000 words in the time doesn’t mean that you 
should.  Ensure that all essays are given equal time. 
 
Examiners understand both the scope of the questions that they set and the time allowed in an 
examination to answer them.  Questions, with the possible exception of those in Paper 5, can be 
answered to an exam passing standard in around 1000 words. Aim for a ‘Goldilocks’ essays: not too 



long, not too short, 900 to 1100 words is about right, either side of this is troublesome.  The 
introduction of typing in the exam does not mean that answers should, or need be longer than in the 
days of fountain pens.  If you are blessed with the skill of typing quickly use the time you have saved 
to plan your essay more thoroughly and review it more thoroughly before moving on to the next 
question.  
 
Handwriting 
 
If you are writing longhand, and I’d strongly suggest that you do not, then do ensure that your 
writing can be read with ease. Far too many of the hand-written scripts which I saw were 
functionally illegible. Think about that for a moment. 
 
Type if you possibly can. 
 
If you insist on writing longhand please take third party advice on whether your writing is 
clear.  Consider, as I did (in the days when typing was not an option) double spacing, writing with a 
medium-nibbed pen and writing more slowly than you normally would.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



PRACTICAL REPORT  
Peter Marks MW, Education Committee Practical Chair  
 
This report is designed to complement the Stage 1 Assessment Theory Report and provide a guide 
for students to improve their performance in the Practical Exam in the future. 
 
34% of students achieved 55% or more in their Practical paper and 11% achieved 65% or more – the 
pass mark required in the Stage 2 MW Exam.  
 
General 
If one recommendation can be made to all MW candidates, not just Stage 1, it is to PRACTICE, 
PRACTICE, PRACTICE! Many candidates performed poorly on the Stage 1 Assessment due to lack of 
global awareness of all types of wines. This was apparent as candidates struggled throughout with 
correct identification of grape varieties and regions, and often could not adequately answer for 
quality and method of production. You must have an intimate knowledge of the classic wine regions 
in the Old and New World, plus a keen understanding of wines from well-known and up-and-coming 
regions.  
 
Too many answers are in the form of a tasting note, not a Master of Wine answer. When you use 
evidence from the glass be sure that you then use that evidence to lead to a conclusion. Remember 
the saying, “Taste like a detective, prove like a lawyer.”  
 
More detailed answers, using evidence from the glass, are required to earn the maximum number of 
marks. Be sure to write enough to match the allocation of marks available in each question. 
Successful candidates used the most relevant (or observable) evidence from the glass, plus sound 
logic and deductive reasoning to reach their conclusion. If the number of marks warrant it, they 
would confirm their answer with additional supporting or secondary evidence – oftentimes colour or 
body/texture would fall into this latter category. 
 
On the topic of clarity, PLEASE write your answer for variety, origin and quality statement at the top 
of each respective answer section. This makes it much easier to know where you are headed and 
thus allow the examiner to award marks for correct evidence and sensible deductive reasoning. For 
the same reason, when commenting on production methods, it’s highly recommended you write 
your answer in chronological order. This makes it easier for the examiner to read and award marks. 
Answers that are written clearly and logically, while correctly identifying elements in the glass, will 
earn valuable marks even when the conclusion is incorrect.  
 
Not only is it important to write with clarity, but to write with confidence too. Avoid waffling and the 
overuse of language such as “could be” or “might be,” or “suggests,” especially when concluding 
your answer for grape variety or origin. On the other hand, there are times when hedging can be 
appropriate. Take winemaking for example, where there are other possibilities to consider, and to 
mention them as ‘likely’ options shows intelligence and awareness of the options available in the 
winery. 
 
Avoid casual language such as “massively appealing” or “flavour that makes you want to come back 
for more.” You are not writing a magazine article, but with the intention of becoming a Master of 
Wine. 
 
The increasing use of computers is welcomed, and was favoured by a majority of candidates (67%), 
preventing legibility problems which rendered at least one hand-written script virtually unmarkable.  
However, candidates must be careful to check their work, as a number of “typos” were perpetrated.  



Interestingly, candidates who opted for the computer seemed, by a slim margin, more likely to have 
time management issues and leave blank spaces than those who wrote by hand. Perhaps there is a 
tendency to write too much with a computer compared to hand-writing where candidates are 
guided by gridlines.   
 
Lastly, it is vital that all candidates read, fully understand and follow the guidelines provided in the 
document MW Practical Guidelines. This comprehensive guide was created with much thought and 
effort. It should answer any question you have about the MW Practical Exam. If not, you should 
email Olly Chapman (ochapman@mastersofwine.org) who will be able to get an answer for you.  
 
Question 1 
In general candidates recognised the quality and cool climate origin of Wine 1 (W1), even if they 
placed it in the New World or England.  However, W2 was not so well tackled, with insufficient 
people recognising the riper character, hint of lees, and savoury finish, and naming it a Prosecco or a 
Sekt.  This inevitably lead to poor marks on the production method part of the question.  Candidates 
must taste widely and familiarise themselves with all commercially significant styles of sparkling 
wines, including both entry level and top quality Cava.  A small but worrying minority of candidates 
thought that Cava was made by the tank method. 
 
Good candidates made detailed comments on the method of production, using evidence from the 
glass. When commenting on production methods for sparkling wines, it’s important to mention not 
only grape varieties, but the process used for primary and secondary fermentation, time on the lees 
(if any), and the dosage level. Many candidates failed to recognize the high quality and 5 years en 
tirage for W1, as well as over-estimating the residual sugar of W2 (3 grams/liter). 
 
Question 2 
A slim majority of candidates correctly identified the variety as Pinot Gris/Grigio. Given the wines’ 
alcohol levels and the fact that W3, W4 and W5 had some residual sugar, a case could be made for 
Chenin Blanc, but the wines’ acid levels belied this.  Riesling and Viognier were also popular choices. 
The former was not logical, again, due to the lower than expected acidity and higher than expected 
alcohol levels. Viognier didn’t match up with the wines’ aromatic profile, alcohol, body and residual 
sugar levels. Candidates must accurately assess all the components of the wines and then use logical 
deductive reasoning to reach their conclusion. Many candidates that incorrectly identified the 
variety failed to even consider other possible options.  
 
However, it was still possible to score high marks on Q2c and Q2e, but few candidates ensured they 
picked up all the marks available on these far easier questions.  Similarly, marks were not always 
picked up for a general description of the climate and winemaking style in the likely origin of these 
wines, even if uncertainty existed as to the exact identity.   Any candidate who failed to recognise 
the better quality of W3 over W4, or the simple nature of W6, left serious doubts as to their ability. 
 
Question 3 
Probably the least well answered question on the paper.  It was disappointing how many candidates 
put the wines in the Old World on the basis of the quality of W7 and the evolved character of W9.  
The quality of the latter wine was generally overstated – the fact that a wine is evolved does not 
make it great.  Similarly, the obvious high quality of W7 seduced many candidates into assuming it 
must be from a “classic” grape variety, rather than analysing the structure and aromatic profile to 
conclude Carmenere. Both W7 and W10 displayed ripe, almost jammy fruit along with elevated 
alcohol (less so in wines W8 and W9) and yet all the wines showed some greenness, herbal character 
and edgy tannins that spoke to their true origin. The question regarding the assessment of tannin 
levels was not well answered as many failed to specifically comment on the level and nature of the 

http://www.mastersofwine.org/en/document-summary/document-summary.cfm/docid/10BC8C2E-3955-4D8B-839EE94F258CBF10
mailto:ochapman@mastersofwine.org


tannins and where they came from – grape, stem or oak and if the oak was from a barrel or oak 
alternative. 
 
Question 4 
Paper 3 type wines can be relatively easy to answer if you have practiced extensively with these 
types of wines, and know their winemaking methods, alcohol and sugar levels, most of which are 
well-defined. W11 was generally well identified, but it is worrying how many candidates then put 
unrealistic values for alcohol levels and sugar levels.  Those who thought it was Tokaji need to taste 
classic sweet wines alongside each other and recognise the differences in acidity and alcohol levels.  
Failing to spot the overt new French oak in W11 was rather unforgiveable.  W12 was poorly 
identified – too many candidates who recognised Muscat assumed it must be either Muscat de 
Baumes de Venise or more plausibly Vin de Constance, whilst those who recognised the high sugar 
level and relatively modest alcohol assumed Ice Wine.  The alcohol was far too low for a VDN and 
too high for most ice wines, and the acidity too low for the latter. Finally, when the question asks 
you to state the alcohol or residual sugar level, state a single number, not a range. Examiners will 
allow some latitude in either direction, but few marks can be awarded for a vague answer. 
 
Report prepared with the help of Martin Hudson MW.  
 
 


