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Stage 1 Assessment 2016 
PRACTICAL REPORT  
John Hoskins MW (Exam Chair) 
 
This is the first time a Stage 2 Examiner has moderated the Stage 1 Assessment, so we can 
provide a longer report than usual. I hope this will also be read by those who passed – as no-
one (of course) got everything right. 
 
The overall standard and results were really encouraging, with over 70% passing and a 
significant number achieving 65% - the pass mark for the final exam. Inevitably the rest of 
the report focuses on what went wrong, but it’s important to recognise the excellent tasting 
and exam technique that was shown by the best candidates. 
 
Time management was obviously a major issue for many. This is, like it or not, a key part of 
passing the MW exam. Those with one or more completely empty pages were unlikely to 
have passed. To measure your potential to pass the final exam (the key purpose of this 
assessment), we obviously have to see your answers. Even when short of time, you have to 
get something down for every question. 
 
Mis-spellings were a major issue. As I have said before, mis-spelling is not really a problem 
within ‘normal’ text but you have to spell ‘wine words’ correctly. Some borderline 
candidates may well have been asked to re-sit year one because of this failing – revealing a 
lack of basic wine knowledge. A few candidates may have proved themselves to be excellent 
tasters and have been put through to Stage 2, despite some of these failings. But be warned 
– you will be most unlikely to pass the final exam if you make simple mistakes such as: 
Prosseco; Ruthglen; Docetto; Cote de Nuit; Catizze; Vadiabenne; Entre de Mers; Primotivo; 
Nuit St George; Vallee de Agosa.  
 
Indeed, if you cannot immediately see the mistakes here then you will struggle.  
 
It is worth noting that spellings were worse amongst those using lap-tops. Please remember 
that we cannot tell if a mis-spelling is a “typo” rather than a mistake. We can only mark 
what we read. You have to find time to check your work. 
 
Whilst on the subject of computer use, candidates typing tend to write much more, and 
normally too much more.  Concision is critical. 
 
The same warnings apply to mistakes that reveal a lack of basic general wine knowledge. 
The  following, taken from this year’s scripts, are illustrations of statements that would 
cause an examiner, to lose confidence in a candidate: 
The suggestions that Rutherglen Muscat is a grape variety. 
The suggestion that Cape Town is a wine producing area. 
The suggestions that Prosecco might be made by CO2 injection. 
The suggestion that Extra Dry Prosecco might have 5g rs.  
The suggestion that Cote Rotie is a full bodied / low acid style of reds, a possible option for 
an answer on a heavyweight Primitivo. 
Willamette Valley placed in Washington. 
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“Sicily – Primitivo”. 
“Yarra Valley sparkling wine – USD 8-9”. 
“This wine has bubbles pumped into it via the Charmant method” (with that spelling). 
 
You have to get the basics right to be able to progress on the MW journey. 
 
Language and style are of course also important. We are not judging you on literary merit 
and we of course give extra consideration to non-native speakers, particularly in this exam. 
Nevertheless we are always looking for answers that show clarity and conviction. As an 
aside, I would suggest you don’t claim to be a native English speaker if you’re not. 
 
By the end of the first year you have to know what kind of answers are appropriate for each 
of the classic questions. The educators have in 2016 produced a new document – Practical 
Paper Guidelines for Candidates – and this needs digesting in all its detail. 
 
You need to develop a style that enables you to be clear but also to get the work done in the 
relevant time. The use of lots of adjectives is rarely helpful. You don’t have to provide 5 or 6 
descriptors for every wine. You can use any words you like, but a chatty style normally 
means a waste of words, not really adding any weight to an argument. Some examples from 
this year’s scripts -  “I like this wine!”; “We’ll come onto this later”; “if you buy into such 
statements”, “Wow! (sorry for the expletive!)” I have mentioned the time pressure in the 
exam; the words you use need to be focussed on concise arguments based on evidence in 
the glass. We want to give you the marks, you just have to give us the chance to do so.  
 
There were too many examples like “good for brunch” within a quality example. Food 
references might be appropriate within a style answer but not as an assessment of quality. 
“Reserve level quality” (used by several candidates) means very little to the examiners. 
Regular use of the adjective ‘premium’ without further qualification indicates many 
candidates had not read previous examiners’ reports. (These are basic background reading if 
you want to progress with the MW programme). “Super premium” does not give much 
more information than premium. And “Super premium 5-7GBP” seemed very confusing 
indeed. 
 
There was often too much speculative detail – “The wines come from grapes that see soil 
types that vary of alluvial and gravel as well.” You need to be sure there is some direct logic 
to any such statement about origin – and then state it in a manner that sounds authoritative 
and not confused. 
 
Don’t mention specific wines unless you are really sure it will help us understand you. I was 
not helped by  “whilst this is reminiscent of The Prisoner….” Out of interest I looked up the 
brand and now understand what is referred to. Best to talk in more general terms. 
 
There were many candidates who only gave tasting notes to answer a question. Here is one 
example to a question on “style and quality within the context of the region of origin” – 
“Full-bodied wine, oily big structure, savoury, leesy notes. 
First quality aim, structured, full-bodied, intense in flavour, oily”. 
 

http://www.mastersofwine.org/filemanager/root/site_assets/documents/study_programme/2016_-_practical_paper_guidelines_for_candidates_final.pdf
http://www.mastersofwine.org/filemanager/root/site_assets/documents/study_programme/2016_-_practical_paper_guidelines_for_candidates_final.pdf
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Out of 9 marks we could only give 1 or 2. The tasting may have shown some accuracy but 
the only ‘style’ pointer is that it was full-bodied’. There was nothing (comprehensible) about 
quality and nothing about the context of the origin. See the document referred to above for 
more detail, but, in brief, be sure in this case to give an answer on style and then one on 
quality. In both give a clear, concise comment on the relevant aspect, backing it up with 
evidence from the glass. Don’t just give us the evidence from the glass. And conversely don’t 
do it the other way and talk about style or quality with no reference to what is in the glass. 
 
When answering a ‘method of production’ question you don’t need to say that a sparkling 
wine has had the “lees removed”. You might perhaps mention disgorgement in relation to 
time on lees, or if you felt the wine was perhaps a traditional (and increasingly trendy) style 
where the lees had NOT been removed.  You don’t have to mention the absolute basics of 
wine production (“the grapes were fermented”) - instead pick the relevant points that have 
relevance to the particular style of wine in front of you. 
 
It’s also important, as mentioned above, to sound convincing. Again this can be a question 
of language, but poor phrasing may indicate to the examiners a lack of understanding. So for 
instance (discussing the winemaking of Wine 1, the Prosecco): 
 
“The pure fruit suggests the use of stainless steel and not oak, and the carbon dioxide was 
not allowed to escape, creating a sparkling wine.” This is from someone who claims to be a 
native English speaker. The examiner has to consider if this is poor phrasing or is it someone 
who does not understand that Charmat involves a double fermentation? It is very hard for 
the examiners to tell.   
 
For the quality question that followed, the same candidate said “lacks the concentration of 
fruit to age, suggesting a mid tier example”.  Most candidates will know that almost no 
Prosecco is designed to age, and its quality is therefore not to be measured by that 
yardstick. The 2 comments together undermine the examiner’s confidence in the 
candidate’s general (and basic) knowledge.  
 
Finally make sure your answers show sound logic. Here is an answer on origin (for a 
sparkling wine that turned out to be a Champagne): 
“The warmer fruit aromas (dried citrus) and lack of racy acidity suggests a new world region 
capable of making a traditional sparkling wine such as California, Tasmania, South Africa. 
The lack of generous oak removes South Africa, while more delicate fruit would be expected 
in Tasmania. The dried citrus notes, savoury hints support California.”  
There are several examples of false or tenuous logic here – I leave it to you to work them 
out. 
 
Question 1 
 
This was generally well answered. Beware of over-rating Champagne just because it shows 
autolysis character. The one in questions was good but not fine. And similarly there is a 
tendency to under-rate Prosecco – this one was a good example of its sort.  
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At this stage (as indicated by examples above) you MUST know the common sugar, alcohol 
levels for these classic sparkling wine styles – and their maturation methods.  
 
One candidate went for Prosecco but noted “yeasty, autolytic” notes. Of course there are 
exceptional examples of Prosecco that do not conform to the normal stereotype; but 
generally you should assume that a Prosecco in the exam will taste like a ‘normal’ Prosecco. 
And if you feel that a normal Prosecco is yeasty or autolytic then you are not, I am afraid, 
ready to move to Stage 2 of the process. 
 
You should also know that Prosecco does not have ‘dosage’. Diploma level knowledge is 
really important for the MW tasting paper. 
 
Don’t fall into the cliché of ascribing ‘minerality’ to back-up your argument for every old 
world wine. It can be used, of course, but use it as appropriate. It was not appropriate to 
describe the Prosecco.  
 
Question 2 
 
Many candidates identified Marlborough as the region. But it was still possible to get plenty 
of points if you plumped for Casablanca or the Loire Valley. 
A pointer from the exam team is “go for the obvious”. At least one candidate put New 
Zealand but not Marlborough. If there are 2 Sauvignon Blancs (which everyone identified) 
and you are in NZ then do go for the obvious option – unless you have specific reasons not 
to do so. The candidate who erred here also put “North Island”. It’s important to realise that 
this is not a region. (See separate document being produced in 2016 which will detail what 
we consider a “region”.) 
 
However when I say go for the obvious, I mean within the context of a sophisticated and 
modern understanding of the wine world. Don’t go for out-dated or clichéd interpretations. 
Although most candidates found Chardonnay in wine 6, too many described it as if it was an 
old-fashioned New World example (buttery, fat even “ripe mango and pineapple” for some), 
when in fact this was a good example of modern Chardonnay wine-making with a linear 
style and a slightly reductive character (which the very best candidates did pick up). 
 
Casablanca is mentioned above and several good candidates did choose it. Much less 
convincing were candidates who put Chile’s Central Valley. We know that there are some 
very good white wines (and plenty of ordinary ones) labelled as Central Valley. But only to 
mention Central Valley and nothing else looks naïve. At the very least you would have to 
argue why you plumped for this area rather than an area more closely associated with high 
quality white wine. The examiner is left suspicious that the candidate cannot remember 
those other regions….. 
  
As important as origin in this case was picking up the relative quality levels. Many 
candidates lost marks by rating 4 above 3. With these questions there is not always a clear 
‘winner’, but in this case the Greywacke ‘Wild Sauvignon’ had much more concentration and 
complexity.  
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As everyone will always say, you must read the question. These wines were all from one 
region. So it was hard to mark fairly those candidates who put them in 4 different regions.  
 
Question 3 
 
Although the majority of students found Italy, again, good marks were still attained by some 
students identifying California or even France. The Pinot Noir certainly steered many good 
tasters away from Italy. Perhaps the key to our assessment of this question was the answer 
to Wine 10 – the combination of alcohol, residual sugar and fruit concentration were key 
pointers for all good answers. 
 
Question 4 
 
We gave this simple question a lot of weight in our judgements. If you were already a clear 
pass then a bad answer here would not fail you. But for borderline candidates these 
answers were particularly important.  The ability to judge alcohol, acidity and sugar is 
critical.  Wine 11 was not easy to identify, but candidates who felt that it had 16% and 50g 
of rs (and there were several) would struggle with Stage 2 – and so would not (at this stage) 
pass this exam, let alone the final one.  Too many candidates were weak on sugar / alcohol 
levels and winemaking possibilities for wine 12. Fortified wines are an important part of the 
exam and you must get to grips with them, even if they are not a key part of your market.  
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Stage 1 Assessment 2016 
THEORY REPORT  
Sheri Morano MW 
 
This report is designed to complement the Stage 1 Assessment Practical Report and provide 
a guide for students to improve their performance on Theory essays in the future. 
 
Having been involved with the Stage 1 Assessment for several years now, I continue to see 
excellent progress being made on the Theory exam. Overall, students are writing more 
detailed and better organized essays and demonstrating a level of clarity and understanding 
that indicates a solid level of knowledge. The overall standard and results were very 
positive, with over 91% achieving 55% or above in the Theory component (pass mark for the 
Stage 1 Assessment) and a significant number (33% of students) achieving 65% or more, 
which is the pass mark for the final exam.  
 
General Comments 
That being said, there are still a number of issues that continue to appear which seem to 
cause problems for students. 
 

1) Poorly organized/structured essays 
Students continue to struggle with essay structure.  In general, the essay should have 
the following: 
 

 Introduction: Opening sentence that engages the reader (possibly a 
restatement of the question) then several sentences that establish the 
context of the essay and briefly touch upon what will be covered in the essay 
(i.e. the main topics that will make up each of the paragraphs in the body of 
the essay). Contains a “thesis” or focus statement. 

 Body: usually anywhere from 5 to 7 paragraphs with each paragraph 
beginning with a topic sentence followed by specific and relevant examples 
that support the points being made that connect to the overall thesis 
statement.  Examples should be used as evidence to advance the argument – 
it isn’t enough to just say that producer X does something – the example 
needs to work in conjunction with the argument that is being made – in other 
words, the example needs to be relevant to the essay and the argument.  
Finally, end with a concluding sentence that transitions to the next 
paragraph. 

 Conclusion: Provides a summation of what was discussed in the essay – 
essentially restates the “thesis” statement and brings the essay to a 
conclusion. 

 
2) Sweeping statements 

Issues in wine are rarely black and white.  Be careful with statements that indicate 
you believe something “never happens” or is “never done” in a location or that “all 
producers do X.”  These sweeping generalizations tend to convey a very basic and 
limited understanding. 
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3) Lack of appropriate tone 
Avoid a casual and conversational tone in these essays.  It is generally advisable to 
avoid writing in first person (ex: I believe that the use of cultural yeast…) unless the 
essay question specifically asks for a more personal approach, which can sometimes 
be the case with Paper 5 questions.  
 

4) Essays that lack analysis or are too descriptive 
Avoid simply just describing what happens or what someone does.  These essays 
need to show an element of critical analysis.  This means that: 

 Rather than stating what happened, you identify the significance of the 
events 

 Rather than stating what something is like, you evaluate the strengths 

 Rather than just noting the methods used, you identify why or how a 
method is appropriate or suitable 

 Rather than saying when something occurred, you identify why that timing is 
of importance  

 
5) Lacks global examples 

In general, it is important to incorporate examples from around the world in your 
essays.  Limiting your supporting evidence to one market does not demonstrate that 
you have a broad understanding of the global world of wine.  Students should work 
on developing a solid understanding of at least 3 to 4 of the major markets in the 
world and have a clear understanding of global trends in viticultural, winemaking 
and the business of wine.  
 

6) Poor integration of examples 
As mentioned above, it is important to think of examples as offering support for your 
arguments.  This also means that they need to be integrated into the essay rather 
than just tacked on at the end of a paragraph.  Make sure that your examples 
support the relevance of your arguments. 
 

7) Not answering the question that has been asked 
One of the main challenges of the MW theory exam is actually answering the 
question that has been asked.  There are still too many cases of knowledgeable 
students who have included a tremendous amount of information in their essays not 
passing because the essay itself does not actually answer the question that has been 
asked.  Make sure that you are highlighting the key words that are relevant to the 
answer and that you don’t include everything about a topic without actually 
answering the question that has been asked. 
 

Question 1 - Compulsory 
Skin contact can last from minutes to months.  Assess how varying this technique can 
influence wine style and quality before, during and after fermentation. 
 
There were a number of solid answers for this question, but in general, students seemed to 
struggle a little more with this question compared to the other two.  Markers mentioned 
that many students needed to demonstrate a more technical understanding of the key 
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issues relevant to the question and to think through the right way to organize the essay to 
convey this type of information.  One issue that also caused some problems for students 
was not considering a broad enough scope for answering the question.  More successful 
essays covered both red and white wines and even orange wines. 
 
Question 2 
Assess the various methods of transporting wine in bulk; what precautions should be taken 
from a quality assurance perspective? 
 
Although many students had indicated concerns about Paper 3 and its QC/QA focus, overall, 
a large number of students performed well on this essay and showed a very good 
understanding of the main issues relevant to the question.  In many cases, a lack of 
structure (i.e. a poorly organized essay) and limited use of examples undermined the ability 
of an essay to convey knowledge.  Students need to remember that specifications and 
specific numbers are essential to include in an essay such as this one and those essays that 
did not include that detailed level of information did not do well. 
 
Question 3 
Which elements of the marketing mix are most effective in influencing the choices made by 
today’s wine consumers? 
 
Essay structure and global wine knowledge were the two major challenges for this essay 
question.  Students need to do more practice outlining questions and then creating well-
structured, organized essays.  Students also need to be aware that they are typically 
expected to be able to comment on more than one market within an answer to a paper 4 
question.  Only focusing on one single market usually results in a narrow essay that does not 
sufficiently answer the question. 
 


