50+ Calibrated Wine Tasting Drills
Introduction
Developing a refined palate requires systematic practice and deliberate training. These calibrated drills are designed to isolate specific sensory experiences, allowing you to build tasting skills progressively. Each drill targets particular aspects of wine evaluation, from basic sensory awareness to advanced style recognition.
The drills are organized into five progressive levels, each building upon the previous one. Start with Foundation Level exercises and advance only when you can consistently achieve the stated success 
------------------------------------------------------------------------Foundation Level Drills (1-15)
Drill 1: Basic Sweetness Detection
Objective: Distinguish between bone dry, off-dry, and sweet wines Setup: 3 wines with increasing residual sugar levels (0-2g/L, 8-12g/L, 45g/L+)
Method: Taste blindfolded, rank by sweetness level
Success Criteria: 90% accuracy over 10 trials
Drill 2: Acidity Spectrum Training
Objective: Identify low, medium, and high acidity wines Setup: 3 wines representing different acidity levels (Viognier, Chardonnay, Riesling) Method: Taste and rank by mouth-watering intensity
Success Criteria: Correctly rank all three wines 8/10 times
Setup: 3 wines representing acidity benchmarks:
Low: Warm-climate Chardonnay (e.g., California)
Medium: Chenin Blanc (Loire)
High: Cool-climate Riesling (e.g., Mosel)
(Replaced generalized "Chardonnay" with region-specific examples to account for style variation)
Drill 3: Tannin Intensity Recognition
Objective: Distinguish tannin levels in red wines Setup: 3 red wines with varying tannin structures (Pinot Noir, Merlot, Cabernet Sauvignon) Method: Focus on astringency and mouth-drying sensation
Success Criteria: Correctly identify intensity levels 85% of the time
Setup: 3 reds with defined tannin profiles:
Low: Gamay (Beaujolais)
Medium: Pinot Noir (Burgundy)
High: Nebbiolo (Barolo)
(Clarified examples to avoid regional exceptions like high-tannin Pinot Noir)
Drill 4: Alcohol Detection by Sensation
Objective: Estimate alcohol levels by warmth and viscosity Setup: 4 wines ranging from 11.5% to 15.5% ABV
Method: Assess heat on the palate and legs on the glass
Success Criteria: Estimate within ±1.5% of actual ABV 50% of the time
(Adjusted for human sensory limits; viscosity perception confounded by RS/glycerol)
Drill 5: Color Intensity Correlation
Objective: Match visual intensity with flavor concentration
Setup: 5 wines of the same variety with different color depths
Method: Rank by color intensity, then by flavor intensity
Success Criteria: Rankings match within one position 80% of trials
Drill 6: Basic Fault Detection
Objective: Identify common wine faults
Setup: 6 wines, 3 clean and 3 with obvious faults (cork taint, oxidation, volatile acidity) 
Method: Identify faulted wines and name the fault
Success Criteria: 95% identification of faulted wines, 70% correct fault naming
(Adjusted to reflect that fault naming is harder than detection)
Drill 7: Temperature Impact Assessment
Objective: Understand how temperature affects perception
Setup: Same wine at 3 different temperatures (45°F, 55°F, 65°F)
Method: Taste and note differences in aroma, flavor, and structure Success Criteria: Accurately describe temperature effects on all components
Drill 8: Glassware Influence Study
Objective: Recognize how glass shape affects wine perception
Setup: Same wine in 3 different glass types (Bordeaux, Burgundy, universal)
Method: Compare aromatic intensity and flavor focus
Success Criteria: Consistently identify which glass enhances which aspects
Drill 9: Decanting Effect Analysis
Objective: Assess impact of aeration on wine development
Setup: Same wine tasted immediately after opening and after 2 hours of decanting
Method: Compare aromatic complexity and tannin integration
Success Criteria: Accurately describe changes in 90% of wines tested
Drill 10: Vintage Variation Recognition
Objective: Identify differences between vintages of the same wine Setup: 3 consecutive vintages of the same producer and vineyard Method: Blind tasting to identify stylistic differences
Success Criteria: Distinguish between vintages 70% of the time
Drill 11: Oak Influence Detection
Objective: Identify presence and intensity of oak treatment
Setup: 4 wines: unoaked, lightly oaked, moderately oaked, heavily oaked
Method: Rank by oak intensity and identify oak characteristics
Success Criteria: Correct ranking 85% of the time, identify 3+ oak descriptors
Drill 12: Grape Variety Markers
Objective: Recognize signature characteristics of major varieties
Setup: 6 classic examples of different grape varieties
Method: Blind identification of grape variety
Success Criteria: 60% correct identification across 20 varieties
(Reduced target to account for regional/style overlaps e.g., Old World vs. New World Syrah)
Drill 13: Regional Style Recognition
Objective: Distinguish between regions producing the same variety Setup: Same grape variety from 3 different classic regions
Method: Match wine to region based on style characteristics
Success Criteria: 60% accuracy across multiple variety/region combinations
Drill 14: Finish Length Evaluation
Objective: Accurately assess wine finish duration
Setup:5 wines with varying finish lengths
Method:Time the finish duration and rank accordingly
Success Criteria:Rankings correlate with measured finish times 80% of trials
Note:(Extended range due to variable aging trajectories based on variety/region)
Drill 15: Balance Assessment Training
Objective: Evaluate overall wine balance and harmony
Setup: 4 wines: balanced, too acidic, too tannic, too alcoholic
Method: Identify the balanced wine and describe imbalances in others Success Criteria: Correctly identify balanced wine and primary imbalances 85% of time
------------------------------------------------------------------------Intermediate Level Drills (16-30)
Drill 16: Soil Expression Detection
Objective: Identify terroir influences from different soil types
Setup: Same variety from limestone, slate, and volcanic soils
Method: Blind tasting to match wine with soil type
Success Criteria: 55% accuracy across multiple soil/variety combinations
Drill 17: Winemaking Technique Recognition
Objective: Identify specific winemaking interventions
Setup: Pairs of wines showing malolactic fermentation, sur lie aging, cold fermentation
Method: Identify which wine received which treatment
Success Criteria: 75% accuracy in identifying techniques
Drill 18: Age Assessment Training
Objective: Estimate wine age based on sensory cues
Setup: 5 wines of known ages ranging from 1-15 years
Method: Estimate age based on color, aroma, and flavor evolution
Success Criteria: Estimates within 2 years of actual age 60% of the time
Drill 19: Harvest Timing Impact
Objective: Distinguish between early and late harvest styles
Setup: Same variety from early harvest (higher acid) vs late harvest (higher sugar)
Method: Identify harvest timing and describe resulting characteristics
Success Criteria: Correct identification 80% of the time
Drill 20: Yeast Strain Influence
Objective: Recognize general yeast type impact (wild vs. commercial)
Setup: Same base wine: wild fermentation vs. inoculated commercial yeast
Success Criteria: Distinguish between two fermentations 65% of trials
(Specific strain differentiation is unsupported by sensory science; broad categories only)
Drill 21: Malolactic Fermentation Detection
Objective: Identify wines that have undergone malolactic fermentation
Setup: 4 wines, 2 with MLF and 2 without
Method: Identify which wines completed MLF
Success Criteria: 90% accuracy in MLF detection
Drill 22: Concentration vs. Extraction
Objective: Distinguish between natural concentration and over-extraction
Setup: Naturally concentrated wine vs. over-extracted wine of same variety
Method: Identify which shows appropriate vs. excessive extraction Success Criteria: Correct identification and reasoning 75% of the time
Drill 23: Blending Component Analysis
Objective: Identify dominant varieties in blends
Setup: 3 blends with varying percentages of component varieties
Method: Identify primary and secondary grape varieties
Success Criteria: Correctly identify primary variety 80%, secondary 60%
Drill 24: Micro-oxygenation Effects
Objective: Recognize impact of controlled oxygen exposure
Setup: Same wine with and without micro-oxygenation treatment
Method: Identify which wine received treatment and describe differences
Success Criteria: Correct identification 70% of the time
Drill 25: Brettanomyces Detection Spectrum
Objective: Identify various levels of Brettanomyces character
Setup: 4 wines with increasing levels of Brett character (clean to heavily affected)
Method: Rank by Brett intensity and identify threshold of acceptability
Success Criteria: Correct ranking 85% of the time
Drill 26: Phenolic Maturity Assessment
Objective: Evaluate grape phenolic development at harvest
Setup: Same variety showing under-ripe, ripe, and over-ripe phenolic character
Method: Identify phenolic maturity level and describe characteristics
Success Criteria: Correct assessment 75% of the time
Drill 27: Vineyard Altitude Impact
Objective: Distinguish between high and low altitude vineyard expressions
Setup: Same variety from high altitude (1000m+) and low altitude (<300m) sites
Method: Identify altitude influence on acidity, tannin, and aromatics
Success Criteria: Correct identification 65% of the time
Drill 28: Closure Impact Analysis
Objective: Recognize how different closures affect wine development
Setup: Same wine aged under cork, screwcap, and synthetic closure
Method: Identify closure type based on wine characteristics
Success Criteria: Correct identification 60% of the time
Drill 29: Canopy Management Effects
Objective: Identify impact of different vineyard management practices
Setup: Wines from high-yielding vs. low-yielding vines of same variety
Method: Distinguish between yield levels and describe quality differences Success Criteria: Correct identification 70% of the time
Drill 30: Vintage Condition Assessment
Objective: Identify vintage characteristics based on weather patterns
Setup: Wines from cool, warm, and balanced vintages
Method: Match wine characteristics to vintage conditions
Success Criteria: Correct matching 65% of the time
------------------------------------------------------------------------Advanced Level Drills (31-45)
Drill 31: Clone Variation Recognition
Objective: Distinguish between different clones of the same variety
Setup: 3 wines from different Pinot Noir clones (Dijon 115, 777, Pommard)
Method: Identify unique characteristics of each clone
Success Criteria: Distinguish between clones 60% of the time
Drill 32: Rootstock Influence Detection
Objective: Recognize rootstock impact on wine character
Setup: Same variety grafted onto different rootstocks
Method: Identify subtle differences in mineral expression and vigor
Success Criteria: Detect rootstock influence 55% of the time
Drill 33: Fermentation Vessel Recognition
Objective: Identify fermentation vessel based on wine characteristics
Setup: Same wine fermented in stainless steel, concrete, oak, and amphorae
Method: Match wine to fermentation vessel
Success Criteria: Correct identification 65% of the time
Note added: "Requires identically vinified wines from the same producer. Commercial examples vary too widely for reliable comparison."
Drill 34: Cooperage Origin Detection
Objective: Distinguish between oak from different forests
Setup: Wines aged in French oak from different forests (Allier, Vosges, Troncais)
Method: Identify oak origin based on aromatic and textural differences
Success Criteria: Correct identification >33% (better than chance) of the time
Note added: *"Differences are subtle; focus on texture (Allier=silkier, Troncais=spicier). Even experts rarely exceed 40% accuracy."*
Drill 35: Biodynamic vs. Organic Expression
Objective: Distinguish between biodynamic and organic farming impacts
Setup: Same producer's wines from biodynamic and organic parcels
Method: Identify farming method based on wine characteristics
Success Criteria: Correct identification 60% of the time
Note added: "Focus on vineyard expression differences rather than certification. Confounding factors (vine age, clonal selection) may dominate."
Drill 36: Micro-terroir Recognition
Objective: Identify subtle terroir differences within same vineyard
Setup: Wines from different blocks within the same vineyard
Method: Distinguish between micro-terroir expressions
Success Criteria: Distinguish between blocks 55% of the time
Drill 37: Harvest Method Impact
Objective: Recognize machine vs. hand harvest influence
Setup: Same variety harvested by machine and by hand
Method: Identify harvest method and describe quality differences
Success Criteria: Correct identification 70% of the time
Drill 38: Pressing Cycle Analysis
Objective: Distinguish between different pressing fractions
Setup: Free-run juice vs. press wine from same lot
Method: Identify pressing fraction and describe characteristics
Success Criteria: Correct identification 75% of the time
Drill 39: Sulfur Management Recognition
Objective: Identify different sulfur management approaches
Setup: Low-sulfur vs. conventional sulfur usage wines
Method: Distinguish between sulfur levels and assess stability
Success Criteria: Correct identification 65% of the time
Note added: "Distinguish excessive sulfur only (burned match character). Normal/low levels rarely sensorially distinguishable."
Drill 40: Lees Contact Variations
Objective: Recognize different lees aging techniques
Setup: Wines with no lees contact, bâtonnage and extended lees aging
Method: Identify lees treatment level and describe textural impacts
Success Criteria: Correct identification 70% of the time
Drill 41: Carbonic Maceration Spectrum
Objective: Identify various levels of carbonic maceration
Setup: Traditional fermentation vs. partial vs. full carbonic maceration
Method: Identify fermentation method and describe aromatic profile
Success Criteria: Correct identification 75% of the time
Drill 42: Whole Cluster Percentage Detection
Objective: Estimate percentage of whole cluster fermentation
Setup: Wines with 0%, 25%, 50%, and 100% whole cluster inclusion
Method: Estimate whole cluster percentage based on aromatics and tannins
Success Criteria: Estimates within 15% of actual percentage 60% of time
Drill 43: Cold Soak Duration Recognition
Objective: Identify impact of different cold soak periods
Setup: Wines with no cold soak vs. 5-day vs. 10-day cold soak
Method: Distinguish between treatments and describe color/aroma impacts
Success Criteria: Correct identification 65% of the time
Drill 44: Malolactic Timing Effects
Objective: Recognize impact of MLF timing on wine character
Setup: Co-inoculated MLF vs. sequential MLF wines
Method: Identify MLF timing and describe resulting differences
Success Criteria: Correct identification 60% of the time
Drill 45: Selective Picking Recognition
Objective: Identify wines from selective vs. machine harvest
Setup: Wines from selective hand-picking vs. single-pass harvest
Method: Distinguish between harvest methods and assess uniformity
Success Criteria: Correct identification 70% of the time
------------------------------------------------------------------------Expert Level Drills (46-55)
Drill 46: Vine Age Expression
Objective: Distinguish between young vine and old vine expressions
Setup: Same variety from 10-year-old and 50+ year-old vines
Method: Identify vine age category and describe concentration differences
Success Criteria: Correct identification 65% of the time
Drill 47: Seasonal Variation Within Vintage
Objective: Recognize impact of growing season timing on harvest lots
Setup: Early season vs. late season harvest from same vineyard
Method: Identify harvest timing and describe maturity differences
Success Criteria: Correct identification 60% of the time
Drill 48: Grape Selection Intensity
Objective: Distinguish between different levels of grape selection
Setup: Wines from normal harvest vs. berry selection vs. grape selection
Method: Identify selection level and assess concentration impact
Success Criteria: Correct identification 65% of the time
Drill 49: Fermentation Temperature Precision
Objective: Recognize impact of specific fermentation temperatures
Setup: Same variety fermented at 75°F, 82°F, and 90°F
Method: Match wine to fermentation temperature based on extraction level
Success Criteria: Correct matching 60% of the time
Note added: "Requires winery laboratory conditions. Commercial wines rarely disclose fermentation temps."
Drill 50: Oak Aging Duration Detection
Objective: Estimate oak aging duration based on integration level
Setup: Same wine aged for 6, 12, 18, and 24 months in oak
Method: Rank by aging duration and assess oak integration
Success Criteria: Correct ranking 70% of the time
Drill 51: Barrel Toast Level Recognition
Objective: Distinguish between different oak toast levels Setup: Wines aged in light, medium, medium+, and heavy toast barrels
Method: Identify toast level based on vanilla, spice, and char characteristics
Success Criteria: Correct identification >40% (better than chance) of the time
Drill 52: Seasonal Blend Variations
Objective: Recognize how vintage conditions affect traditional blends
Setup: Same blend across 3 different vintage conditions
Method: Identify how seasonal variation affects blend composition and style
Success Criteria: Accurately describe vintage impact 65% of the time
Drill 53: Micro-fermentation Trials
Objective: Distinguish between small-lot fermentation variations
Setup: 4 micro-lots with slight variations in technique
Method: Identify the specific variation in each lot
Success Criteria: Correct identification 50% of the time
Drill 54: Enzyme Treatment Recognition
Objective: Identify use of pectinase and other enzymes
Setup: Wines processed with and without enzyme treatments
Method: Distinguish between treated and untreated wines
Success Criteria: Correct identification 65% of the time
Note added: "Pectinase primarily affects clarity, not aroma/flavor. Sensory identification in finished wine is highly speculative."
Drill 55: Precision Viticulture Impact
Objective: Recognize GPS-guided vineyard management effects
Setup: Wines from precision-managed vs. traditionally-managed blocks
Method: Identify management style and assess uniformity
Success Criteria: Correct identification 60% of the time
------------------------------------------------------------------------Drill Implementation Guidelines
Preparation Standards
Use identical glassware for all comparison tastings
Serve wines at appropriate temperatures:
Whites: 50-55°F (10-13°C)
Reds: 62-68°F (16-20°C)
(Revised to optimize expression; original red temp too cold)*
Provide palate cleansers (plain crackers, bread) between wines
Ensure adequate lighting for visual assessment
Maintain consistent room temperature and humidity
------------------------------------------------------------------------Tasting Protocol
Confirm all wines are at identical serving temperature
Visual examination (2 minutes)
Initial aroma assessment (3 minutes)
First taste and spit (1 minute)
Second taste with extended palate contact (2 minutes)
Final assessment and note-taking (2 minutes)
Progression Guidelines
Master Foundation drills before advancing
Spend minimum 3-4 weeks on each level
(Extended for realistic skill acquisition)
Repeat failed drills until success criteria are met
Practice regularly rather than in intensive sessions
Calibration Maintenance
Re-test mastered drills monthly
Use reference standards for key characteristics - Validate perceptions with chemical analysis (e.g., TA, pH, RS) where possible. For terroir/winemaking drills, use producer-provided technical sheets as ground truth
Participate in group tastings for calibration
Seek feedback from experienced tasters
"Validate perceptions with chemical analysis (e.g., TA, pH, RS) where possible"
"For terroir/winemaking drills, use producer-provided technical sheets as ground truth"
------------------------------------------------------------------------ Conclusion
These calibrated drills provide a systematic approach to developing advanced wine tasting skills. Regular practice with these exercises will build the sensory memory and analytical framework necessary for professional-level wine evaluation. Palate development is an ongoing process that requires patience, consistency, and honest self-assessment.
Some variables, such as enzymes or precision viticulture inputs—lack clear sensory markers. Treat these drills as frameworks for guided discovery, not rigid standards. Use them to test hypotheses, deepen your observations, and refine your critical thinking.
The journey from basic sensory awareness to expert-level discrimination takes years of focused practice. Use these drills as stepping stones, building confidence and competence at each level before moving on to more complex challenges. Your palate is your most valuable tool as a wine professional—invest in its development with the same care you'd give to any precision instrument.
