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INTRODUCTION


In 1960, when I was ten years old, I found a small plastic chess set on the Christmas tree. My father showed me how the pieces moved, and, the following September, when I started at my secondary school, I began playing against other children. After a few years, when I was able to beat the other boys in my form, my parents introduced me to competitive chess and took me along to the local club. This was how things happened in the 1950s, 60s and 70s.


I started teaching chess privately in 1972 as a result of the interest in chess generated by the Fischer-Spassky match, and in 1975 started Richmond Junior Chess Club with my friend and colleague Mike Fox. The club proved to be very popular and successful, introducing many children to serious competitive chess. In 1993 I had the chance to move into helping local schools run chess clubs. At first it was great to have the opportunity but after a few years I realised that most children were not making much progress and were losing interest after a year or two. Eventually, it hit me that, had chess been popular in primary schools when I was a boy, and had I gone to a club like those where I was teaching, I would have made no progress myself and would not have played chess as an adult.


Now, as far as I’m concerned, chess is the greatest game in the world, and learning the game when and how I did had a dramatic effect on my life. I wanted to make sure that as many children as possible who learnt the moves had a positive experience. So I started asking myself some questions. What if we were starting children too young? What if we were teaching chess in the wrong way? What if we were putting children into tournaments too soon? What if we were promoting chess in the wrong way? So I gave up most of my chess teaching and started reading about child development, about teaching, about parenting (I’m neither a parent nor a qualified teacher), about the philosophy of childhood. I looked at successful methods of teaching other subjects: Kumon maths (worksheets of increasing difficulty), the Suzuki method of teaching music (step by step instruction with regular practice supervised by parents). I looked at how young children in other countries learnt chess and discovered that the methods and philosophy were very different from the informal, unstructured ‘let’s do chess’ approach in use in many schools in the UK.


On returning to chess teaching I decided to be a lot more proactive in talking to parents and discovered that there are very many who want their children to benefit from chess but who have neither the chess knowledge nor the confidence to be able to help them. There are also other parents who, although knowledgeable about chess, confuse their children by introducing more advanced concepts before the basics have been mastered. If you’re reading this now you probably fall into one of these categories yourself. If so, this book is written for you.


The book is in three parts. Part One explores the background of chess, how learning it can help children develop skills useful in adult life, and the questions parents and teachers need to take into consideration before setting out to teach children chess; Part Two contains the actual course for teaching chess; while Part Three covers the future possibilities for those children who want to progress further.





PART ONE


YOUR FIRST MOVE
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WHAT IS CHESS?


Many parents who enquire about chess tuition for their children know little or nothing about chess themselves, but may well have read or heard that ‘chess is good for you’.


If you fall into this category this chapter is for you.


A Brief History of Chess


I sometimes ask children how old they think chess is. ‘Ten years?’, they speculate. ‘Twenty years?’ ‘A hundred years?’


The answer, according to the most popular theory as to the origins of chess’ is more like fifteen hundred years.


The earliest forms of the game we now know as chess were first recorded during the sixth century in the Gupta Empire in India. The game was known as ‘chaturanga’, translating as ‘four divisions’, the four divisions of the Indian Army: infantry (pawns), cavalry (knights), elephants (bishops) and chariots (rooks), along with the King or Rajah and the Minister or General (queen). It was very specifically a game of military strategy.


By the beginning of the seventh century the game reached Persia, where, under the name ‘shatranj’ it became very popular. Games and literature from the tenth century onwards still survive.


The moves of the pieces in shatranj were different from the way we play today. The moves of the king, rook and knight were the same, but the queen could only move one square diagonally and the bishop could only jump two squares diagonally, while the pawn could only advance one square on its first move.


The game followed the trade routes to the west and north, reaching southern Europe by the end of the tenth century. By about 1300 changes were made to speed the game up, notably allowing the pawn to move two squares on its first move. At some point towards the end of the fifteenth century the moves of the queen and bishop were changed to make them much more powerful, and the game began to resemble what we know now.


At the same time, the first chess literature was produced, including analysis of openings and endings. Chess was played by the upper classes throughout Europe. The nineteenth century saw the beginning of modern international chess, with matches between the leading English and French players in the 1830s and 1840s and the first international tournament in 1851. The first official world championship match took place in 1886 and, with the introduction of affordable public, followed by private transport, chess competitions at all levels, from international tournaments to inter-club matches and chess leagues, became popular. At the same time chess literature proliferated: books, magazines, and columns in newspapers and a wide variety of periodicals.


The late twentieth century saw further massive changes in the game: the best computer programs were able to beat the strongest human players, internet sites where players could take on opponents from anywhere in the world either in real time or by email became increasingly popular, and chess news and information was readily and freely available at the press of a button.


For most of its history chess has been very much a game for adults, not for children. Chess prodigies such as Paul Morphy in the mid nineteenth century, and Jose Raul Capablanca and Sammy Reshevsky in the early twentieth century hit the headlines, and children from the age of about 11 upwards certainly enjoyed playing, but by and large competitive chess was seen as not being suitable for young children.


The British Under 18 Championship took place for the first time in 1923, and for about thirty years during the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s chess was very popular in secondary schools but then the focus changed from secondary to primary years. In recent years much has been made of claims that ‘chess is good for you’ and that playing chess can increase your children’s IQ and improve their academic results, and this has been one factor in parents and teachers wanting young children to learn the game. The median age for competitors in junior chess tournaments declined by about a year every 5 years between 1950 and 2000.


Perhaps the current fad for early years chess is a historical anomaly and the trend will be reversed. Is chess really suitable for young children? In what ways do children really benefit from chess? If we want to encourage young children to learn chess, how should the game be taught and promoted? These are the questions this book seeks to answer.


A Mathematical Game


Chess is, mathematically speaking, a two-person, zero-sum game with full information. If I win, you lose. If you win, I lose. If you draw, I draw. We both know exactly what pieces both players have and where they are. So it’s a game of pure skill, a game so difficult that even the best players in the world make mistakes. The corollary of this is that, sadly, there is, in mathematical terms, no such thing as a good move. Let’s assume (safely) that the starting position is a draw with best play. Let’s also assume we have a computer which can play perfect chess and will tell us the correct result of any position. (We’re many years away from this because of the sheer number of possible positions involved, but there are already databases which will tell us the correct result of any position with six or fewer pieces on the board.) In any position there will then be some (or no) moves which lead to a win, some (or no) moves which lead to a draw, and some (or no) moves which lead to a loss. If you beat me it’s because at some point I played a move which changed the assessment from a draw to a win for you. Thus, there are only satisfactory moves, which maintain the status quo, and bad moves, which change it for the worse. Your move could be brilliant, unexpected, profound, beautiful, difficult to find or whatever, but it’s only there because I made a mistake which gave you the opportunity. So, the secret of chess is not so much how to play good moves, although that will help, but how to avoid playing bad moves.
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WHY TEACH CHESS?


Why should you want to teach your children chess? There are many reasons: extrinsic and intrinsic.


It’s often said that chess makes kids smarter. You’ve probably seen this yourself and quite likely it’s why you’re reading this book. There have been many studies which claim that chess does indeed make kids smarter. However, there are also many other extracurricular activities for your children, which will, it’s claimed, have the same effect.


I am unaware of any studies which compare chess with other games, or with other activities such as music, in terms of which is most effective in making kids smarter. Nor am I aware of any studies that set out to discover whether the effect is short term or long term, whether or not the non chess players eventually catch up with, or even overtake, the chess players.


Undoubtedly, if chess is taught correctly, in an age-appropriate way, your children will benefit from it. Because of its complexity we can break chess down into its component parts and ask questions designed to develop specific thinking skills in your children. A later chapter will explain how this might work. But teaching Johnny and Jenny the moves in half an hour so that they can play once a week at their school chess club will have little or no effect.


Also bear in mind that most young children who excel at chess have an above average IQ and very often excel at maths. If you want me to improve your children’s IQ I’ll teach them how to solve IQ tests, not how to play chess. If your children are struggling with maths, again I’ll teach them maths rather than chess.


You might also ask yourself why you want your children to be smarter, anyway. In a recent book, How Children Succeed, American journalist Paul Tough suggests that success in life is more to do with noncognitive skills than how high your IQ is: skills like perseverance, curiosity, conscientiousness, optimism, and self-control. Elizabeth Spiegel (also known as Elizabeth Vicary), chess teacher at IS 318 in Brooklyn, believes that these character traits are more important for chess success than having a high IQ, and that chess is an excellent way of teaching and developing these traits. You need self-control in order to control your impulse to make the first move that comes to mind, and to check that your move is safe before playing it. You need optimism not to give up when you have a bad position, and not to agree a draw in an equal position. You also need optimism and self-confidence to believe that you can do well in your next competition. You need conscientiousness to play your best at all times, especially when playing for a team, and to spend time every day doing the deep practice you need for success. You need curiosity to use your spare time to find out more about chess and how to become a better player. Most of all, you need perseverance and courage in order to deal with failures and setbacks. Everyone makes the occasional mistake, plays the occasional bad game, has the occasional bad tournament, but you need the courage to deal with failure and use blunders and defeats both as a learning opportunity which will make you a stronger player and as a character building opportunity which will make you a stronger person.


In my book Chess for Kids, Sam and Alice have to learn these skills along with specific chess skills in order to improve their chess. Sam has to learn to control his impulses and think before he moves. He also has to learn perseverance: to keep going when he makes mistakes or finds something hard to understand. Alice, on the other hand, has to learn to be more positive and more aggressive when she plays chess if she wants to win her games.


There’s something else as well. While many people are happy doing a bit of this and a bit of that, there are others who need an all-consuming passion in order to make the most of their lives. For many people, chess, because of its richness, depth and beauty, is that passion.


At one level you can enjoy playing chess with your family and friends, and, for most children who learn the moves, this will be enough. What you also get from chess, if you want it, is much more than that. You can take the game further by joining clubs and playing in competitions, both individual and team. There is a large and very active worldwide network of chess competitions ranging from low level junior events right up to the world championship. Taking part in these events will provide your children with a local, and, if they want, national and international network of like-minded friends. Friendships formed in this way, out of a shared passion rather than just happening to be in the same place at the same time, can, and often do, last a lifetime. Such a network of friendships can also, if you want, be built up in cyberspace: there are many sites where you can play against opponents from all over the world, either in real time or in turn-based games where you are notified by email when it’s your move. Beyond that you can get involved in organising tournaments, arbiting at tournaments, club administration or teaching. There’s also a whole world of literature, history and heritage to explore. While this isn’t for everyone, it can offer something far more valuable than a few extra IQ points. To give your children the chance to experience this, though, you have to give them the best possible start.


So making kids smarter is only one reason for teaching chess. It’s also something that can help kids develop beneficial personality traits. More than that, it can give them a lifetime of intellectual stimulation, interest, excitement, and, dare I say it, happiness as well. If you’d like your children to have this opportunity, read on.
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WHEN TO TEACH CHESS


When should you start your children playing chess? That is one of the biggest questions in this book and there is no one answer.


It depends on what you want to get out of the game: whether your main priority is just to teach them a game they can play for a couple of years at school, to use chess to make your kids smarter, to develop beneficial character traits, or to give them a long-term interest. It depends on your children’s intellectual development and maturity. It depends very much on how much help you are able to give them. It also depends on your whole philosophy of childhood: whether you want to fast track your children or let them develop naturally.


Chess and Cognitive Development


Before you make your decision it helps to understand what you can and cannot expect your children to do. The Swiss developmental psychologist Jean Piaget (1896–1980) was among the first researchers in this field. Although his theories have been challenged and in many cases disproved they still have relevance today in considering how we should teach young children chess.


Piaget postulated that children go through four phases of development. The sensorimotor stage, from birth to age 2, need not concern us here. In the preoperational stage (ages 2 to 7), according to Piaget, children are not able to use logical thinking. Next comes the concrete operational stage (ages 7 to 11) during which children are concrete in their thinking and can only think logically with practical aids. Finally, there is the formal operational stage (ages 11 upwards) in which children develop abstract thought and learn to think logically in their minds.


Although I have come across many exceptions, from my general observations of children playing chess this is how it works:


In the preoperational stage (in infant schools or up to Year 2) children will be able to name the pieces, set them up correctly and learn some of the moves but they will struggle with the underlying logic of the game and in dealing with abstract concepts such as checkmate.


In the concrete operational stage (in junior schools from Year 3 to Year 6) children will be able to play a complete game according to the rules and follow rudimentary logic in selecting their moves. (‘I moved my queen because you attacked it.’ ‘I moved there to attack your rook.’) but they won’t be able to answer questions like ‘Why did you play that move rather than this move’ coherently. They may appear to play well in simple positions but in situations where there are several things happening at once they’ll get confused and play badly.


However, in certain circumstances, children can exceed Piaget’s expectations, on occasion by a very long way. Let’s take a look at one of the best known and documented stories of chess prodigies.


Polgar and Ericsson


Geniuses are made, not born, according to Laszlo Polgar (1946–), a Hungarian psychologist, who was convinced that children could achieve far more in certain fields than most people believed. He and his wife, Klara, decided to carry out an educational experiment on their children to prove his theory and chose the game of chess as its basis. They homeschooled their three daughters, Zsuzsa (Susan), Zsofia and Judit, all of whom became exceptionally strong players. Susan is now very active as a chess teacher and promoter of chess in the USA, while Judit has been the world’s strongest female chess player for many years. Zsofia, perhaps the most talented of the three, was less motivated to play and gave up competitive chess shortly after she married.


I should perhaps add here that I have come across a very small number of children who seem to understand chess at a very young age without being taught. In the same way, there are some children (I was one, as it happens) who learn to read very young without being taught. Perhaps your children will pick up chess like that, but don’t assume that they will.


In recent years the theory of Swedish Professor of Psychology Anders Ericsson that most people could achieve expertise in their chosen field with 10,000 hours of deep practice over 10 years has gained wide currency. Within chess this is considered to be reaching Grandmaster level. While I don’t believe for a moment that everyone has that potential, it is clear that deep practice (practice specifically designed to target areas of improvement) is what makes a good chess player, just as it is necessary if you want to become a good tennis player or a good pianist. If you look at the methods used by Laszlo Polgar in teaching chess to his daughters you’ll see that deep practice was very much what he was doing.


While I would expect few, if any, readers of this book to take that route, it is clear that serious practice is necessary for your children to achieve success at the game. Exactly what that entails will be discussed in a later chapter.


So when should you start?


As we’ve seen, social chess is, in Piagetian terms, a concrete operational activity, suitable for children from age 7 upwards. Tournament chess at an adult level is a formal operational activity, suitable for children from age 11 upwards. However, with regular deep practice, or perhaps a touch of genius, children can attain these levels earlier, sometimes much earlier, than Piaget would have you believe.


There are, in principle, a number of reasons why you might want to start your children with chess at an early age:


Younger children are more likely to be drawn to chess: board games appeal more to younger children than to older children, and the chess pieces themselves with their different shapes are particularly attractive to young children.


Young children enjoy and benefit from playing all sorts of games with their friends, and school chess clubs provide them with the opportunity to play chess in this way.


Older children might not want to learn because they associate board games with younger children.


Children who start young may gain more academic benefit from chess than children who start when they are older.


Children who start young are more likely to become very strong players than children who start later.


But there are also some potential disadvantages:


The younger children start the longer it will take them to learn the game: they may get frustrated by the slowness of their progress and perhaps give up because they find some concepts difficult to understand.


The younger children start the more likely it is that chess will just be a childish craze for them and they will soon lose interest.


The younger children start the more likely it is that they will give up as they get older because they associate chess with childhood and see it as a children’s game.


The younger children start the more help and support they will need from their parents: children who start young and do not get parental support will, regardless of their talent or potential, do less well than children who are getting constructive and proactive help at home.


Older children will, when they’re ready, be able to teach themselves, and will not need parents to stay with them at tournaments.


Older children might be more likely to have the self-awareness to be able to use chess to develop noncognitive skills.


Many adults enjoy chess because of its aesthetic beauty, its scope for serious study and scientific analysis, its literature, its history and its heritage: all aspects of the game that cannot really be appreciated by young children. Children who start young and give up quickly will never get to experience this side of chess.


Some parents take something approaching a ‘Tiger Mom’ approach. They believe in starting children young and want their children to excel at everything they do. They expect commitment, maturity and a seriousness of purpose from their children. If this is your approach to parenting then starting your children young would be an excellent idea, and chess would make an excellent fit for your parenting style. A recent book (Chess Is Child’s Play: Teaching Techniques That Work by Laura Sherman and Bill Kilpatrick) even suggests that children as young as two could start some chess-related activities.


On the other hand, there are many who prefer ‘slow’ parenting to ‘fast’ parenting, who believe that children are increasingly doing too much too soon, that children would be better off not starting formal schooling until they are 6 or even 7, that children benefit more from outdoor play than from indoor play, and more from unstructured play than from structured play. If you are attracted by this philosophy (associated with Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who was himself an avid, but not very good, chess player), you’d be better off encouraging your children to play later rather than earlier: at 8, 9 or even 10. At that age they’ll still need some support and encouragement from you, but not as much as if they started younger.


Many parents are, for a wide variety of perfectly valid reasons, unable to provide a lot of help and support for their children’s chess. If this is true for you it would be better not to do too much until your children are old enough to teach themselves, which would probably be at about 12 or 13. My parents bought me a chess set when I was 10, but were unable to help beyond teaching me the moves. When they saw I was really interested in the game they bought me a book so that I could teach myself.


If your children’s school has a chess club, or there is a junior chess club in your area, you might well want to teach them the moves so that they can join. If your school offers courses for beginners, again you might want to sign your children up. If there is no junior chess in your area (and sadly this is true in many parts of the UK) you might want to wait until they’re old enough to join an adult chess club or play on the internet (but note that there is an enormous gap between social chess and adult club chess, and that adult chess clubs are, for various reasons, not always suitable for children).


So there are all sorts of reasons why you might want your children to learn chess at any age, but do remember that the younger they start the more help they will need from you. How well young children do in chess competitions is much more a result of the quality and quantity of parental support than their own talent.


If you don’t feel qualified to teach your children, read on. I’m here to help.
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HOW TO TEACH CHESS


Rousseau put forward the theory that, up to the age of about 12, children are guided by emotions and impulses. They only start to develop reason between the ages of 12 and 16. One hundred and fifty or so years later, Piaget put forward his theory that (in very simplistic terms) children could develop simple, concrete logic from about 7 or 8, but would only develop more complex reasoning skills from about 11 or 12.
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