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         Praise for Chess for Schools


         Chess for Schools explains the limits and the benefits of chess. Chess may not improve standardised test scores. But it can enrich lives, if taught properly. Renowned chess teacher Richard James describes activities, such as minigames which use some of the chessmen, that develop skills useful both on and off the chessboard. Chess for Schools also provides the terminology and the resources to move from beginner to competitive chess player. Schools now have a road map for their chess journeys.

         Dr Alexey Root, author of Children and Chess: A Guide for Educators and United States Women’s Chess Champions, 1937–2020

         When I began to read Chess for Schools, I was aware of two salient facts: that Richard James has tremendous experience teaching chess to children – in a classroom setting and as founder of the famously successful Richmond Junior Chess Club; and that he has been a consistent critic of much current chess teaching practice – particularly in primary schools, where he believes the teaching of chess is frequently pitched at an unrealistic level in relation to the cognitive development of the pupils. I was consequently well prepared for a text that might ruffle some feathers.

         I was not disappointed. There are undeniably passages in the book which will make uncomfortable reading for some chess teachers and parents. Yet far from the feeling that Richard James is gratuitously courting controversy, I came to regard his unwillingness to pull punches with many in his target audience as a mark of the book’s uncommon integrity. His views are the product not only of great experience but also of a persistent quest to improve the outcomes for his pupils, both those with lofty chess ambitions and those who will enjoy a variety of relationships with the game. He has read widely and thought deeply, and the result is a coherent, very readable and well-structured argument which he makes with obvious passion. I didn’t agree with all his contentions, but I always found myself hungry to read on. The book will certainly prompt fresh thoughts and is also a treasure trove of practical advice and resources for chess instruction. I would Bstrongly recommend Chess for Schools to any chess teachers, parents and others with an interest in chess pedagogy.

         Peter Wells, Grandmaster, FIDE Senior Trainer and co-author of
Chess Improvement: It’s All in the Mindset

         Richard James has created an essential tool for teaching chess in schools. Rooted in deep personal understanding and decades of experience, this approachable, practical guide breaks down the learning of chess and maps out an effective and robust teaching plan. Tackling both social and educational benefits, this book will help you establish a chess culture that seeps through your school.

         Ellie Dix, Board Game Designer, owner of The Dark Imp and author of
The Board Game Family

         The author’s passion, experience and expertise in the field shines through every page. Whilst many readers will be drawn primarily to an invaluable and well-structured compendium of minigames and chess variants for introducing chess to younger children in a structured, gradual and progressive way (‘Slowly but surely’), the author’s robustly expressed (but, of course, contestable) critique of the two main approaches to chess in schools – to enhance academic outcomes or to breed future grandmasters – is worthy of serious consideration. He argues cogently not for chess in the curriculum or a weekly after-school club, but for the infusion of chess in a school culture. A veritable treasure chest of ideas, advice, opinions and resources for any teacher wishing to use chess to nurture the social world and well-being of their pupils and maybe, just maybe, to create the next Magnus Carlsen as a secondary gift too.

         Professor Barry Hymer, former Chief Science Officer, Chessable, and educational consultant

         CThis brilliant book is a three-layered cake. It is so well structured that you do not need to read it from end to end and you do not need ever to have touched a chess piece to find it worthwhile. The one key message for teachers is: if you can teach children, you can teach chess. That is, just as there comes a point when pupils will benefit from a specialist geographer, swimming instructor or mathematician, so it is with chess. The first layer sets the scene. It is easy to read, covers the history of chess and its place in education, what chess is – and, crucially, what it is not. The second layer is an impressively brief and comprehensive survey of the place of chess in the curriculum, and it’s not where you think it might be. This layer will make you think about curriculum development in broad terms as well as in relation to chess. It will make you think about the role of parents and parenting in children’s schooling. The book is properly, academically, referenced. The final layer is a manual of chess resources. The book stands alone as a good read without this section. My main revelation was just how many different games you can play with a chess set – it’s as if I had only ever learnt to play Snap with a pack of cards.

         Tim Bartlett, former Head Teacher
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            Introduction

         

         I wonder what comes to mind when you hear the word ‘chess’. Maybe you learnt the moves when you were younger, as many children do. Do you see it as a slow, boring game? Watching a game of chess is often compared to watching paint dry. Or perhaps you’ve heard about Bobby Fischer and think all chess players are eccentric or difficult, if not crazy.

         On the other hand, you may well have read articles claiming that ‘chess makes kids smarter’, that playing chess improves children’s maths and reading scores, their problem-solving abilities, their concentration, their creativity, their critical thinking. Perhaps that’s why you’re reading this book now. You might also be aware, through reading articles about prodigies and champions, that many children worldwide, often very young children, participate in competitions.

         Individual stories may only tell single tales, but they also have tremendous power. In this book I’ll tell you the story of how chess transformed my life. You’ll find out later how chess can transform the lives of children in your school, and, in the epilogue, how it has transformed other lives as well as mine.

         I decided to devote much of my life to helping children through chess and was fortunate enough to spend 30 years running the strongest children’s chess club in the UK. But once I started working in primary schools, I soon realised that what was happening there wouldn’t have helped a boy like me. I spent a quarter of a century investigating what schools were doing with chess, researching alternative approaches and questioning how, why, where, when and by whom chess should be taught. I eventually came up with a radically different, holistic approach to chess in schools that was designed to benefit all children. What’s more, it’s (virtually) free, doesn’t require valuable curriculum time and doesn’t need professional chess tutors like myself.

         I’ll start off by telling you something about this wonderful game. Perhaps you’ve never learnt the moves yourself but, inspired by 2watching The Queen’s Gambit on Netflix, you’d like to learn – and teach your pupils.1 You may know the rules of chess already. Or you may think you know the rules but are unsure or unaware of, for example, the en passant rule. If you want to make good decisions about chess in your school, you might want to familiarise yourself with the rules, or refresh your memory. While you’re doing so, ask yourself at what age you think the children in your school would be able to understand the concepts of checkmate and stalemate, and therefore be able to play a complete game.

         At various points in the book, I make reference to ratings – relative indications of players’ strengths. In the appendices, I provide an explanation to help you understand what I’m talking about, as well as definitions of some of the terms I use to describe different types of chess. You may be surprised to learn that chess is by no means the only game you can play with a chess set.

         You may want to run competitive chess within your school, or encourage children who excel at the game to play competitively outside school. Appendix 3 explains briefly what competitive chess is all about.

         Chapter 1 provides background information about what chess is and what it isn’t. It also describes a little of the game’s history and the history of children within chess, in order to contextualise what’s happened in school chess since the 1990s.

         Chapter 2 follows my journey into the world of education, looking at what currently happens in schools: the popular after-school clubs as well as the idea – promoted by local, national and international chess organisations – of putting chess on the curriculum. Are these effective in terms of generating in children a long-term interest? Are the claims made for the benefits of chess in enhancing children’s cognitive abilities justified?

         As I spent more than a decade on the staff of a new school, I started reading about child development, education, parenting and much else. I came to realise that there were many more ways in which schools could make use of chess. Chapter 3, the heart of the book, 3looks at different ways in which primary schools can use the elements which constitute the game of chess. Games, puzzles and other activities using subsets of chess can be utilised in many ways for many purposes, providing social as well as educational benefits for many children. As such activities can be learnt in a few minutes, they are accessible for all schools and teachers. 

         There will be children in any school who will gain particular benefit from chess: most notably children with a wide variety of special needs. How can you use chess to help these children? In my opinion, because of its complexity, playing a full game of chess is, by and large, more suited to older than younger children, so I explain how secondary schools can encourage children to continue playing the game or take it up for the first time. Given the wealth of resources available online, this needn’t cost you anything at all: all you have to do is get the message across.

         The chapter also contains a lot of advice on the different ways in which you could run school chess clubs and provide opportunities for competitive play, either within or outside your school community. Finally, I provide you with my complete (at the time of writing) minichess activities pack: games and puzzles suitable for use within primary schools.

         Chapter 4 offers a wide range of further resources: organisations, links to websites, books and films – any or all of which might inspire you to take the wonderful game of chess further and help your children discover this exciting and engrossing pastime.

         Chess transformed my life, and there will be children everywhere whose lives will be transformed by discovering the excitement and beauty of the game. Just saying ‘let’s do chess’ and starting a club really won’t work. Chess in schools will only be effective with a more proactive approach, and I hope that reading this book will convince you that it’s both cheap and easy to offer children a lifetime of pleasure and intellectual stimulation. As Dr Siegbert Tarrasch, one of the greatest players of the late 19th century, wrote: ‘I always have 4a slight feeling of pity for [anyone] who has no knowledge of chess … Chess, like love, like music, has the power to make [people] happy’.2

         
            1 The Queen’s Gambit, dir. Scott Frank [Limited series] (Netflix, 2020).

            2 Siegbert Tarrasch, The Game of Chess (New York: Dover Publications, 1988).

         

      

   


   
      
         
5
            Chapter 1

            Setting the Scene

         

         Starting out in chess

         I was born in July 1950 and grew up in south-west London. Although I was brought up in a middle-class family, my parents both had working-class origins. My father started his working life as a painter and decorator, served in the Royal Artillery during the Second World War and later qualified as a teacher of arts and crafts.

         At the age of 5 I went to the local Church of England primary school. It was immediately obvious that I wasn’t like my schoolmates. I’d already learnt to read from bus adverts and road signs (my mother always said I taught myself) but struggled socially, having difficulties connecting and communicating with other children. I also had serious problems with physical activities that involved both gross and fine motor skills, balance and coordination. Today, children like me would be diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder and developmental coordination disorder (dyspraxia), but in the 1950s these things were not yet understood. The only diagnosis I received was of a speech disorder, and for a time a speech therapist visited my house to provide help and support. As it was, I spent my childhood being physically and emotionally abused by my father (a good man with one fault – a short temper – who did what was thought to be right at the time) and bullied at school for being unable to do things that others took for granted.

         I did well academically and won a free place at Latymer Upper, one of London’s top academic schools. At first I showed an aptitude for learning languages, as a result of which I took my public examinations a year early. But then I hit problems: it became clear that I had what you might consider a higher-level learning 6disability which would probably best be defined today as a form of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Although I read a lot and remembered most of what I read, any sort of serious study would make my brain freeze. I only achieved low grades in my O and A levels and ended up studying computing at what was then a college of technology. Although I just about completed my degree, I had no idea how – or even if – I was going to get a job due to my poor interview skills. As it happened, I was lucky enough to get the first job I applied for and stayed in the same job until chess took over my life, but that’s a story for another time.

         While academia may have been a struggle, I fortunately had a parallel life in chess where I was accepted for what I was and encouraged to take part in matches and tournaments. For Christmas in 1960, Santa brought me a pocket chess set. My father knew the moves but nothing else: once I could beat him, he wouldn’t play me anymore. My mother never learnt nor had any interest in doing so. On my first day at Latymer the following September, my parents advised me to take my pocket set with me as a communication tool. If I stood there holding it, another boy would challenge me to a game. They were right as well: I soon found an opponent; however, the first game I played, he captured all my pieces and mated me with two rooks. I also played on the train to and from school, and when my parents saw that I was becoming seriously interested they bought me a book so that I could teach myself to play properly. Within a few years I was able to beat everyone in my form at school, so I was taken along to Richmond & Twickenham Chess Club: I’m still a member now.

         I never felt I belonged in the real world, but in the world of chess I was able to make friends with whom I had much in common. I never wanted to be a grandmaster but was more than content to be what I was: a reasonably proficient club player (I’ve played at about 2000 strength since the mid-1970s). By the time I finished my studies, I knew that chess was going to be my life.

         It was now the summer of 1972, the time of the World Championship match between the Soviet champion Boris Spassky and his controversial American opponent Bobby Fischer. Chess was on the front page of all the papers and suddenly everyone wanted 7their children, or at least their sons, to learn. Several of my parents’ friends asked if I could teach their children to play. After the bullying I’d suffered at school I vowed never to have anything to do with children again, but I’d also learnt that it was better to avoid trouble by saying yes rather than no. So, reluctantly, I became a chess teacher.

         Much to my surprise, I enjoyed teaching and my pupils made, in some cases, considerable progress. When I was a child, many of my peers had despised me because I was different, but now I was an adult it was precisely because I was different that children liked me. I started thinking it would be good to start a children’s chess club; another member of Richmond & Twickenham Chess Club, a remarkable man called Mike Fox, was also involved in teaching chess to children and had the same idea as me. In autumn 1975 Richmond Junior Chess Club (RJCC) opened its doors for the first time. The full story of RJCC is again a tale for another time. Let’s just say that, although Mike left 4 or 5 years later when his job took him to Birmingham, the club became successful beyond my wildest dreams.

         What chess isn’t

         Chess transformed my life – and it can transform other lives as well. If you’re a teacher, there will be children in your school whose lives could be transformed by chess in so many ways. In order for you to find and encourage them, it will be helpful if I give you some idea about the nature of chess.

         Many people, including parents and teachers, have a rather negative opinion of chess as a game, and also of those who play it (nerds, loners, antisocial, almost exclusively male) – but when encouraged, as we’ll see, by national and international chess organisations, they perceive it as something that is ‘good for children’, that ‘makes kids smarter’.

         I’m sure you’ve often heard sports commentators saying, during cagier passages of play, ‘it’s a game of chess out there’. This might 8make you think that chess is a slow game where not a lot happens, which perhaps makes it rather dull.

         Then there’s what you might think of as Schrödinger’s Chess: chess is simultaneously a very hard game only suitable for brainboxes, and a game which is so simple and trivial that it’s suitable for mass participation by very young children. This reminds me of the quote sometimes attributed to the great pianist Artur Schnabel with regard to Mozart: ‘too simple for children but too hard for artists’.1

         Let’s look at some of these views.

         Chess is slow

         Chess may indeed not always be the quickest game. If you want, you can play by email (in the past, people even played by post!) with several days allowed for each move. On the other hand, you can play online ‘bullet chess’ where each player might take a minute, or even less, to play the complete game, which might equate to 1 second or less per move. It really is your choice: you can play at whatever speed you choose. Chess games certainly can be long: a typical game might last 40 moves or so (in chess we count a move as White’s turn followed by Black’s turn, so 40 moves can be seen as 80 turns). This is one reason why you might think it’s not always suitable for very young children.

         Chess is boring

         It’s true that nothing will appeal to everyone. Some people find football boring while others don’t. The point about chess is that, unlike football, and unlike many other activities, it’s knowledge 9based. Knowledge is not just the rules of the game but information accumulated over the past thousand years or more about the best way to play; in the computer age, that knowledge is increasing incrementally. You can enjoy watching a Premier League football match without being good at football, or appreciate a Beethoven symphony without knowing anything about music, but you really need to be a reasonably good player to appreciate a chess game. Having said that, there are many brilliant online broadcasters whose commentaries, either in real time or after the game, will be both informative and inspiring for anyone rated around 1500+ or, in some cases, 1000+. 

         Chess is for young children

         Large-scale chess tournaments for pre-teens down to 5-year-olds are certainly very popular and are promoted for various reasons. The promoters might want to introduce more people to competitive chess. They might see it as a way of making the game more inclusive and less elitist. They might want to identify prodigies and champions. Sometimes they might want to make money (well, we all have bills to pay). Most of these aims are admirable, but my opinion – based on many decades’ experience of junior chess competitions – is that a lot of promoters are well intentioned but misguided. Although academically inclined young children with supportive parents will benefit from these competitions, I believe that, because of the game’s complexity and reliance on domain-specific knowledge, serious competitive chess is, in general, more suitable for children of secondary school age and adults.

         Chess is for brainboxes

         If you promote competitive chess in primary schools, the children who are playing regularly at home against parents who are knowledgeable about the game will come out on top. They will very often also be the children who are top of the class, typically – but 10not always – excelling at maths. If you promote the game in secondary schools, when children have become independent learners and can (if they’re interested) teach themselves, anyone can do well. I have a lot of friends from non-academic backgrounds who developed an interest in chess at secondary school (even those who weren’t academically strong enough to get into grammar schools) in the 1960s and 1970s, later becoming excellent players and remaining active in the chess world today.

         Chess is for nerds

         If you look at junior chess tournaments, it certainly isn’t the case that all participants could be categorised, however affectionately, as nerds. Very often the school chess and football teams comprise many of the same children.

         Chess isn’t for girls

         Sadly, the vast majority of competitive players are male, and there are various reasons why this might be the case. Chess clubs as we know them today have their origins in the gentlemen’s clubs of the late 18th and 19th century; the game later became popular in working men’s clubs as well, so it has always been associated with male rather than female spaces. As a result, even today, fathers will sometimes teach the moves to their sons but not their daughters. You might also consider that the warlike nature of the game – a battle between two armies – may be more attractive to boys than to girls. In my day, certainly, it was boys rather than girls who enjoyed playing with toy soldiers.

         My view is that there’s no reason why girls can’t play chess just as well as boys. Schools can and should play a part in getting more girls involved in chess, perhaps by running separate competitions for girls or by ensuring that chess teams are mixed.

         
            *

         

         11Many people also have misapprehensions about the nature of chess and the skills required to succeed.

         Several decades ago, RJCC was invited to send a group of children to the Barbican Conservatory to help in the making of a TV programme about chess. This was part of a series, fronted by a pair of ‘alternative’ comedians, which, each week, featured a different children’s activity. One of the presenters had recently broken his leg and was using a wheelchair. The first thing that happened was that we were asked to set up a mock tournament during which the wheelchair-bound presenter rode around knocking all the boards over. Some of the children were then asked how they distracted their opponents during a game and were fed answers like ‘kick them under the table’ and ‘spill my coffee over them’. The whole thing was a travesty of chess and a bad experience for all concerned. A chess player behaving like that would be thrown out of any club or tournament.

         Recently, I was contacted by someone who enjoyed playing poker and wanted to learn chess, thinking it was something similar. Now many chess players (not me, though) also enjoy playing poker, but after I explained that chess – unlike poker – is a game of ‘complete information’, she changed her mind and I never heard from her again. Yes, there are some occasions, at higher levels, where bluff comes into play (opening choices, swindles), but you have to reach proficiency first.

         There’s very little luck in chess: you don’t toss coins, throw dice or draw cards. I know exactly what pieces you’ve got and where they are. You know exactly what pieces I’ve got and where they are. If you play better than me, you’ll win. If I play better than you, I’ll win. It’s essentially a game of knowledge and skill.

         A few years ago, I had a request from a young private pupil, echoed by his father. Could I teach him how to win when he was a queen down? I asked if he wanted to know about queen sacrifices. He said no: he kept on losing his queen early in the game and wanted to know how to win from there. (Of course, the answer is simple: don’t lose your queen.) His chessboard vision was good, so this appeared to be a problem with lack of concentration or 12impulse control. Neither he nor his father, who played a bit, realised two vital points: firstly, that superior force (usually) wins; and secondly, that good players don’t make one-move blunders.

         At about the same time, I was teaching the grandson of a colleague – a passionate and knowledgeable educator who had founded three schools. The boy was too young and immature, and there was no reinforcement at home, but I did the best I could to entertain him. On one occasion his grandmother came into the room and told me, ‘Chess is all about memory’. Likewise, parents often say to me, ‘My son’s got a tournament coming up: can you teach him some traps?’ They think chess is all about memorising traps and springing them on unsuspecting opponents. Yes, children enjoy learning Scholar’s Mate and similar traps and using them to score quick victories. Some older players, likewise, enjoy memorising trappy but unsound openings. The stronger you get, the more important memory becomes, and it clearly helps a lot if, like Magnus Carlsen, you have an eidetic memory, but it’s not really what chess is all about. Memory without understanding is pointless, and understanding requires much greater maturity than memory.

         One reason why parents and teachers encourage children to start ‘big chess’ too soon can be put down to a failure to understand the true nature of the skills required to play a proficient game.

         You’ve seen what chess isn’t. Now let me tell you what chess is.

         What chess is

         At one level, chess is an endlessly fascinating game which offers its devotees a lifetime of enjoyment and intellectual stimulation. But, much more than that, it’s a unique and powerful combination of sport, art, science and struggle. Let’s look at each in turn.

         Arguments have been raging for many years about whether or not chess is a sport. It’s recognised as such in many countries but not in the UK, where, because it’s not a physical activity, it fails to 13meet Sport England’s criteria. Even so, physical fitness undoubtedly helps at the top levels, and chess can certainly be highly competitive. Although chess is essentially an individual activity, most players enjoy team competitions where they can represent their school, their club, their area or even their country. There are many, on the other hand, who prefer just to play socially, finding competitive chess too serious or too stressful.

         Chess also has an extraordinary beauty all of its own. There are some players who will even prioritise playing a beautiful game over winning. However, you need to be a reasonably proficient player, as well as in possession of an aesthetic sensibility, to appreciate this aspect of chess.

         If you want to play at a high level, you also need the research skills of a scientist. With the explosion of chess knowledge in the computer age, more and more information is available about every aspect of the game. Many leading players pride themselves on their research skills, spending hours every week carrying out research which will help them learn more about chess and play at a higher level.

         Many players, such as the second World Champion, Emanuel Lasker, believe that chess is essentially a struggle: a battle of ideas between yourself and your opponent. Boxing and wrestling matches, for example, are physical fights, but chess is a mental fight – a contest between two minds and two brains.

         The chess family

         Once you step into the world of chess, you also realise that, beyond the players themselves, there are many other ways you can get involved in this wonderful game. You already know that there are chess teachers who are themselves enthusiastic about chess and passionate about sharing their love of chess with young people. If you take your children to a tournament, you’ll meet organisers who are responsible for, among many other duties, booking the venue, hiring the equipment, moving the furniture round and 14setting all the equipment up before the event starts. After the tournament they have to put everything away again and report the results to the appropriate authorities. It’s easy to forget, but do stop and thank them before you leave: it’s always appreciated. You’ll also meet arbiters, the chess equivalent of football referees or cricket umpires, who will answer questions about the rules, ensure fair play, arrange pairings and work with the organisers to optimise playing conditions.

         If you join an adult chess club you’ll find, as you would expect, a secretary, a treasurer, match captains who will select teams to play other clubs in local leagues, and perhaps other officials as well. Some of these may be strong players, but others will be enthusiasts who enjoy playing at lower levels.

         Outside the world of competitive over-the-board chess there are many players who enjoy playing online. There are many sites which enable you to switch on your phone and start a game at your preferred time limit, against anyone in the world. This could be anything from a bullet game lasting a minute or two, to a correspondence game where you may have several days to consider each move. In the past, correspondence chess was conducted by post, but this has now been superseded by modern technology.

         There is also a whole parallel universe of chess compositions, comprising problems, which have specific stipulations such as ‘White to play and mate in two moves’, and studies, which have more general stipulations such as ‘White to play and win’. Puzzles of this nature usually have particular artistic aims and aesthetic values. These were very popular in newspapers until the Second World War and had appeared to be gradually dying out, but now many chess teachers see them as valuable learning aids; with the help of social media, for which they’re ideally suited, they seem to be gaining in popularity again. Within this field there are experts in composition, often specialising in one particular genre, experts in solving puzzles and even experts in judging puzzles. Here in the UK, the top puzzle-solving experts are, for the most part, also very strong players, but this is not the case elsewhere.15

         Beyond the moves of the pieces there are many other ways in which you can express your passion for chess. Chess has a vibrant and ever-growing literature. Although there are now many other media which enable you to learn about and improve your chess, books on the subject are still very popular. There are books covering every aspect of the game, from how to start a game to how to finish one. There is also a whole community of chess book collectors, many of whom specialise in antiquarian books, in some cases dating back hundreds of years. Other collectors aim to obtain complete runs of periodicals, such as British Chess Magazine which has been published monthly since 1881. Overlapping with the chess book collectors are the chess historians, who research and write about the history of their favourite game. With newspaper archives and other material now available online, this is easier than ever before – yet another aspect of chess which is expanding with the aid of modern technology.

         The chess pieces themselves also have a strong attraction. Although pieces of a standard design (the Staunton Pattern, designed for the 19th-century English player, writer and journalist Howard Staunton) are always used in clubs and tournaments, there have been many thousands of different designs over the years, often of exquisite beauty, constructed using a wide range of materials. It’s hardly surprising, then, that there’s a worldwide community of chess set collectors, not all of whom are themselves players. There are also many novelty sets available, some of which are naturally popular with children, although I’d advise against using them for actual play.

         Chess is also a popular subject for postage stamps, and it’s natural for those who enjoy both chess and philately, like Anatoly Karpov (World Champion 1975–1985), to collect chess-related stamps.

         You see, then, that chess is not just a game but a whole culture. There’s so much more to it than I suspect you realised. While many players do no more than play games, there are others, such as myself, who choose to immerse themselves in the whole world of chess. If you encourage children to take a serious interest in the game, they might not become grandmasters, but there are very many other ways in which their lives can be enriched. Selling 16it as just a low-level game for young children, whether or not it actually ‘makes kids smarter’, is, in my opinion, selling it short.

         Knowledge and skills

         Chess is a ‘pure skill’ activity; there’s virtually no luck and, at least at lower levels, no bluff. Like all ‘pure skill’ activities, it requires a combination of generic attributes and skills, domain-specific knowledge and domain-specific skills. For instance, if you’re training to be a footballer, you’ll work on domain-specific skills such as dribbling, passing, tackling and shooting. You might also work to develop generic skills such as speed, strength, stamina and agility, which may also be useful in other sports. The amount of knowledge you’ll need is relatively small; the offside rule, for example.

         One problem with chess is that the generic skills you need to put everything together and play a competent game are very different from those you need in order to learn the moves. They include, for example, attention and focus, concentration, impulse control, visualisation, hand–eye–brain coordination, deductive and inductive logic, long-term and short-term memory, creativity and imagination, critical thinking, planning, problem solving, self-motivation, self-criticism, research skills, intellectual curiosity and much else.

         Chess is also much more knowledge dependent than most ‘pure skill’ activities. For example, you might have the knowledge that you can force checkmate with a king and rook against a king, but you need to practise it to develop the skill, until it becomes second nature. Likewise, you might memorise the first moves of an opening, but you need to play a lot of games to become skilful at using it. You may well have better generic skills than me, but if I have a lot more chess knowledge than you, then I’ll beat you every time. Some of the knowledge, as you’ve seen, dates back a thousand years or more, but, in the age of the internet, the knowledge base is increasing exponentially. Every time Magnus Carlsen or another top grandmaster plays a game, he’s adding to that 17knowledge base, and chess fans across the world will be watching eagerly to increase their own knowledge of chess. Although you can enjoy playing chess at lower levels, the more time you devote to studying and practising the game, the better you will get.

         Beyond the chess knowledge, you also need specific chess skills. Teaching chess at lower levels, in this respect, is very much the same as teaching maths. You teach a specific mathematical technique, but it needs practice, repetition and reinforcement. Likewise, you teach an opening, get your pupils to play games with that opening, and provide feedback. You teach an endgame technique by demonstrating it, then asking your pupils to play the position out themselves.

         Chess history

         Understanding something about the history of chess – and the history of children’s chess in particular – will help you put the game into context and make more informed decisions about the best way to use it in your school. It’s also a fascinating story in its own right.2

         Most scholars agree that the game we now know as chess can trace its origins back to a game called chaturanga, first recorded in India in the 6th century, although it may be much older. The name translates as four divisions (of the army): the foot soldiers, cavalry, chariots and elephants, which would eventually become our pawns, knights, rooks and bishops. There was also the king (raja) and the adviser or general, which would later become the queen.

         The game travelled west towards Persia, where it became very popular among the nobility. The moves of the king, rook and knight were the same as they are today, but the other pieces had different – and lesser – powers. Much literature from this period survives, some of which is still of use today.

         18Chess spread throughout Europe over the following centuries. One of the first books printed in English by William Caxton was a chess book; a translation of a 13th-century Italian work that used chess as a morality. In late 15th-century Spain the rules were changed to, more or less, what we know today, although variant rules were still used until the game became codified in the mid-19th century.

         As chess books became more readily available, the game spread from the nobility to the middle classes. In 1620 an Italian player, Greco, published a collection of brilliant games which soon became popular. Even today, many chess teachers find his games, which are readily available online, provide excellent coaching materials.

         The French player Philidor, also a celebrated composer, published Analysis of the Game of Chess in 1749 which, for the first time, enabled devotees to study all aspects of the game. Over the following 120 years or so it went through many editions in many languages, some of which can be downloaded from various websites, but was eventually superseded and is now of no more than historical interest.

         By the late 18th century, chess was becoming a popular pastime in the coffee houses of Europe. Gentlemen’s clubs specifically devoted to chess sprung up in London, and by the second decade of the following century they were also appearing in the provinces.

         The year 1834 saw the start of modern competitive chess as we now know it, with a series of matches between the leading players of Britain (the Irish master Alexander McDonnell) and France (Louis-Charles Mahé de la Bourdonnais). The Frenchman was successful, but in a match in 1843, the English player Howard Staunton beat his French counterpart Pierre de Saint-Amant. Staunton is still the only British player to have been generally considered the strongest player in the world.

         In 1851 Staunton organised the first international chess tournament as part of the Great Exhibition in London. The best players from across Europe were invited to take part in a knock-out competition, and a German maths teacher, Adolf Anderssen, came out the winner. Although a similar event with only local players 19had taken place 2 years earlier, this is generally considered to be the start of modern tournament chess.

         The first tournament outside Europe took place in New York in 1857. The winner, Paul Morphy, had been born in New Orleans 20 years earlier, the son of a wealthy and well-connected family. His father and uncle were both chess players, and it was claimed that as a young boy he had taught himself by watching them play. Similar stories would later be told about José Raúl Capablanca (World Champion 1921–1927) and Garry Kasparov (World Champion 1985–2000). By the time he was 9 years old, Morphy was considered one of the best players in his native city, and at the age of 12 he won a short match against a visiting Hungarian master. After 2 years touring Europe in the late 1850s, he retired from chess and returned to New Orleans to set up a legal practice.

         Competitive chess continued to develop over the next decades, and the 1880s saw the beginnings of more formal inter-club matches in Britain. To take examples from my part of the world, the Surrey League started in 1883 and the London League 5 years later. With the advent of affordable public (and later private) transport, it was easy for clubs in the same part of the country to meet over the board. Amateur chess was starting to look like it does today, but chess competitions were almost entirely for men, and certainly not for children. The first women’s tournament took place in Sussex in 1884 and an international women’s tournament was held in London in 1897.

         Children often played at home or at school, though. One example is that of Lilian Baird, the daughter of a chess-playing family, who had her first chess problem published at the age of 9 and continued composing problems prolifically into her teens.

         The first chess prodigy to come to the attention of the general public was Samuel Reshevsky (as he would later spell his name), a Polish boy who, in 1920, travelled Europe beating experienced adult opponents in simultaneous displays, often playing 20 or more games at the same time. It was claimed he was only 8 years old but, after his death, documentary evidence was found suggesting that he was actually 2½ years older. Reshevsky settled in 20the United States and enjoyed a long career. Although he never became World Champion, he was one of the world’s strongest players between the mid-1930s and the mid-1960s.

         The inter-war years saw chess become accepted as a game for older children. The first British Under-18 Championship took place in 1923. The victor, Stuart Milner-Barry, would later become a Bletchley Park codebreaker and then a high-ranking civil servant. Secondary school chess leagues also started up at this time, and competitive chess now concerned older children as well as adults.

         Girls were also starting to play chess in greater numbers. Vera Menchik, born in Moscow in 1906, the daughter of a Czech father and an English mother, moved to Hastings in 1921 and, while still in her teens, began playing successfully in tournaments. Menchik became the first Women’s World Champion in 1927 and was the first female player to compete at the highest level of chess. Her career sadly came to an abrupt end in 1944 when she and her family were killed by a V-1 flying bomb.

         In the mid-1930s, London’s Elaine Saunders, born in 1926, hit the headlines with her precocious talent, becoming British Girls Champion at the age of 10. She later became four times British Ladies Champion but didn’t quite fulfil her early promise.

         After the Second World War, chess became something different. The game became very popular with teenage boys (but not, alas, teenage girls). Chessboards would be found in schools, and it would be common to see boys from secondary schools, including me, playing on pocket sets on trains and buses. A devoted army of secondary school teachers who were also keen chess players organised competitions: schools leagues and individual tournaments. Here in London, teenagers took over the administration of some clubs and even formed their own, which sometimes became highly successful. One of these clubs is still in operation at the time of writing, with several of the same members as 60 years ago. This was the environment in which I started playing competitive chess in the mid-1960s. At the same time, some primary schools with enthusiastic chess players on the staff started to 21introduce the game to younger children. Inspired by the book Chess for Children, written by London primary school teachers Raymond Bott and Stanley Morrison, competitions for primary school children were now taking place.3

         In 1972 chess hit the headlines when the World Championship match in Reykjavik between Boris Spassky and Bobby Fischer featured on the front page of every paper. Over the next few years there was a chess boom. Weekend tournaments in London were attracting huge numbers of players and chess leagues doubled in size. Parents wanted their children to learn this exciting game. There was a strong infrastructure already in place, which was ideal for what would soon become known as the English Chess Explosion.4 Under the guidance of international players Leonard Barden and Bob Wade, a whole generation of strong grandmasters emerged. From being a second-rate chess country, within a few years England had become one of the best in the world.
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