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Too often we teach children how the pieces move and then immediately get them playing (or trying to play) full games with all the pieces. The problem can be made worse by throwing in a lecture about the Sicilian or Spanish for good measure.


What we really should do is to get the children involved in absorbing play using the chessmen and the chessboard. We must avoid “talking down” to them and at the same time refrain from setting them tasks that are too complicated for their chess understanding. I believe this book is an excellent attempt at providing what we need.


I have often been asked, “What exactly should I do?” by those undertaking chess teaching or coaching. The detailed timetable of a five-day chess camp in Chapter 10 will be a boon to those wanting answers. The reader will find many other useful topics and answers to other practical questions. Not only that, but the reader is assured of the fact that the challenges and puzzles have received thorough testing, not only at the hands of children, but some also – unusually – by experienced educators, chess teachers, chess masters, and chess trainers.


When I accepted an invitation to the Second Koltanowski International Conference on Chess and Education in Dallas in November 2011, to present the story of chess in schools in Turkey and how the World Chess Federation (FIDE) is working to build on that as a model for developing chess in schools around the world, I anticipated finding the other presentations of interest. However, I was expecting that to be a passive interest and I was somewhat surprised when Alexey brought out the boards and sets during the presentation she shared with Dr. Joseph Eberhard. All those in the room, attendees and presenters alike, were paired off with their neighbors, in my case with presenter David Barrett. We were soon all wrapped up in two of the challenges (Classify and Game Theory) that are included in this book. During the previous two months, the challenges and puzzles had been tested with children during Dr. Root’s chess classes.


I find it remarkable (and remarkably good) that the very same challenges can be enjoyed by one and all. Many are the chess books (most of them best forgotten) that have laid claim to being appropriate for players of all ages and levels, but these challenges genuinely meet that claim.


The Classify challenge was hugely enjoyable. David and I came up with a variety of different classifications. But it was the Game Theory challenge, in which children have fun figuring out whether one’s best strategy for achieving castling is to aim for it directly or to disrupt the opponent’s plans first, that was the most intriguing. You can see our effort in Appendix A. The stipulation was for kingside castling; nonetheless, I claim to be better in the final position because after any move of the b8-knight, although I will not be able to castle kingside, queenside castling two moves later is unstoppable!


We were involved and motivated. I’m sure this material will do the same for children.


FIDE Senior Trainer Kevin O’Connell
 April 2012
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Thinking with Chess: Teaching Children Ages 5-14 is for teachers, librarians, after-school instructors, chess coaches, counselors, and parents. No prior knowledge of chess is required to read this book. Both novice and chess-knowledgeable readers can use its contents to teach groups of children.


Many books for chess beginners explain the rules of chess and feature chess puzzles. Likewise, Thinking with Chess has rules and puzzles. Unlike most other chess books, however, Thinking with Chess connects chess with skills important for academic success, such as classifying, pattern recognition, decoding, creating, and predicting. Thinking with Chess introduces challenges for divergent thinking and puzzles for convergent thinking.


The challenges have multiple correct answers. Like the mini-games found in Sherman and Kilpatrick (2012), the challenges in Thinking with Chess use fewer pieces and pawns than full chess games. Therefore, challenges are manageable for children as young as 5 years old. Yet challenges intrigue children up to age 14, because they require strategy. Pairs of children attempt challenges in structured social interactions.


In contrast, puzzles have predetermined right answers. Puzzles specify goals and starting positions. Directions for a puzzle might state, “From this chess position, find a checkmate (mate) for White in one move.” Children learn why a particular answer to a puzzle is correct and why other tries are wrong. Puzzle training develops chess expertise. The legendary Polgár sisters (Grandmaster Susan, International Master Sofia, and Grandmaster Judit) solved chess puzzles every day of their childhood. Their father’s book (Polgár, 1994) collected some of those puzzles, including 306 checkmates in one move and 3411 checkmates in two moves. Mongoose Press’s Chess Camp series also has puzzles. It includes two volumes devoted to checkmates in one move (Sukhin, 2010a; Sukhin, 2010b).


Thinking with Chess has fewer puzzles than Polgár (1994) or Sukhin (2010a; 2010b). Whereas those books presented puzzles without guidance, Thinking with Chess tells how to work backwards from typical checkmating positions to specific solving moves. Then it presents a few puzzles appropriate for beginning chess players. Each puzzle is either a checkmate in one move or a checkmate in two moves. “Checkmate in two moves” can mean play a move for White, then Black responds, and then White plays the checkmating move. Or it can mean play a move for Black, then White responds, and then Black plays the checkmating move. Each puzzle’s directions tell whether it is White’s or Black’s turn to move.


Puzzles may be used for individual chess homework. Alternatively, pairs or small groups of children may work together on puzzles. Solving puzzles prepares children for the Chess Puzzle pilot event for grades 2-8, part of the A+ Academic program authorized by the University Interscholastic League (UIL) in Texas. For the Chess merit badge, Boy Scouts must: “Set up and solve five direct-mate problems provided by your merit badge counselor” (http://meritbadge.org/wiki/index.php/Chess). More generally, figuring out puzzles sharpens young minds.


Children who are particularly interested in chess may join chess clubs, enter tournaments, train on the Internet, or attend a chess camp. Chapter 10 gives information about these next steps for chess. Appendix B provides the book’s references, which the reader may consult as additional resources for chess improvement. Most chapters include excerpts of other experts’ writings about chess. Those excerpts are for teacher background. They may also be shared with older children as enrichment. Appendix C describes the documentary Brooklyn Castle, about a middle school chess team. The film shows thinking in action.


Challenges


My previous books featured Battleship Chess (Root, 2006, pp. 81-83), Pawn Game (Root, 2008, pp. 16-21), and Wolf and Sheep (Root, 2009b, p. 33). I created new challenges for this book. Challenges take less time than playing chess games. Because experience is less important than it is for chess games, young beginners may be paired with more advanced chess youngsters or adults.


Chapters 3-6 have two challenges each. Each of the challenges is divided into Objectives, Materials, Procedure, and Evaluation. “Objectives” indicates what academic, social, or chess objectives should be met by the end of the procedure. “Materials” tells what supplies (photocopies, dice, chess equipment, etc.) are required. “Procedure” describes how to teach the challenge and includes practice in pairs. Finally, “Evaluation” tells how to determine if the objectives were met.


Possible answers to the challenges are usually within the evaluation sections. Often, there are multiple acceptable answers. For example, depending on children’s choices, there are dozens of acceptable starting and ending configurations for the Lines challenge. Sometimes the evaluation section refers the reader to Appendix A. This appendix provides sample solutions.


Puzzles


Puzzles give more precise feedback than unexamined chess games. During a chess game, “a player receives feedback after every move, but it is neither instant nor obvious. After all, a player may go on to win a match, but it is very difficult to know, twenty moves down the line, whether a particular move was optimal” (Syed, 2010, p. 133). Furthermore, beginners often play chess without recording their moves. When these games end, it’s impossible to reconstruct them. Opportunities for feedback are lost.


Although beginners may notate and then analyze their games, as shown by Root (2009b), solving puzzles is another method of improvement. By undertaking puzzles with known correct answers, beginners may compare their responses with the recommended ones. Examining recommended responses improves performance. Syed (2010, p. 134) wrote, “Feedback is, in effect, the rocket fuel that propels the acquisition of knowledge, and without it no amount of practice is going to get you there.”


Chapters 7-9 have two sections each, Instruction and Puzzles. Instruction shows typical checkmating positions. For example, in Chapter 8, one figure (chess diagram) shows a king being restricted by his own chessmen while in check from an enemy chessman. That end position is a smothered checkmate. To solve smothered checkmates, and other checkmates, begin with the final position in mind.


Similarly, Bruce Pandolfini recommended working backwards from the solution (checkmate) that you envision. If one move order doesn’t work, try another. Switching the order of moves to achieve a chess goal works 75% of the time. Pandolfini added that taking the elements and rearranging them also applies in real life to find solutions (ChessNow, 2009).


The Puzzles section asks readers to solve six puzzles and then check Appendix A for solutions. The chapter titles tell what checkmates are covered: Endgame Checkmates; Back-Rank and Smothered Checkmates; and Doubled and Discovered Checkmates.
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Figure 1.1. Chess prerequisites of each challenge and of the puzzles.





Teaching Suggestions


Follow the book’s order if you teach, coach, or parent chess beginners. If you are a chess beginner, read through Chapter 2 before teaching the challenges in Chapter 3. If the children are beginners, refer to Chapter 2 if questions arise when teaching the challenges. Do not begin with the puzzles if you or the children are unsure of the rules of chess.


If children know the rules, begin with any challenge in chapters 3-6 or with the puzzles in chapters 7-9. Figure 1.1 summarizes the chess prerequisites of each challenge and of the puzzles. Definitions of check, checkmate, and stalemate from Chapter 2 should be taught before moving from Chapter 4 to Chapters 5 and 6.


BENEFITS OF CHESS





National organizations acknowledge the academic and social benefits of chess for children. The United States Senate designated October 8, 2011 as National Chess Day. Its resolution stated, “Chess engages students of all learning styles and strengths and promotes problem-solving and higher-level thinking skills” (S. Res. 255, 2011). The Boy Scouts of America (2011) announced, “The Boy Scouts of America will introduce the Chess merit badge in September, encouraging Scouts to enjoy an ancient game while acquiring life skills necessary for today.”







Joseph Eberhard, Ed.D., is an expert on the effects of chess instruction on academic potential. As Associate Chair of the Second Koltanowski International Conference on Chess and Education (www.utdallas.edu/chess/kolty2), I invited Dr. Eberhard to be a plenary speaker. Before the conference, Eberhard (personal communication, November 18, 2010) sent an abstract of his talk:




An issue for students from poverty is the underdevelopment of thinking skills due to an environment that lacks enrichment. The gap in development is a result of the impoverished social context. Chess as a way of “learning through play” provides the social context in which to develop or remediate thinking skills such as pattern identification and prediction.


This discussion is grounded in the results from a study conducted in chess classes in South Texas where there was an emphasis on classroom chess instruction and its impact on economically disadvantaged students. Students in both the experimental and control groups were pre-tested and post-tested with the same exams used to identify students for the Gifted and Talented program within their district.


Based on the results of this study, the one semester instructional period significantly improved the academic potential of economically disadvantaged students, many of whom would have qualified for the G.T. program. This result is understood when “gifted” versus “talented” is clearly defined.


Recent research on the impact of television, video games, and texting on brain development expands the enriched environment concern beyond the impoverished setting. The case is made for chess instruction as a thinking skill heuristic to be provided to all students in a school setting.
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