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Dedication


To Dr. Adriaan de Groot, who I was amazed to learn had only passed away just before publication of the first edition of this book! Because Dr. de Groot performed his experiments years before I was born, I had assumed that he had passed away some time ago. But he performed his pioneering work at the age of 23 and lived into his 90s. Thanks for the legacy. I hope I have carried it forward in a worthy manner, at least in some tiny way.
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Preface to the First Edition


The Improving Chess Thinker owes its origins to two previous books:




	
Thought and Choice in Chess, by Dr. Adriaan de Groot


	
Silman’s Complete Endgame Course, by IM Jeremy Silman





De Groot’s work, because I duplicated his experiment requiring subjects to “think out loud” to find the best move in chess positions; and Silman’s, because the layout of this book is similar to his, with each of the middle chapters devoted to protocols (the transcripts of “think out loud” exercises) provided by players one class higher than in the previous chapter. The strong acceptance and approval of this format encouraged me to seek out a publisher and make this book a reality.


A third book, Inside the Chess Mind by GM Jacob Aagaard, consists almost entirely of protocols. However, Inside the Chess Mind differs from The Improving Chess Thinker in several ways – the former primarily covers grandmaster- and international master-level players with little additional comment.


The Improving Chess Thinker fills in the gaps by including players of all strengths below grandmaster. It also contains instructive comments and additional chapters on the thought process.


Finally, a tip of the hat to one of my earlier books, The Improving Annotator, whose title helped me to decide on The Improving Chess Thinker.









Preface to the Second Edition


This edition is a major upgrade. Here’s an overview of the most significant changes. We have:




	Added protocols to all the class (rating under 2000) chapters but significantly boosted the “Expert and Above” chapter with numerous additional protocols by players in the 2000-2500 range, for a total of almost one hundred protocols;


	Added the chapter “The Most Common Thought Process Mistakes,” which provides discussion and examples of these errors;


	Added a short chapter providing additional humorous and interesting stories about giving lessons and using the de Groot exercise;


	Made corrections and numerous additions to the material from the first edition;


	Expanded the Glossary to include more terms used within the book;


	Expanded Chapter 13, changed the title, and included a section about finding positions suitable for giving de Groot exercises, with an additional half-dozen sample positions; and


	Moved Chapter 9, “Thought Process Basics,” to after the protocols. It was formerly Chapter 2.





The net result is a more extensive examination of the typical thinking processes of players below grandmaster level, and the lessons that can be learned from them. I believe that this work represents the most extensive compilation of examples illustrating how players think at all levels from beginner up to 2500, and hope that the reader will find it entertaining, instructional, and valuable from a historical viewpoint.









Introduction





I enjoy performing chess research in the following two areas:


1) How do players learn and improve?


2) How do players think during a game?


These two questions may seem to be only remotely related, but they have many aspects in common.


When someone is taught to play baseball, they don’t primarily learn about innings, outs, and bases. Instead, they are taught how to bat, throw, catch, and run the bases. But when players learn chess, the only things they are usually taught – even by competent beginner’s books – are the basic rules such as checkmate and draws, and how to move the pieces. Then they are taught more and more about what the pieces can do. A few principles like “Get all your pieces into the game,” “At the start of the game try to control the center,” “For your first move, push a pawn two squares in the center,” “Castle your king early,” or “Knight on the rim your future is dim” are thrown in for good measure.


But chess is a thinking game, and few beginners are taught how to think to find their move. No wonder everyone learns their “chess thought process” in a non-systematic way that quickly leads to bad thinking habits. A thought process represents all the generic “steps” or sequences of logic that go through the player’s mind during both his move and his opponent’s move. A thought process does not include the content of what is being thought.


For example, systematically searching for threats after an opponent’s move is part of a process, but deciding where to put a bishop in a particular position is content.


Beginners are first taught basics such as how to differentiate the queen and the king, how each piece moves, and that the players alternate making moves. It is not effective to immediately thereafter attempt to teach a thought process via suggestions such as, “The first thing you do is examine your opponent’s move to see its effect on the position…” Beginners need time to assimilate basic concepts before attempting to implement higher-level ideas.


However, it is also true that never to teach someone the basics of the thinking process can lead to bad habits and, consequently, to unnecessarily chaotic mental habits. Some aspects of the thought process are common among good chessplayers and can be taught relatively early in a player’s development.


I have explored this phenomenon in many places, notably online via my columns Novice Nook at Chess Café and The Thinking Cap at IM Jeremy Silman’s website; in blogs and articles for Chess.com; and with books such as Everyone’s Second Chess Book, A Guide to Chess Improvement, and Looking for Trouble.


The Improving Chess Thinker explores the results of “think out loud” exercises performed by subjects of differing levels of ability. These exercises are based on those performed by the first serious researcher into the chess thought process, Dr. Adriaan de Groot.


In the late 1930’s, Dr. de Groot, a Dutch professional psychologist and chess master, recorded the thought processes of dozens of players at all levels (mostly stronger players). His purpose was to investigate scientifically how chessplayers really think. Players were given a position and asked to find a move while at the same time verbalizing everything they were thinking. Each subject’s verbalization was recorded and transcribed; these transcriptions were called protocols.


Dr. de Groot analyzed dozens of protocols and published his results. His publication was a doctoral-type thesis that was eventually translated into English as the book Thought and Choice in Chess (1965; reprinted in 2008 by the Amsterdam Academic Archive). Thought and Choice in Chess is not so much a “chess book” as it is a psychology book about chess.


With the 1938 AVRO tournament nearby, Dr. de Groot garnered some of the best players of the day to participate in his experiment: Alexander Alekhine, Reuben Fine, Dr. Max Euwe, Paul Keres, and right on down the line to a few class players. Most of the protocols were by players of at least master strength. Dr. de Groot wanted to find out how players arrived at a move in a typical tournament setting. He did not show them “White/Black to Play and Win” positions, since the thought process for problems is much different:




	In “play and win” problems, the solver is not just looking for the best move: he is required to find a move that leads to a forced win in all variations. If he doesn’t find a forced win with one candidate, he tries another. When solving these problems, one doesn’t give up until a solution is found, because it is given that there is one!


	In normal positions, such as those found in tournament games and most de Groot exercises, one should attempt to find the best move possible in the available time. Weak players often play more quickly than they should; for strong players, the opposite problem is often the case. Since proving the best move on each move throughout the game often takes more time than the clock allows, subjects should use time management and practical alterations of their maximal thought process to find a move in a reasonable amount of time.





Therefore Dr. de Groot selected interesting positions from some of his games and asked the players to come up with a move in a reasonable amount of time, as if they were playing an important tournament game. He chose “rich” positions that would be interesting and would help to differentiate the abilities of the various subjects. Dr. de Groot used dozens of positions, but most of his work was centered around three, which he labeled Positions “A,” “B,” and “C.”


As a result of this fascinating experiment, Dr. de Groot was the first to prove that, contrary to popular belief, grandmasters do not think deeper than strong club players – say, those at United States Chess Federation (USCF) “expert” level, rated between 2000-2199. What separates grandmasters from experts is not just the incisiveness of their analysis – they analyze much more accurately and efficiently – but also the number of positions they already know how to play. Dr. de Groot speculated that grandmasters know how to play roughly 100,000+ positions, while masters know only 10,000+. It is much easier to know something than to figure it out. I might add that grandmasters are also much better at evaluating positions than are experts, enabling them to choose better moves even when their actual move-by-move analysis is similar to that of lesser players.


Thought and Choice in Chess is a tough but fascinating read. I persevered enough to plow my way through it in the late 1960s. Afterwards, I began recording the thought processes of some local players. I remember doing this in college, but I believe I began while in high school.


Today I use de Groot’s exercise as a tool in my full-time profession as a chess instructor. Thus I have been administering his thinking process “protocol” exercise for some 45 years! I hope it is not considered immodest to say that I undoubtedly have given the “de Groot exercise” to many more players than did Dr. de Groot!


To administer the exercise, I primarily used the same positions that Dr. de Groot gives in his book. Immediately after the exercise, I debrief the student and usually read him what Dr. Max Euwe or others thought about the same position. I then compare the student’s thought process to that of the former world champion’s.


Many of my students have expressed the “eye-opener” effect of doing the de Groot exercise, hearing my feedback, and comparing their processes to that of Dr. Euwe or others. If I repeat the exercise with the same student, I use different positions, occasionally ones from my own games.


Now for a little background on how the exercise positions were chosen. There are two types of positions with regard to the type of thought process best used to find a move: analytical and non-analytical:




	Analytical positions are identified by the clash of the two forces, and require the well-known “if I go there, then he has to go there” thinking process. These usually involve the kind of analysis trees found in Thought and Choice in Chess or in Alexander Kotov’s Think Like a Grandmaster.



	Non-analytical positions usually lack tactical opportunities and are more positional in nature. These are found in the early opening or sometimes in closed or locked positions, and contain little direct clash of the armies. A non-analytical thought process relies on a player’s application of principles and less on analysis, and thus requires more judgment. Non-analytical positions can be considered judgmental.






This book, like de Groot’s and Aagaard’s, is heavily biased toward analytical positions. Analytical positions are both much more conducive to objective play and usually more critical. Analytical positions are easier (and, in a sense, more fun) to study because one examines specific moves and the evaluations of the resultant positions. In contrast, in non-analytical positions, one relies on the general principles of strategic play. That is not to say that non-analytical positions are not important. However, at least at most lower levels of play, playing analytical positions well is the key to winning most games.


Chapter Overview


The first chapter describes the de Groot exercise. The several chapters that follow (2 though 8) each contain about a dozen representative protocols made by players in a particular rating class, starting with Class F (below 1000) and working up to Expert (above 2000) and Master (above 2200).


Each protocol includes the identification of the protocol position, the subject’s rating, his age (“adult” if 18 or over), and the estimated total time taken. Subjects with Internet Chess Club (ICC) standard ratings are rated approximately 150 rating points above their USCF equivalents. So a subject with an ICC rating of 1500 is about 1350 USCF. All ratings are USCF unless otherwise noted.


To make the information more interesting and instructive, comments are added after each protocol, such as what was done correctly or incorrectly, or what could be learned from studying the player’s thought process.


The end of each “class” chapter features a summary of thought process aspects characteristic of that level. Also highlighted are suggestions that would help a player progress to the next class level. For example, the section on C players (1400-1599 USCF) contrasts the thought processes of C players with those of players in the1600-1799 (Class B) range.


The latter chapters, beginning with Chapter 9, “Thought Process Basics,” contain additional instructional material on the thought process, including a separate chapter on time management and lessons I have learned from administering the de Groot exercise. They conclude with Chapter 14, “Additional Exercise and Lesson Tales.”


Appendix A contains Dr. Max Euwe’s protocol (recorded transcript) of the “de Groot A” position, plus some observations. Appendix B contains computer-aided analysis of each exercise position.


How to Use This Book


This book can be used in multiple ways:




	As a text supporting psychologists, demonstrating how chessplayers think at various levels;


	As a “chess book” showing players how the thought process works in practice. This includes aspects such as which approaches are effective and which are not, how much time players use in determining a move, how much effort is spent on various tasks such as identifying candidate moves, and so on;


	As a manual for improving one’s chess thinking process. This can be accomplished by doing any or all of the following:





○ The protocols in the book are for the six positions found in Chapter 1. Before reading the rest of the book, take each of the six positions and carefully choose which move you would play, taking no longer than you would in an important slow event. That way you can compare the moves you chose and the thought process you used to choose them with the players’ protocols throughout the book;


○ Read the chapter (2 through 8) representing your rating class. Then read the chapters one and two classes above your level to see what knowledge, process, and logic is applied by superior players to arrive at their move;


○ Focus on the sections of the book which address the thought process and its cousin, time management, found primarily in Chapters 9-13;


○ Skim the protocols and focus on the comments after each and on the summaries for each section. Much of the instructional value in the book is contained in these comments;


○ Learn from the general principles involving the thought process. These principles are placed in italics outside the protocols.


Tip: Because there are only six protocol positions, it would be repetitious if we provided a diagram of one of these six positions before every protocol. Therefore, if you are reading a protocol and want to see the starting position, bookmark the protocol positions in Chapter 1 or make a separate copy of these positions to keep them handy. To minimize this concern, most protocols include a diagram of a key analysis position.









Chapter 1


The Exercise





The de Groot experiment allows a researcher to determine how chess players find their moves during competitive play. This is clearly different from how a player solves a puzzle. In a puzzle, the solution is guaranteed. Thus a player can adopt the attitude that, “If this attempt does not solve the puzzle, then I will try something else. The solution has to be there.”


In the de Groot exercise, the players (or subjects of the experiment) are asked to find moves just as they would in a tournament game. During a game there is no guarantee that there is anything good to find, such as a mate or the win of material. The position may contain no clear ideas or candidate moves that lead to winning or even drawn positions. In many practical positions there is no “best” move – there may be several almost equally good alternatives.


Thus a researcher performing the de Groot exercise is interested in how players find their moves when the goals are open-ended and a clearly best move may or may not exist. For the chessplayer, performing the exercise and learning from its results can have enormous practical benefits.


Since chess is a mental sport – a thinking game – the process used to find a move is of importance not only in examining the source of the player’s current strength, but also in determining his future possibilities for improvement. If a player has a poor process for move selection, then his ability to increase his playing strength is impaired, even if his other chess skills and knowledge improve. An exercise that can diagnose a player’s process and expose him to a superior player’s process is a beneficial tool for both instruction and psychological study.


In Thought and Choice in Chess, de Groot relied on one position for many of his conclusions. He also included two other “primary” positions and a few supplemental ones as well. In giving this exercise to hundreds of my students, friends, and acquaintances, I also utilized mostly de Groot’s first position, which he labeled “de Groot A.” But I also occasionally used the other two primary de Groot exercises (“de Groot B” and “de Groot C”) as well as a few of my own.


The following six diagrams are the ones discussed in this book. The first three are from de Groot’s book; “de Groot Shafritz” is from one of my games; and the final two were from my students’ games.


If you have not looked ahead and attempted to play the positions, I suggest you now set aside some time and decide which move you would play in each of the following six positions, assuming a 40/2 (40 moves in 2 hours) time control and sufficient time on your clock. If you want to make note of how you came to your conclusions and the salient points behind the move you selected, that can be additionally helpful.




de Groot A: White to play


[image: image]







de Groot B: Black to play


[image: image]







de Groot C: Black to play


[image: image]







de Groot Shafritz: White to play


[image: image]







de Groot Zyme: White to play


[image: image]







de Groot Ernie: White to play


[image: image]





All of the above positions are at least somewhat analytical. Among the six, the de Groot Shafritz is the most “quiet” but it still depends partly on analysis. The most frequently used position, de Groot A, requires analysis primarily. Thus the bias in this book is toward the analytical thought process. While it is possible to do a de Groot exercise with a purely non-analytical position, it is not as instructive. So I always choose a position requiring at least some analysis.


The best ways for a student to improve his thinking process in non-analytical positions are the “traditional” best ways to improve chess judgment: extensive experience in slow games, reviewing one’s games with stronger players, reading annotated master games, learning principles and how to apply them, and so on. My archived Novice Nook columns at www.chesscafe.com deal with the best ways to implement these traditional learning methods.


Instructions for the de Groot Exercise


Before participating in the exercise, each subject was given the following instructions:




	Pretend you are playing at the World Open, with the time limit 40 moves in two hours;


	Your game is important but not necessarily the final round when you are playing for big money;


	You have plenty of time left on your clock – more than an hour, but certainly not an unlimited time;


	Don’t do more or less analysis than you would in the above situation; i.e. don’t “show off” for the exercise;


	This is not a “play and win” problem. This is supposed to be an interesting position from a real game, and so to look for a “winning” (as opposed to “best”) move may be a futile effort;


	Use stream-of-consciousness verbalization. Try to say everything you think; don’t think quietly and then summarize. This is important because I can only help you based on what you say; if you think something and don’t say it, I have to assume you did not think it; and


	Use algebraic notation. That is, don’t say, “I will take that pawn.” Instead say “♘xd5.”





Live subjects were given a clock to time their move and instructed to make their move and hit the clock when finished. For Internet and/or over-the-phone students, I recorded the starting and ending times so that I could calculate their total thinking times. These subjects were instructed to conclude by stating their move choice and then saying, “Push Clock!” to indicate that they were finished.


During a student’s verbalization, I tried to restrict my comments and interruptions to the following:




	“Please speak up – I can’t hear you;” and


	“You are not saying anything. I cannot use the exercise to help you improve if you don’t articulate what you are thinking.”





As happened with Dr. de Groot, I occasionally had to remind a subject that the clock was running and they had used significant time. I usually did not do this until 30 minutes or more had elapsed.


Although the purpose of the exercise was to see how players found a move under “real” conditions, I let each subject know that there were two reasons why their verbalization would take much longer than it would to make an identical move at the World Open:




	No one can think out loud as quickly or as efficiently as they can in silence; and


	Unlike a real game, players were given the position “cold” and needed time to get acclimated – to figure out the material count, the threats, etc.





I estimate that these two factors caused roughly a 2:1 ratio in the length of time it would take to make a move, so if a player were to take 7 minutes for the same move at the World Open, it would take about 14 minutes to do it as a de Groot exercise. Therefore, subjects were advised to divide by two to roughly estimate their equivalent over-the-board thinking times. All times given in the book are the actual times.


Although some of my earliest protocols were tape-recorded, all the protocols in this book were recorded manually. This necessitated taking some shortcuts – whenever a subject said something irrelevant or redundant, it was usually ignored. For example, if a player said, “I can play knight takes the queen’s pawn. That’s capturing the pawn in the center. Let’s see what that capture does. I am threatening to win a knight and go ahead a piece,” then I might have written, “I can play ♘xd5 to win a center pawn. Let’s see – I am threatening to win a knight and go ahead a piece,” or something similar.


The exception was a student on the Internet Chess Club who was hard of hearing and, by necessity, typed his thoughts. That made his protocols (A-1 and A-2 in Chapter 7) different and interesting, so they were included in this book.


Just as the subject can’t talk as fast as he can think, I can’t write as fast as they talk! There was no budget to hire a professional stenographer. I strongly believe that for the hundreds of protocols transcribed I retained the essence of what the subject intended. But if a researcher is trying to find how many times a player stuttered or used passive tense, these protocols will be quite useless since they are certainly not verbatim. However, I do believe that the “shortened” protocols presented in the book in no way detract from its chess utility.


Chapters 2-8 present samples of actual protocols by ascending rating class. Each chapter represents a rating class and contains protocols of players who were in that class at the time of the exercise. Analysis diagrams are provided for instructional purposes and as an aid to reader visualization of the protocol (not that visualizing an entire protocol is suggested or necessary).


Occasionally, multiple protocols are presented for the same subject, each utilizing a different position. For ease of reading, multiple exercises by a single subject are placed consecutively in the chapter representing his lowest (initial) rating.


There are two types of comments interspersed in the middle of the protocol:




	Parentheses indicate outside actions or comments that reflect the action of the player, such as “(silent)” if he paused for a long time;


	Brackets represent my thoughts at the time. Since I did not interrupt my students (with the two exceptions noted above), these comments were not verbalized but were often used during the post-exercise review. My use of “[sic]” usually means that the subject is making a clear mistake in analysis or visualization. The use of “[!]”indicates that the subject has made a comment that is very insightful for their level of ability; finally noticed an important point or move that should have been noticed earlier; or committed a surprising error considering the player’s previous comments or his level of play. A frequent note is “[no eval],” meaning that the subject did not try to evaluate which side stood better, by how much, and why.





After each protocol, there is a discussion of the interesting aspects of that protocol. These aspects may include typical problems for the protocol, identification of key steps that were lacking (such as counting material or doing an evaluation), and/or good points that others at that level may lack. The summary at the end of each chapter identifies common strengths and weaknesses at that level, and discusses thought process improvements that could be made by those players to get to the next level.


The post-protocol discussion usually does not emphasize mistakes in the subject’s analysis – everyone makes mistakes in their analysis. Instead, the emphasis is on discussing the pros and cons of the subject’s process for their analysis. However, instructive mistakes in analysis may still be included in the discussion.


Post-Exercise Review


After each exercise, I reviewed the most instructive points with the student, including both things they did well and particular areas to note for improvement. There is a good correlation between the comments found after the protocols and these review sessions with the student, though some parts of the post-exercise reviews were omitted to avoid repetition.


The review of the exercise often took longer than the exercise itself. It was not uncommon for a de Groot exercise plus the review to take more than a normally scheduled lesson of one hour. During the review we would discuss the student’s process – looking to see whether he or she ever evaluated the exercise position, looked for possible opponent threats, took a reasonable amount of time compared to the criticality of the position, and was thorough and systematic in their analysis – and covered any other issue that was particularly striking or instructive.


As part of the review, I usually read Dr. Euwe’s instructive protocol (de Groot A), especially if the student had analyzed the same position (see Appendix A). Before reading Dr. Euwe, I have found it very helpful to make the following suggestion:


“You don’t have to follow all of Dr. Euwe’s analysis, which can be quite rigorous. I want you to concentrate upon following his process – how he was able to find his move; what logic he used.”


I also took questions from the student, e.g. if they were curious about the “truth” of the position (see Appendix B), desired analytical reasons why their moves were not best, wished to pinpoint ways to improve their processes, or wondered why Dr. Euwe approached the problem the way he did.


For example, at the end of Dr. Euwe’s protocol he concludes with conditional comments like, “Probably some more accidents will happen” and “Much is still up in the air,” so I often ask my student:


“Why would a world champion make a bunch of statements about not being sure about the move and then immediately make it without resolving those issues?”


The instructive answer is that Euwe, like all good players, is not as interested in predicting the future or figuring out whether his move wins as he is in proving that he has found the best move he can. Once he does that, his work is over. If you asked Euwe whether or not his move was winning, he might have answered, “Maybe; we will know in a move or two.” So once he found that his move was better than any other, he made it and, efficiently, left the rest of the analysis for later.


If the student showed interest in reading additional high-level protocols, I usually referred him to GM Aagaard’s book Inside the Chess Mind.


After completing this review, one of my students (now a lawyer in New York) exclaimed, “That was the best lesson I ever had! I wish that all my lessons could be so helpful.” I replied, “Yes, unfortunately there is only one ‘first’ time for doing a de Groot exercise. But most everyone finds the exercise rewarding and instructive.”


Often I would conclude my review this way: “After this exercise, I don’t expect you to think like Dr. Euwe – I just want to take you one step in the right direction on your journey. Next time you have an analytical position, you can approach it just a little bit more like he did. It’s as if you wanted to go to the moon but you did not know which direction to go – it’s still far away, but at least now your small steps are in the right direction.”


Exercise Tales


When you give the same exercise several hundred times, there are bound to be a few humorous or interesting anecdotes. Here are two:


Soon after I purchased Thought and Choice in Chess, I took out my reel-to-reel tape recorder and asked my friend, USCF Expert Jerry Kolker, to do the “de Groot A” exercise. Jerry statically evaluated the position as clearly better for White. However, once he started selecting candidate moves and analyzing them, he could not find a continuation that matched his static evaluation. That is, he could not find a candidate move which would lead to a position where White was ahead as much as he thought White should be. At this point he could have done one of three things:




	Realized that his static evaluation was too high, and lowered his expectations. To justify this conclusion, he should find a reason why he over-evaluated White’s position;


	Realized that he hadn’t found the best move, and played a less-than-optimal move because his clock was running and it wouldn’t be worth the extra time to try and find the better move; or


	Kept searching until he found a move which matched his static evaluation.





Well, since Jerry was not playing a real game with a clock, he certainly didn’t do #2! Instead, he stated that he was convinced that his static evaluation was correct and that he just hadn’t found the right continuation yet. He said, “There must be a better move!” He continued to search until, mirabile dictu, he finally found the continuation that made him satisfied. And, according to de Groot and future computer analysis, it was the right move! (See Appendix B.)


What is the moral of Jerry’s tale? Your static evaluation can set your expectation for your search. If you are losing, you should not expect to find a move that wins. If you are better by a certain amount, then you should be able to find a move that results in your position being better by about that same amount.


Another time I had an adult student who complained that he did not know how to play slowly. He felt he played too fast because that was all he could do. There was nothing more for him to think about. I told him that I should be able to help him. When slow chess is played correctly, it generally takes time to find the best move one can. If grandmasters are given more time, they use it.


For the de Groot exercise, I gave that student the usual instructions, including, “Pretend you are at the World Open – don’t do more or less analysis than you really would do in a game there.” The idea is that you don’t want to show off for the exercise. I can’t help diagnose your thought process and make you a better player if you are not using the same thought process you would use in a real game.


I assumed that, armed with this instruction, my “fast” student would, indeed, play quickly. Then I could help him figure out what else he should be thinking about and help him slow down appropriately. My student began the exercise. However, instead of rapidly making a move, he became the “Energizer Bunny” of thinking! He kept going, and going, and going. After 35 minutes it was clear that he was not even close to coming to a decision! So I interrupted him and asked,


“Are you sure taking this long is what you would really do on each move in a tournament game?” He answered,


“Of course not!”


So much for the instruction about taking the de Groot exercise just as if you were in a real game. It turned out this student did, after all, know how to take his time on a move…


For more Exercise Tales, see Chapter 14.









Chapter 2


Class F and Below





This chapter includes players rated below 1000 USCF, or roughly below 1150 Internet Chess Club (ICC) standard.


This beginning level is composed primarily of youngsters or adults who have just started playing. Their thought processes (especially youngsters’) are usually way too fast, quite superficial, and rarely systematic, and they contain little regard for safety.


For each protocol, I list the de Groot position (for example, de Groot A, de Groot B, de Groot C, etc.; see Chapter 1 for those positions); the age of the subject; the subject’s rating; and the time the subject spent to choose his move.


Comments in parentheses indicate outside actions or comments that reflect the action of the player, such as (silent) if he paused for a long time. Comments in brackets are my thoughts. My frequent use of [sic] means that the subject is making a clear mistake in analysis or visualization. In contrast, [!] indicates that the player has made a comment that is either very insightful for their level of ability or a surprising error. A frequent note is [no eval], meaning that the subject did not try to evaluate which side stood better, by how much, and why.


Protocol F-1 (de Groot A; adult; 750; 13 minutes):


1.♗h6 [no eval]. 1.♘d7 no good. 1.♘xf7. 1.♖fe1 doesn’t help. 1.♗h6 to attack rook. 1.♘xd5 he can just recapture and get his rook open. 1.♗xd5: no, that doesn’t work. 1.♘d7 attacks the rook but then 1…♘xd7 2.♗xe7 ♘xe7. The knight on e5 is safe. 1. ♕a5 does not make much sense [?]. Hmm. 1.♘d7 then 1…♘xd7 or 1…♗xd7. 1.♘xg6 fxg6 → 2.♕h3 he takes my bishop. The knight on f6 guards h7, so I have to remove that knight with 3.♗xf6 ♗xf6. Doesn’t work. 1. ♕h3 with the idea of 2. ♕h6. 1.♗xf6 ♗xf6 no good. 1.♗xf6 ♗xf6 2.♗xd5 exd5 3.♘xd5. Push clock.


Unlike many beginners, Subject F-1 did take his time, which is good. However, the density of his analysis per unit time is extremely low, indicating he was spending a lot of time just trying to figure out what might be possible. In the end, without verifying his analysis, he indicated a “principal variation” (his guess for best moves for both sides; PV) which involved trying to remove the guard. In his PV, he forgot about the bishop on c6:


de Groot A


Black to play after PV 1.♗xf6 ♗xf6 2.♗xd5 exd5 3.♘xd5?


[image: image]


White’s last move, the capture 3.♘xd5, is a visualization error since 3… ♗xd5 would win the knight.


Anyone can make this mistake in analysis. However, if you feel that you are winning material or giving checkmate, then this is a “red flag” indicating you should be extra careful. Whenever there is a “red flag” in your analysis, you should verify that analysis before committing yourself to the first move of a critical sequence. If the sequence doesn’t work, it can either cost you the game or just the opportunity to have played a much better move instead.


In addition, if the subject were trying to get in ♘d7, then he is making the common mistake of sacrificing a piece to win the exchange, and that is not good, either. We will see this “give up a piece to win the exchange” mistake quite frequently among the de Groot A protocols of weaker players.


Protocol F-2 (de Groot A; adult; 800; 4.5 minutes)


1.♗h6 [no eval] 1…♘f4 attacks the queen, so better is 1.♕h3. Would like the queen on h6. That leaves the pawn open on d4 for queen to capture so 1.♕h3 ♕xd4 not so great. How can I protect the d-pawn and make an offensive move at the same time? He could not do that [why?]. 1.♗h6 ♘f4 threatens queen then 2.♗xf4. So 1.♗h6 is decent. Still leaves pawn on d4 open – no it does not; ♕d3 stays. He has the bishop pair [sic]. So I could play 1.♘xc6 to win the bishop pair immediately and he could capture with the queen or rook. Let’s see – game is tied [finally counts material]. OK. Pick off bishop pair with 1.♘xc6. Push clock.




if you feel that you are winning material or giving checkmate, then this is a “red flag” indicating you should be extra careful. Whenever there is a “red flag” in your analysis, you should verify that analysis before committing yourself to the first move of a critical sequence. If the sequence doesn’t work, it can either cost you the game or just the opportunity to have played a much better move instead.





This protocol contains some typical “beginner” thought process errors. The subject did not notice that Black was threatening 1…♕xb2 and did not consider all capturing sequences. At least the reason for the move – to win the bishop pair – is a lot better than those of many intermediate players! Notice that the subject’s one big idea is to checkmate the black king on the dark squares. Therefore, he focuses on getting the queen and the bishop over there. Many weaker players go right for a checkmate pattern, no matter how hopeless or uncalled for by Steinitz’s Rules, which require a player to have (or be able to generate) some advantage near the opponent’s king before he can expect to successfully attack there. However, weaker players often get into bad habits of making otherwise counterproductive checkmate threats because their weak opponents sometimes allow such checkmates! At least in this case the subject properly saw that the checkmate attempt was hopeless. When the idea failed, his fallback – the bishop pair – was reasonable.


Protocol F-3 (de Groot A; age 11; 950; 2.5 minutes)


1.♗h6 [no eval] attacks the rook and then… or 1.♘xd5 exd5 2.♗xd5 ♗xd5 no good. 1.♗xf6 ♗xf6 something. 1.♖fe1 or something. 1.♘a4 to attack the queen. What other piece to move? 1.♘e4 ♘xe4 2.♕xe4 ♗xg5 not good. I think that’s it [what’s “it”?]. I think that’s it. 1.♗h6. Push clock.


It’s good that this subject considered the capture on d5. However, he rejected the capture simply because it did not win material. In other words, he treated the position as if it were a problem. This is a common error among players rated below ~1600.


The subject did not consider all of his opponent’s recaptures after 1.♘xd5. But he is correct that, if you find one reply which does not suit you (as he did, although for the wrong reason), then you don’t have to consider the others. That would be a waste of time.


As it turns out, the subject’s chosen move – 1.♗h6 – forces the rook to a better position (d8). Therefore, unless there is a strong follow-up, this kind of threat should usually be eliminated quickly as a candidate move.


Protocol F-4 (de Groot A; adult; 900; 13 minutes)


Piece Safety – protected vs. adequately protected. Checks, captures. Knight takes pawn [?]. 1.♗xf6 ♗xf6. 1.♕xg6+ takes the pawn. 1.♘xd5. 1.♘e4 toward a knight fork. I had better make a move soon [7.5 minutes]. I can take the bishop on c6 [does not mention it wins the bishop pair]. I could play 1.♗h6. If I take the knight I am subject to a pawn fork [?]. Running out of things to think. I haven’t come up with a good move. I am contemplating 1.♘e4. 1.♘e4 ♘xe4 2.♕xe4 ♘xc3 [sic] with discovered attack. I can’t find the helpful move. I will play 1.♘e4.


The subject first looks at safety – good. Of course, counting the material would help, too! Then he considers checks and captures, again good. Unfortunately, he does not consider all captures and see how good each recapture is. This subject only had a few random thoughts in the first seven minutes and was, by far, the least verbal subject (per unit of time) in the book!


Protocol F-5 (de Groot A; adult; 850; several minutes)


1.♕xg6+ no good [no eval]. Captures: 1.♗xd5, 1.♗xf6 (lots of silence). 1.♖fe1 strengthens the center or 1.♖ce1 then 2.♘g6 ♖fe8. 1.♘e4 pressures f6 – protected. If 1…♘xe4 2.♕xe4 ♘xc3 [sic!].


de Groot A


Black to play after 1.♘e4 ♘xe4 2.♕xe4


Retained image; both F-4 and F-5 wish to play 2…♘xc3 but don’t “see”


the real free piece 2…♗xg5


[image: image]


1.f4 to support the bishop and knight. 1…♘xf4 2.♖xf4 that’s not bad. So 1.f4 ♘xf4 2.♖xf4 if he… If not 1…♘xf4 then I have the break move f4-f5. I think that is my best move so far [good!]. 1.♗h6 pressures the rook so 1.f4 hit clock.


When Subject F-5 considered 2…♘xc3 right before the diagram, he was making the same retained image error made by Subject F-4. Both “see” the discovered attack on the queen and want to capture the knight on c3 which is no longer there, and neither notices the bishop hanging on g5.


Despite some confusion, great credit to Subject F-5 for mentioning that a move was his best move so far! This use of the “King of the Hill” (see Chapter 10.2) is very rare among weaker players. Yet it was not beyond World Champion Max Euwe who, when considering 1.♘xc6, mentioned, “If I don’t find anything better I can always do this.” This is the equivalent of stating that the move is the King of the Hill (see Appendix A).


Protocol F-6 (de Groot A; adult; 700; 17 minutes)


White’s knight, bishop on g5 both attack f6, the bishop is unprotected. The queen on d3 has OK diagonals. Black’s knight on d5 is attacked and defended. ♖c1 has an open file; Black’s rook also on c8; both sides castled. The pawn on g6 is advanced – there is a hole at h6, so 1.♗h6 is a candidate and 1.♗xf6. 1.♗h6 candidate; if 1…♘g4 then 2.♘xg4. 1.♗xf6 yield no advantage. There is an isolated queen’s pawn; White has three pawn islands; Black has two. White’s bishop on a2 attacks the knight on d5, defended by lesser pieces. 1.♗h6 is best so far. Let me do a sanity check on 1.♗h6. How would I follow that? 2.♘g4 ♘xg4; 2.♘xc6 – the bishop is protected – waste of time because the knight is good. The queen would be good on h6. I could play ♕h3-h6; have not looked any farther. Get pieces from White’s queenside to the kingside. 1.♘a4 attacks the queen, but then he plays 1…♗xa4. Looking at various options – anything else? 1.♘xg6 hxg6 may be OK, but 1…fxg6 is good for Black. 1.♘d7 ♗xd7 but the bishop protects the knight at d5. 1.♘d7 ♗xd7 then d5 is less protected: 2.♘xd5 exd5 3.♗xd5 is nothing. 1.♕h3 and I can’t coordinate the queen and the bishop. 1.♗h6, 1.♘a4 are candidates. The bishop at e7 is weak, so 1.♘e4. After 1.♗h6 what can happen? Can only be attacked. The rook is attacked – would move, so is viable. Am I missing some other great things? 1.♘xd5 (or 1.♗xd5) guarded three times – forget it – trying to take on c8. What is he threatening? d4 is attacked by the queen. [15 minutes] f2 is safe, back rank. 1…♗b5 attacks the queen and the rook; not good. 2.♗c4 ♖xc4 but 2.♘xb5 so 1.♗h6. Sanity check: seeing if …♘d5 can do something dangerous. Can move queen. 1…♘f4 2.♗xf4. So 1.♗h6. Push clock.


This protocol shows that not all beginning-level players move extremely fast. Subject F-6 waited until 15 of his eventual 17 minutes had elapsed before considering the opponent’s threats. Note the common error of assuming that just because d5 is guarded more times than it is attacked, capturing there is not good. Many weak players make the common mistake of treating each chess position like a “play and win” problem. They look for wins through forcing moves and, if the win is not there, reject the forcing move. But in a real game there may be no winning move and the best move can easily be a forcing move, such as a capture, which does not win material. So to reject a capture just because it does not win material can be a big mistake.


Protocol F-7 (de Groot A; adult; 950; 20 minutes)


♘g5[bishop] – Bishop[knight] on f6 backed by bishop at e7 protected by ♘d5. What is the lay of the land? 1.♘a4 threatens the queen. Is that good? If 1.♘a4 what would the queen do? [1…♗xa4]. 1…♕c7, 1…♕a6 – would not go to c5 – free queen. 1…♕b5 is possible. Oh, OK, 1.♘a4 ♕b5 is protected by the bishop. White’s queen is protected by the knight at e5. Then 2.♕xb5 ♗xb5 and the rooks look at each other; pulling pieces might expose something. Other options? Don’t like 1.♗xf6; don’t like taking knights for bishops. 1.♗xf6 ♗xf6 now – do I have something going on here? ♘d7 is possible. Wait a minute. There is a bishop on a2; If I took…want ♘d5. If I take 1.♗xd5 and if 1…♗xd5 2.♗xf6 ♗xf6 3.♘d7 attacking the queen on b6 and the rook on f8.


de Groot A


Black to play after 1.♗xd5 ♗xd5? 2.♗xf6 ♗xf6 3.♘d7


The removal of the guard of d7 and then the fork:


a major attraction for tactics seekers


[image: image]


That’s if he took – he would have to not see this. He can also take back with the pawn on e6 [good!]: 1.♗xd5 exd5 – he can see this. The knight on e5 can go to c4. 1.♘c4 hits the queen. Then 1…♕b5 pins the knight to the queen. Then the queen on d3 is not protected. So the knight is stuck on c4 but the queen is unprotected [sic ♘xb5]. Well, let’s see… There is something. The rook on f1 is not developed. All pieces are not developed. The queen on d3 is halfway protected – it can’t be moved out of the way. If Black were to drop… No; move the knight on f6 somewhere but that exposes the bishop on e7. The rook on f1 is undeveloped. The e-file is partially open. So 1.♖fe1. OK, now what else can I do? The bishop on a2 is in a hole, protected by the knight on c3. Things are not solidly protected. 1…♘xc3 then the bishop on a2 is loose. What to do. Like 1.♘c3-a4 then freebie! 1…♗xa4 [finally!]. Didn’t see that at first. Feel like leading candidate is 1.♖fe1 – oh, yes – there is – Slick Willie – a pawn at b2 hanging out [finally!]. 1.♖fe1 ♕xb2 OK. So what do we do now? 1.♕c2 or 1.♕d2 or 1.♕e2 or 1.b4 – gotta protect the pawn. Lock knight onto ♕d3 – have to get into a defensive thing. Need to protect the pawn – queen move or 1.b4. Anybody else in trouble? Interesting. Just noticed 1.♘xc6 – lines me up 1.♘xc6 ♕xc6 or 1…♖xc6 – need to protect the pawn. Don’t see alternatives to giving that pawn up. Gotta protect the pawn. Also 1.♖b1 or 1.♖c2. 1.♖c2 allows me to double rooks on the c-file. I need to be careful – then 1…♗a4 but 2.♘a4. 1.♖c2 protected by the queen. 1…♗a4 then I can exchange: 1.♖c2 ♗a4 2.♘xa4 ♖xc2 3.♕xc2 then ♖f8 is not guarded. He would not want to do that. 1.♖c2: pressure on the c-file – protects b2. No immediate threat. Looking at his knight on d5. 1.♖c2 not threatened by the bishop on c6 or the knight on d5. It helps develop the rook on f1. The knight on f6 is still pinned. OK. 1.♖c2. Push clock.




Many weak players make the common mistake of treating each chess position like a “play and win” problem. They look for wins through forcing moves and, if the win is not there, reject the forcing move. But in a real game there may be no winning move and the best move can easily be a forcing move, such as a capture, which does not win material. So to reject a capture just because it does not win material can be a big mistake.





A very interesting protocol! For a player rated under 1000, he not only took his time, but saw the attraction of the fork at d7. What was interesting at that point was his comment, “That’s if he took – he would have to not see this.” I don’t think he meant, “if he took” so much as, “if he took with the bishop on the first move.” That’s the part that is not forced. Black has two other ways to recapture. He then properly notes that 1.♗xd5 exd5 is possible and drops the analysis. When I was rated 1900, I made that same evaluation mistake, too! But World Champion Euwe (see Appendix A) evaluates much better and sees that 1…exd5 is bad for Black. We could hardly expect that of this subject. So he was doing very well to get that far, much better than some much more highly rated subjects in this book. After twenty minutes he finally plays Hope Chess (see the Glossary) and moves 1.♖c2 without looking to see if any check, capture, or threat can beat it. In fact 1.♖c2 is a bad move because after the only capturing reply, 1…♘xc3, White would have to spot 2.♘xc6! to avoid disaster. To not see this when playing 1.♖c2 is not only Hope Chess, but just lucky, since not anticipating such replies is often enough to lose on the spot.


Protocol F-8 (de Groot A; age 13; USCF 800/ICC 1260; 1.5 minutes)


There is a knight on e5. The bishop pins the knight on f6 [no eval]. Umm. 1.♕xg6+ No. Can’t fork ♘e5-d7. 1.♘xd5 no. 1.♗xf6. Push clock.


This seems to be choosing a move by random process of elimination. The player finds a couple of moves he does not like and figures he will play the first one he sees which does not seem to lose. I would be curious to know why he thought 1.♘xd5 was a “no” – perhaps because it did not win material? If so, that would be the same error we have already seen several times: rejecting a capture just because it doesn’t win material.


Protocol F-9 (de Groot A; age 9; USCF 600+; 4 minutes)


Interesting. Let’s see. 1.♘xd5 ♗xd5. Both pieces can capture. 1.♘xd5 hmm. 1.♘xd5 ♕xb2 never mind. There I can take. 1.♘xd5 ♕xd4 [1…♕xb2?] 2.♘xe7+ is good for me. If 1.♗xd5 exd5.


de Groot A


White to play after 1.♗xd5 exd5


Good guess! Subject just assumes the move, correct in this case


[image: image]


1.♖c2 and then ♖1c1 to pressure c8. 1.♗h6 attacks the rook on f8. Then there is, after I get rid of the bishop, ♘d7. I have to get rid of the knight on f6, so 1.♗xd5. Push clock.


Talk about making the right move for the wrong reasons! But this player was trying to be analytical and, although his analysis was all over the place, showed great promise for someone young and so low-rated. In fact, two years later, his USCF rating was up to 1019. Most youngsters show great rating gains as their deductive logic capabilities improve around the age of puberty. Notice how he came to his conclusion: he scanned the board for various ideas and then, without really analyzing the move actually played, just played it. That’s better than playing the first move you see, but still a good recipe for disaster. It’s always a good idea to check to see if the move you are going to play is at least safe. In this case (a capture of a piece) it’s likely safe because Black is forced to recapture to maintain material equality.


Protocol F-10 (de Groot A; age 14; USCF 900+; 2 minutes)


Moving 1.♕f3 but the knight on f6 is well protected. His queen is attacking the pawn on d4 if I move the queen. Maybe 1.♘e4 to put pressure on the knight. Then ♕f3 would help. If he plays 1…♘xe4 2.♕xe4 – not better – if the knight on d5 moves he has a discovery with the bishop on c6. Let’s see… I should be doing something with the knight on f6. 1.♘e4 ♘xe4 2.♕xe4 – would that get me anywhere? The rook is attacking the bishop on c6. Yeah I think I will go 1.♘e4. Push clock. [PV=1.♘e4 ♘xe4 ♕xe4].


Subject F-10 omits evaluating the position and does not look for opponent threats such as 1…♕xb2. Then, he did not start his examination of his candidate moves with checks, then captures, then threats. I guess he felt that 1.♘e4 was a threat but the forcing moves 1.♘xd5, 1.♗xd5, 1.♘xc6 were not even considered – quite the opposite of what Dr. Euwe selected to consider first (see Appendix A). Another curious aspect of this protocol was that Subject F-10 saw that after 2.♕xe4 the queen could be subjected to a discovered attack after the d5-knight moves – and still chose the move despite clear and present danger (see the diagram and discussion earlier with protocol F-5). Of course, besides a discovery, Black can just play 2…♗xg5, which was not mentioned.


Protocol F-11 (de Groot Zyme; age 14; unrated; 4 minutes)


The queen is on e4, the bishop on d6. Threats, checks, and attacks. The bishop is not under attack. The pawn on f2 is under attack. I can’t play 1.♕e7: 1.♕e7+ ♕xe7. I can play 1.♕xa8 to win a piece. An alternative is 1.♖xa7, not good. I could play 1.h3 to attack the knight. What can my queen do? Black’s queen can take on f2, guarded by the knight on g4 – I have to deal with that. 1.f3 prevents that. That’s probably what I would do. 1.f3. Push clock.


Subject F-11 spots some of the threats like 1.♕xa8 and 1…♕xf2+, but not other critical ones like 1…♘xf2, 1…♕xc3+, and 1…♕xd6. Interestingly, he does not address the question of whether it is worth it to give up the check and the pawn to win the rook in the line 1.♕xa8 ♕xf2+, which would be very relevant and critical if that were Black’s only threat. Unfortunately, he chooses 1.f3 to stop the only threat he found by Black, without attempting to find all of Black’s checks in reply, one of which gives mate in two:


de Groot Zyme


1.f3 allows 1…♕xc3+ 2.♔d1 ♘f2#


[image: image]


Summary of Class F and Below


Characteristics of the thought process at this level:




	Although in general weaker players play faster, this chapter contains examples of some very slow players. Nevertheless, as will be seen throughout the remaining chapters, higher-rated players usually play slower. Besides rating, there is also a correlation between time taken and overall personality. Players who are very patient in other endeavors usually play slowly and carefully. At the other end of the spectrum, players who are “in for the ride” often just play something quickly and see what happens. Although the net result occasionally comes out the same – or at least results in a similar rating – being careful is a very good trait in chess. Mercifully, some of the younger “fast” players end up slowing down as they become more mature in their understanding of, and approach to, playing chess.


	One thing that sticks out about the protocols in this chapter is their lack of focus and systematic consideration of alternatives for either player. The players, understandably, don’t know how to find candidate moves or to analyze correctly. So their approach is very scattershot, even among the slower players. Rarely does a player stop and ask himself a basic question such as, “What are all my opponent’s checks, captures, and threats?” or, “If I make this capture, what are all the ways my opponent can recapture and how good is each of them?” Instead, after a capture they just assume a recapture (or a reply) almost randomly and try to derive conclusions from that, even though that is illogical. In defense of weak players, they just don’t have the tactical vision to see what is threatened and therefore what is forced, so their move choices are much more random and less critical to what actually is going on. The solutions are not only developing better thinking processes, but also solving basic tactics problems to better identify safety issues and playing lots of slow chess to improve board vision and visualization.


	Players at this level should think primarily about safety and much less about strategy but, in practice, it often is the other way around. They make moves without really trying to see the consequences and sometimes they don’t even care. This leaning toward strategy over safety is true of players in many lower classes, not just the lowest class. If a move is not safe, then it does not matter if the move is positionally or strategically desirable. An unsafe move almost always has to be rejected as not tactically justifiable. The trait of choosing unsafe moves often comes from reading too many advanced chess books, where subtle differences are stressed but not the foundations of basic safety.





Improvements to the thought process that would help in getting to the next level:




	Start the thinking process by examining the opponent’s threats arising from the last move, asking “What are all the things my opponent is trying to do?” In a de Groot exercise, one does not know the previous move. But outstanding threats by the opponent still have to be identified. If only one threat is missed, that could easily be enough to lose the game.


	Consider as candidate moves all checks, captures, and threats.


	Play more slowly in slower time-control games, especially for critical moves.


	Do repetitive study of basic tactical patterns to recognize safe and critical moves. Treat these patterns like the “multiplication tables” of chess – the basis for your sense of chess safety.


	Don’t just consider one possible reply by the opponent, but stop to ask, “What are all the dangerous things my opponent could do if I did this, and can I meet them?”


	Try to evaluate resulting positions and learn to pick out the best move (assuming best replies by the opponent), rather than just finding a sequence which looks promising and playing it to see what happens.


	Practice visualizing pieces while looking ahead during slow moves. While this is a skill at which some players are naturally better than others, with practice everyone can improve in this area.






There will be a fair amount of overlap between the needs of one level and the needs of the next, but over several classes those needs will change, sometimes dramatically.
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