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			This book is dedicated to all of my students, 
who have taught me so much and given much joy.
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			INTRODUCTION

			Chess has a storied history and can be viewed in many ways. Some see it as a mental sport, others as a “tormental” game. All over the kaleidoscope of culture, from the thought experiments of Albert Einstein to the number-crunching calculus of Deep Blue, from the verbal truths of Shakespeare to the cinematic epiphanies of Ingmar Bergman, chess has left its indelible imprint on the intellectual landscape. Yet its abstruse reputation belies the truth. It’s a game anyone can learn quickly and enjoy right away. Even so, it helps to get off to a soaring start, and that’s where Strategic Moves by Carol Ann Caronia comes in.

			For many years I’ve had the opportunity to work with this exceptional chess teacher. In various programs, teaching preschoolers to fifth graders, “Ms. Carol,” as she is affectionately known, consistently shows how to galvanize young minds so they can achieve their full potential in chess—and in life. She’s often the first to spot innate talent. It was Carol Ann who discovered and brought into the fold Fabiano Caruana, now the highest-ranked American chess player ever. I remember when she first pointed out Fabiano to me, when he was a mere five years old, and told me he was the real deal. She clearly knew what she was talking about.

			But whether a student is gifted or not, I’ve always marveled at Carol Ann’s genius for teaching and instruction. We often speak, and debate, about how to reach children, particularly in this current moment. Three years of COVID-19 have disrupted in-school learning, and test scores among younger students have dropped dramatically. So how do we inspire and encourage successful, long-term learning for children at home and at school? It is an art gifted to very few people, and as parents and teachers, we can spend our lives trying to figure it out. Carol Ann is an educator who possesses this rare quality. It’s the reason she has become a long-standing figure, an institution at her places of teaching.

			Carol Ann easily gets through to kids, regardless of who they are or where they came from. She has a real knack for motivating young girls to be assertive, while appreciating their own talents and strengths. It’s astonishing how often a shy and withdrawn girl sheds protective skin to become proactive at the chessboard, and in practically everything else, under Ms. Carol’s confidence-building tutelage. Long before the Netflix series The Queen’s Gambit, Ms. Carol encouraged more than a few Beth Harmons to achieve their full potential.

			I’ve always thought Ms. Carol’s enlightened approach should be out there for everyone’s edification, which brings us back to this one-of-a-kind book. In these chapters, she displays her virtuoso techniques, solving problem after problem, simultaneously imparting life lesson after life lesson. Sundry books show how to play chess, but rarely do we witness a veteran educator help students surmount stumbling blocks to learning in such smoothly concrete ways. Herein, Carol Ann Caronia distills a lifetime of on-the-job success into purified essence. Her personal enthusiasm and pragmatic toolbox almost always turn the conceptual into the tangible, and her cornucopia of didactic tricks seems inexhaustible.

			Who can benefit from this remarkable book? Teachers, of course, and certainly parents, who are looking for ways to encourage successful, long-term learning in their children. But really, anyone wanting to sharpen problem-solving skills or to relearn the world’s most universal game through new eyes, as well as the legion of binge-watchers stirred by the success of Netflix’s The Queen’s Gambit series. Almost everyone can derive rewards from this admirable offering. For one and all, Strategic Moves is simply a great read.

			I’ve been teaching for many years, and though I’ve seen Carol Ann’s methods put to effect in actual classrooms, reading through this book has given me greater awareness of how her sensitivity and inspired thinking enriches the lives of her students. Not only did I thoroughly enjoy perusing it, I plan to turn to it often as a reminder that, despite obstacles in the way of learning, there’s always a path past them, especially when guided by the wisdom of a master teacher. My advice? Move ahead to the next page, discovering and digging into Carol Ann’s strategic treasure trove of wisdom and insight.

			 

			Bruce Pandolfini

			USCF National Master, Author, and Legendary Chess Teacher

		

	
		
			PREFACE

			I am not a chess player. Let me be clear about that from the beginning. Not only am I not a grandmaster, I don’t compete in tournaments and I never have. Despite all of that, I have had a long and successful career as an afterschool chess teacher. I’ve taught literally thousands of children in Brooklyn and Manhattan, most of them in Park Slope, where I have lived these many years. The vast majority of the students I’ve taught have been neighborhood kids. Many live across the street, or on my block, or around the corner. Through the years, I’ve watched the kids I once taught grow older, and eventually I’ll see their younger brothers and sisters come to class after them. In one case, four children from one family attended my class over a span of ten years, the eldest leading the way. Chess, at least in my world, is a family affair, a neighborhood institution, and an international phenomenon, all wrapped into one.

			Some of the kids I teach pass through my class for a semester and are gone. Some leave after one term and go to another class, then return again. Many kids stay with me or in the program I run with Bruce Pandolfini at The Berkeley Carroll School, all the way from pre-pre-K until fourth or fifth grade. A few kids return to help me teach the younger kids, or stay through high school as assistants. Ms. A—my former student, now colleague—has been with me from kindergarten through college and beyond. Like Ms. A, several others have become true friends. No matter which path they choose, I hope I’ve made a difference in each and every one of my students’ lives for the better.

			I am a teacher. It’s not what I started out as, but as it turns out, teaching is what I am good at doing. It hasn’t gotten me rich, or even made me a decent living, just an adequate one. There have never been sick days, or vacation days, or health insurance, or a pension plan. If I don’t show up for work, I don’t get paid, so I go to teach even if I feel crummy. “Afterschool,” as you’ll come to understand it, is market driven. If I don’t do a good job, the kids don’t choose my class. If the class isn’t filled, the class isn’t offered. I have to earn the trust and respect of each student, one satisfied parent, one more year of the class at a time. This is just one life lesson reflected in my teachings, and it’s an important one.

			Above and beyond that, however, my career as a chess teacher working with young children has been the most rewarding thing I have ever done, and had I the opportunity to do it over, I would choose the same path.

			While I can’t take full credit for the future success of my students, I like to think that I had a significant role in shaping their way of thinking, introducing them to a method of taking on real challenges to accept defeat, and how to be gracefully triumphant. At least three of my former students—Sean, Robert, and Fabiano—have done well in national and international chess competitions. All three began in my kindergarten class at Congregation Beth Elohim and attended my afterschool classes through grade school. Sean, a student of the PS 230 gifted program who attended my classes there, won the sixth grade national championship and is now a journalist. Robert, also a student at PS 230 who attended my classes there as well, won the sixth grade national team championship and is now a doctor. He actually returned to PS 230 while he was in high school to assist me in teaching my classes there. (Fun fact about Robert: when he was pre-med at Boston College, he delighted in popping over to Harvard and destroying their chess team. Go Robert!)

			Fabiano, on the other hand, has been competing on the international stage since he and his family relocated to Italy after fifth grade. In 2018, Fabiano challenged World Chess Champion Magnus Carlsen for the world title. He’s the only person in history to hold the sitting world champ to a hard-fought, all-draw match. He then went on to become the 2020/2023 US Chess Champion. In the chess world, Fabiano is famous.

			I also have past students who have earned PhDs, MDs, MBAs. I still remain in touch with many of them to this day and follow their successes as if these kids were my own, not an uncommon practice when you’ve been a teacher as long as I have. One memorable former student, Adam, earned his doctorate in physics at the world-famous CERN—the European Laboratory for Particle Physics. Another particular standout, Julian, is now an international financier.

			These are great accomplishments. For me, though, what’s important is giving structure to my students’ minds, teaching them logic, critical thinking, problem-solving. Those skills facilitate success, academic and otherwise.

			Strategic Moves does not teach chess. There is nearly an uncountable number of books doing that. Instead, this book brings techniques to parents and others for instructing children to think in a structured, problem-solving manner, using chess as a model. For this reason, however, you, the reader, should be thoroughly versed in all chess rules and moves. If you need a refresher, look to the internet or to any of the various instructional books on chess. One of the great beauties of chess is that the rules never change. What does change is the way we think about chess itself.

			In my chess classes, of course, I do teach the moves and the rules. I also teach students the proper way to win, and to lose. (I am of the firm opinion that good winners make for good losers, but more on that later.) what I am most earnest about though, is thinking, and Strategic Moves demonstrates how to educate students to gather information, assess that data, and come to good conclusions. These are skills all students must have to succeed not only in school, but in life. I want children to learn how to compete without bad feelings, and how to channel the aggressive urges of competition (about 95 percent of my students are aggressive little boys) into compassion for their opponents without losing a competitive edge. With my methods in place, you will be able to teach children how to compete hard without fear of offending a friendly opponent.
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			Strategic Moves is being released at a critical time. In the past few years, the opportunities for non-traditional education and instruction have opened up and expanded like never before. If you are a parent, you are probably more involved in educating your children than you imagined was possible, with in-class teaching having been limited for more than a year, and homeschooling, micro schools, online teaching, and myriad combinations of these becoming more prominent.

			Additionally, as we move away from standardized testing, there is a clearer emphasis on how we teach children, and how they can be successful. This emphasis is not going away any time soon. For generations, parents have accepted the set curricula of their children’s schools without giving much input. But as test scores fall, educators and experts are encouraging parents and teachers to to be more involved in their kids’ education. They should learn together, and focus on providing high-quality support so that their children gain the skills they need for a bright future. Afterschool and enrichment classes are one way to develop these essential skills. Books like Strategic Moves are another.

			I intend to take you through processes, one by one—from the simplest lessons of how to measure a child’s performance, to more advanced ones, such as how to teach them cause and effect (as presented in the chapter subtitled “Actions Have Consequences”)—all through the wonderful, challenging, fascinating lens of chess. Once students have these invaluable skills, they will be able to master any subject, empowered with the proper tools to make good decisions and to understand how information from one lesson can be applied in other areas.

			You probably remember the old saying: “As the twig is bent, so the tree will grow.” Through years of teaching, I have found this to be true. Drawing on my experiences, I hope I can provide insights to teachers and mentors of all stripes, helping them empower children to think for themselves, to apply logic, to make good decisions, and—above all—to learn how to learn.
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			Despite my years of success as an afterschool teacher, it might surprise you to learn that just as I am not a chess player, I am also not a certified teacher. I have no degree in education; in fact, I took not one education course in college. I attended St. John’s University, with a major in English—the course of choice for those who have no clear idea what they are going to do upon graduation.

			I invented my method of study in high school, and I made it more intense in college: ask questions, then understand and digest what the instructor was trying to convey. I asked so many questions the professor’s irritation was sometimes palpable. Needless to say, when it came to my years in school, I had great fun.

			One of the most memorable courses at St. John’s was Logic. I remember it vividly because the professor was a terrible teacher. I can still see him, young and scraggly, standing at the blackboard (yes, this was before the age of Chromebooks, projectors, and even whiteboards), talking in circles and writing incomprehensibly and barely looking at the students in the class. Just about everybody in the class did miserably. Asking him questions was an exercise in frustration, as it was never clear if he had, indeed, answered.

			I managed to pull off a B or B+ (probably marked on a curve), just because I was much more determined than most of my other classmates to learn what the heck he was trying to convey. The main lesson I took away was this syllogism:

			If all As are Bs, and all Bs are Cs, then all As are Cs.

			There was also one which stated that all As, some As, and no As are—or are not, or may possibly be—Bs and/or Cs (that is, some As are Bs, which implies that some As are not Bs). It was perhaps far more complicated than what I have presented here, but I digress. What I do know is that even this half-remembered construct has helped me think more clearly than I might have, had I not taken the course—terrible professor be damned.

			Chess, of course, is logic, in its purest, most practical form. Chess-playing computers demonstrate this as they run through impossibly high numbers of possibilities at warp speed: if this, then that. To play chess well, to win more than you lose, you must be able to assess potential moves and move logically to achieve your end—that is, checkmate.

			But like most college students, I got my most important lessons outside of the classroom. We had frequent dance parties in Brooklyn’s Canarsie section, where I grew up, both in the basements of my friend’s homes and in the school gymnasiums. When Tempo City (a former bowling alley turned discotheque) opened a few blocks from my house, the action shifted there. I met a new group of people, including the house band named The Elements. I’d call these guys a garage band, except that their apartments in the projects had no garages. Hanging around with the mostly Jewish musicians from East New York opened a whole new world for me. We danced to the music they played and it was a more intimate
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