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      What Chess Coaches Don’t Tell You by John and Victoria Doknjas, offers a totally new perspective on improvement in chess. This book teaches chess players how to work harder and smarter in order to achieve their goals, using every tool at their disposal. Most chess books teach openings, endgames, tactics, but very few books teach players how to work on chess by themselves. This is what makes this work so unique and innovative.
    


    Over the years, many chess players have come to me for advice on how to improve, and I never know what to tell them. From now on, I will recommend that they read this book! I have been using most of the advice recommended in this book, both for myself and my students, and the results have been wonderful. I can clearly feel that my work ethic has improved, thanks to this book. Having worked with Victoria and John, I can safely say that their method works extremely well, for players of any level. Spending time with these two authors has taught me the importance of analyzing my own games, as well as playing training games, and I believe that this advice applies to any chess player looking to improve.


    Also, children and parents who enter the chess world are often disoriented because there is so much information available. This book, however, offers valuable and detailed advice to parents on how to guide their children towards their goals. Victoria, who has 3 master-level sons, is the best person to answer any questions related to parenting in chess!


    Overall, this book guides chess players in their improvement, regardless of their level. From beginner to grandmaster, every player can benefit from a steady, structured and detailed workplan.

    

    International Master Shawn Rodrigue-Lemieux
 2022 World U18 Champion

    

    What Chess Coaches Don’t Tell You is a must-read for those who are either just starting out in chess or those who feel stuck and have not made any progress lately. I recommend this book because it can help you avoid making unnecessary mistakes and enlighten you about the things you should know.


    Indeed, it is an insightful book that contains crucial information for ambitious chess players and their parents who wish to get the most out of their time and efforts. It offers advice and techniques that enable players to set their goals clearly and work efficiently toward achieving them. Many kids start out in chess and show immense potential. However, oftentimes, talent is not enough; thus, the players have to study chess with either a coach or by themselves, which can be difficult, frustrating and confusing. Fortunately, this book teaches its audience the most effective methods to do so by narrowing down the steps to success, which include how to maximize the benefits of analyzing one’s games as well as how to create a solid and pertinent opening repertoire.

    

    Woman Grandmaster Maïli-Jade Ouellet
 2019 Woman Continental Champion

    

    In their masterpiece, What Chess Coaches Don’t Tell You, the dynamic duo of Victoria Doknjas, MBA and Juniors to Masters Chess Academy Co-founder, and her son John Doknjas, FIDE Master and established chess author, have unlocked the mysteries of the puzzling and confusing world of chess coaching. Victoria’s business savvy, organized way of thinking, and crystal-clear explanations combine nicely with John’s technical and coaching expertise to provide the reader with a valuable road map, which is often neglected or completely ignored in other chess literature. This book is a must-read for all aspiring chess players and their parents who wish to learn the best practices and methodologies for developing an effective chess coaching plan. Coaches and chess trainers will also find it quite useful to fine-tune their teaching methods and gain insight into the best ways to help their students achieve their chess goals.


    Taken from years of experience coaching junior players, the Doknjas’ have compiled and presented their best teaching tips and advice for players of all levels and ages to achieve success on their chess journey. As I explored the different chapters, I was pleasantly surprised to find that there were several teaching tools and techniques that I, an experienced National Master and chess coach with 15 years of teaching experience, was missing out on! I found the FAQ chapter for Parents or Those New to Competitive Chess to be especially helpful, and I will no doubt recommend this book to many chess families seeking how best to navigate the complex world of chess training and competition.

    

    National Master Josh Sinanan

    President, Washington Chess Federation

    

    The book is a comprehensive manifesto for chess players and parents of players. The authors stress the importance of developing an individualized plan for chess improvement, focusing on strengths and weaknesses, and setting specific goals. The book provides recommendations on how to form a solid foundation of chess knowledge and how to be more self-sufficient in one’s own chess studies. It aims to empower chess players and parents to take control of their own learning journey and achieve their goals, emphasizing that there is no “magic” formula for instant improvement, but rather a practical approach utilizing available resources.


    


    
      If you are a chess coach, a chess parent or a chess player this book will help speed you, your student or their parents along the journey to chess mastery. Highly recommended as a work of love created by two people who know what they are talking about.

      

      National Master Vladimir Drkulec
 President, Chess Federation of Canada
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Foreword
 
 When the authors of this book asked me to write a few words about it, I happily accepted, for a number of reasons. First and foremost, because I was intrigued by the topic of the book - I considered it thought-provoking and quite novel among so many opening and tactics books. Second, because our joint ventures with both Victoria Doknjas and FM John Doknjas, together with FM John’s previous works as an author were a guarantee that I will see something extraordinary; and last, but not least, my GM and FIDE Trainer “ego” was also challenged in a positive way - will this book teach me new methods?
    


    Reading through the chapters, I wasn’t disappointed at all: I enjoyed seeing advice for both parents and players, introducing the element of goals and motivation into the sometimes dull process of training; I have learned a few new tricks on how to use free resources to build an opening database, and I was impressed by the emphasis the authors put on maybe the most important chapter of chess training, the game analysis. Still, while I was progressing through all chapters, my feeling was “OK, but I know and apply most of these as a trainer, why do the authors think I am not telling this to my students?”


    


    
      And then it hit me - I might know most of this NOW, but it would have been a great assistance to have someone tell me all of this as a player, or when I started my coaching career. Maybe also my parents would have appreciated this when my career as a player was only at the beginning. Thus, What Chess Coaches Don’t Tell You is (apart from being an excellent read) extremely useful for players, their coaches and parents alike - the book asks the readers a large number of important questions and provides an even bigger number of answers to frequently asked or even to unasked questions. It also has a downside though: after reading this book, one can never again use the excuse “oh, I didn’t know about this - our coach never told us!”

      

      Grandmaster Gergely Szabo,

      FIDE Trainer


      
        


        

      

    

  


  
    


    
      
        

      
Introduction
 
 Are you an adult or junior chess player who has taken private chess lessons for years, but feel that you haven’t been progressing? Or are you a parent of a junior chess player who feels that because you don’t know how to play chess, you therefore can’t help your child? In both cases, there is a lot of reliance on the chess coach who has been given a free-hand as to the private lesson content and direction.
    


    So often is the case that we meet with parents of junior chess players and they would lament about their previous private coach experience, saying “since I don’t know chess, I assumed that our chess coach was doing the best for my child”. Or the adult chess player would say “I assumed that my chess coach had an overall plan for my chess learning”. Our response is “First tell us, what are your chess goals - both short term and long term?” In the parent and child case, it is also important that their chess goals are in alignment - oftentimes parents assume their child wants to become a Chess Master, but only after actually sitting down and seriously discussing with their child what his/her chess goals are, do they find out that their child doesn’t want to be a Chess Master, nor put in the required hard work, and instead wants, for example, to win the school championship. If goals are not verbalized, how can an effective plan be created to achieve those goals? If your chess coach has never asked you what your chess goals are, how can your chess coach properly develop a plan specifically for you to attain your goals - or maybe there is no grand plan at all?


    Likely your chess coach has some sort of rough plan, but also likely, if you have never been asked or been made to seriously consider what your actual chess goals are, the plan is a generic one. Effective chess training is not a “one size fits all” situation. Developing a well thought out individualized plan, which focusses on the specific chess player’s unique weaknesses and strengths, is the first step towards making improvements, strengthening play, and attaining more in-depth chess knowledge, all of which helps us down that path towards reaching our chess goals.


    This book covers the essential elements needed to form a solid chess knowledge foundation. By learning and incorporating these essential elements, this will further help chess players get the most out of their learning with their chess coach. Our book also provides recommendations on how players can learn to be more self-sufficient in their own chess studies without a coach. Parents of junior chess players can also benefit from this book as the knowledge it provides will empower them to help steer the private chess lessons and learning process to be more efficient and effective.


    Make no mistake in that there is no “magic” in this book that will instantly transport chess players to the next chess level - however, it does contain something better: it provides solid suggestions to help improve your chess knowledge. Too often chess players, or their parents, pay for countless hours of private chess lessons hoping that there is some “magic chess master sprinkle dust” that will be dispensed which will effortlessly and instantly, or at least eventually, transform them into a stronger chess player. Even if the chess players are willing to work hard, they often lack the knowledge of the best direction that will help them reach their chess goals. Look at the Energizer Bunny who is constantly working and working and working, but if he’s not pointed in the right direction, he could waste an enormous amount of time just going around and around and around in circles, all the while not making much progress towards his desired destination.


    One of our goals for writing this chess book is to help chess players understand some of the core elements that many chess coaches don’t automatically tell you, but will give you more control over the direction and success of your chess studies, and in doing so, will help in identifying and attaining your chess goals. Note that if your goal is to become a grandmaster instantaneously after reading this book, then this is not the book for you. However, if your goal is to get a better understanding of how to establish what your chess goals are and from that derive a plan to attain those chess goals, all the while in supporting your chess learning journey with a practical approach that would include how best to utilize your available resources like chess software and websites, chess books, your chess coach, chess friends and colleagues, and other potential training partners, then we are pleased to be part of your chess learning journey.

    
 Setting up a Solid Chess Foundation, With or Without a Chess Coach
 We begin our book by tackling the key activities that chess players need to know in order to build a solid foundation for their chess training regime. All of which can be done whether you are self-training or have a chess coach.

    

    Working Hard with a Set Purpose
 What does working hard mean exactly?

    

    Defining Chess Goals and Developing a Plan to Achieve Them
 The first step is to define your chess goals and develop a plan to achieve them. Once your chess goals have been established and your plan developed, we discuss the important elements that make up a proper training regime; and that is where you are to direct your hard work on a regular and consistent basis.

    

    Analyzing Your Games
 By properly and consistently analyzing your games, you can discover your areas of strength and weakness, and most importantly, it can provide direction on where to focus your chess studies.

    Creating an Opening Database
 It’s important to know your opening lines, so building an opening repertoire and regularly studying and improving your openings can help you to start all your games off well.

    

    Will to Win: Essential Endgames
 Those eager chess players who are willing to fight tooth and nail to the very end often are rewarded with favourable results. Studying certain elementary endgames can come in handy if you’re playing a game that simplifies into one of them (or an endgame that shares similarities with what you’ve studied).

    

    Tactics and Chess Studies
 Regularly solving tactics problems and chess studies are highly beneficial to developing good tactical pattern recognition that you can then employ in your games.

    

    Slowing Down
 Good chess play requires slowing down, in order to do things such as deliberating between candidate moves, figuring out why the opponent moved there, devising how to improve badly placed pieces, and much more.

    

    Training Games
 Training games from a set position that enter into specific chess topics are helpful, as are training games with stronger opponents, which can help build confidence when playing higher rated opponents at tournaments.

    

    Tension: To Exchange or Not To Exchange
 Mature chess play often evolves from patiently building up your position, as well as maintaining the pressure and complexity of the position. Studying such positions and working on exercises can help you develop these skills.

    

    FAQ for Chess Parents or Those New to Competitive Chess
 The competitive tournament chess world can at times seem complex and confusing for those who are new to it, as well as for those who have been playing in it for several years. This section is made up of questions that we have been asked over the years by chess players and chess parents alike.

    

    So, let’s get started with this familiar story about a turtle and a bunny.

    

    Tortoise or Hare
 We are all familiar with Aesop’s Fable, “The Tortoise and the Hare”, where an overconfident hare accepts the challenge to race the slow, but steady tortoise. Halfway through the race, the hare decides to play in the meadow since he has such a huge lead, and even takes a little nap. The dedicated and hard-working tortoise continues the race, never wavering from his goal, which results in his arrival across the finish line, soundly beating the hare.


    There are many different types of chess players. Some are “naturally” talented and like the hare, they start off very strong and shoot out of the racetrack with a tremendous lead over the rest of their competitors, winning trophies and competitions for the first few years. Overtime, these naturally talented players start to lose their initial advantage as some of the competition, like the tortoise, are dedicated and hard working, and have taken the painstaking time to study, practice, and then study and practice even more; and they learn to persevere and overcome obstacles in their chess lives in order to attain their goals.


    Are you a “hare”? If so, be thankful for the talent that you are blessed with, and then consciously make the effort to add to your natural talents. That is, make the decision to work hard by being willing to learn, to train with dedication, to be open to instruction, and to practice, practice, practice.


    Are you a “tortoise”? If so, accept that you will need to try and try again in order to achieve. If you stick with it, you will develop a strong work ethic that will serve you well on into your chess career. Be thankful that you are blessed with the knowledge that you will need to work hard, and then make the conscious decision to do so. Learn from your mistakes, be open to being taught new things, and practice, practice, practice.


    


    
      Whether you started the race as a tortoise or a hare, you alone must make the decision on how best to go forward on your own path. Choosing wisely, and responsibly, will allow you in time to attain your goals both in chess, and more importantly, in life.
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Chapter One
 Working Hard with a Set Purpose
 
 You can have the best chess coach in the world, a library stocked full of insightful chess books, the latest chess software and online chess tools and resources, and a variety of strong training partners all at your disposal; but if not for one thing, it would all be for naught. That one thing is being willing to work, and more to the point, to work hard with a set purpose.
    


    Likely you have heard that you must work hard in order to improve your chess. In fact, you might even be more than willing to do the amount of hard work that is required to achieve your chess goals. However, do you know exactly where to direct all of your hardworking energy? That is, what are the essential chess activities that require your regular attention, in order for you to improve your chess knowledge (and from that your chess play)? Our book helps to identify these foundational building blocks, and then breaks them down so that you may understand their importance and how they are best studied.


    Some junior players approach their chess training like a seasonal sport, like basketball season or football season - and yet even in those sports, we all acknowledge that the more accomplished players train all year round, rather than just seasonally. Chess is the same thing. Training ferociously for only part of the year, instead of studying consistently and methodically throughout the year, will likely lead to partial results. Imagine working hard for months training for a marathon, and then after competing in the marathon, you just stop training cold turkey. Now a few months later when you want to compete in another marathon - how much harder is it to start from scratch and to build up your fitness again versus if you had just kept training consistently? How much better and faster would you have been by buildingon and continuing the progress gained from the previous training? Chess is also like that.

    

    You Just Need to Work Hard - But what Exactly Does that Mean?
 But you say that you are working hard and consistently, like 8-10 hours per week or more on your chess; however, you feel that you haven’t been improving and still make the same blunders over and over. Well, realize that 8-10 hours of back-to-back blitz games per week is not as beneficial as 8-10 hours of practice that focusses on key elements like tactics training, playing games and analyzing them, reading chess books that pertain to your areas of weaknesses, regularly reviewing your opening repertoire, etc.


    There is a saying that goes something like this: Chess is easy to learn to play but takes a lifetime to master. There is such a vast number of topics to study in chess that it can get quite overwhelming. Take it one step at a time: one tactic problem at a time, one thoroughly reviewed game at a time, one page of a chess book at a time. One step in the right direction, followed by another purposeful step forward, and then repeat, and repeat on a regular and consistent basis.


    How much time do you spend on your chess studies per week? For example, if you have 10 hours per week that you can dedicate to your chess studies, then a sample training plan could look like this:

    

    1. Private and/or group lessons: 1 to 1.5 hours

    2. Homework from lessons: 1 hour

    3. Daily tactics: 0.5 to 1 hour

    4. Online tournaments or OTB (over the board) tournaments: 4 hours

    5. Analyze tournament games: 2 hours

    6. Personal training like reading chess books: 1 hour

    

    As one graduates from elementary school to middle school to high school, the amount of homework and the difficulty level of study increases. Similarly, in your chess studies, as you get stronger and your chess knowledge grows, you will also need to increase the dedicated amount of time that you spend on your chess. Don’t blindly hit the clock punch when you do your chess studies, but instead use your time wisely and purposefully.


    If a tournament game revealed a sideline in an opening that stumped you, put in the required time to specifically understand it, so that next time you are better prepared to face it. Or, say if after playing a few games, you realize that you are often better to winning going into a rook and pawn endgame, but somehow, a draw or loss occurs. If this is the case, then put in the required time to specifically go over how you could have played that endgame out better. Put in the work required on a regular basis, and focus on specific areas that you have been identified will strengthen your chess play.

    

    Sacrifice
 You may have a goal of achieving a chess title, or increasing your rating to a certain high level, or just generally wanting to improve your chess. So, do you know what separates players who say that they want to be a Grandmaster from those who are actually on track to becoming a Grandmaster (or just in general, on track to attaining their goals both in chess and in life)? The difference is that one of them is willing to make the sacrifices which are required.


    Sometimes these sacrifices don’t seem like sacrifices and sometimes they do. For example, many players choose to “sacrifice” some of their weekend time to play in a chess tournament. They recognize such tournaments as another opportunity to gain experience and possibly rating points; since they look forward to playing these events, it doesn’t seem like a sacrifice to them. However, how many of these same players are willing to sacrifice even more time after the tournament to methodically review and annotate their games? Especially the games that they lost or drew, where they need to revisit (sometimes painfully so) their mistakes and blunders, in an honest and critical manner in order to learn from these games.


    Not everyone will achieve the Grandmaster title, not everyone will earn that A+ in their math course, not everyone will get that promotion at work. Only those who sacrifice, and sacrifice consistently, and who recognize that the oftentimes painful path to improvement is paved with struggle, determination to persevere, and hard work. Only those willing to go that extra mile will have the best shot at achieving their goals, both in chess and in life.


    


    
      These sacrifices are often not easy to do, and may require hard work, or stretch us to do things that are uncomfortable. But if you put in that extra effort, and if you go beyond that minimum requirement that’s being asked of you, then you will be in a good position to achieve the goals that you set out for yourself both in chess and in life. There is no single “right” or “wrong” way to work towards a goal, but we think you will agree that “we reap what we sow”. So, it’s best to take the time to figure out what we want, then develop an appropriate plan, and finally to practice our chess and live our life so that we sow what we want to reap, both in chess and in life.

      


      

    

  


  
    


    
      
        

      
Chapter Two
 Defining Goals and Developing a Plan to Achieve Them
 
 We have all met or read about amazing schoolteachers who have realized that it was their “calling” to become teachers, and who care deeply about their students’ well-being and education. They regularly sacrifice their afterschool time to prepare lesson material that is both engaging and inspires their students to want to learn. Now, does this sound like any chess coach who you know of? No chess coach has ever first gotten into chess because they wanted to be a chess instructor. Most chess coaches are good, perhaps even great chess players, who decided at one point in their chess career that they wanted to earn some money by giving chess lessons. They have the chess knowledge that their chess students want, but what differentiates the effectiveness of chess coaches is how well they can convey that knowledge to their students in an efficient way, as normally you are being charged on an hourly basis, and the clock is ticking…
    


    The situation may not be as sinister as if you can imagine some mechanics who realize once they fix their customer’s car completely, the major revenue stream ends. But it could be the situation that the chess coach is simply reviewing the students’ games, giving generic lessons, or playing games with the student - all in the name of “chess lessons”. What they should instead be doing is tailoring a learning plan based on the individual student’s specific needs and goals, so that with each set of chess lessons, progress is being made and more chess knowledge is being learned, which can hopefully translate to being applied effectively in tournament games.


    As an adult chess player, or as a parent of a junior chess player, regardless of what you know or don’t know about chess, you need to take on an important role, like a project manager dealing with subject-matter experts, (i.e., the chess coach). The project manager doesn’t need to know what the subject-matter experts know, but rather needs to know what the plan is, what steps are in the plan, and whether everyone is delivering on target. Yet, how are you able to develop an effective plan if you don’t first know what your chess goals are?

    

    Defining Chess Goals is the First Step Towards Achieving Them
 Have you ever sat down and seriously considered what your chess goals are? Has any chess coach ever asked you what your goals are? When we normally start with a new chess student, one of our first questions is “What are your chess goals?” They are often surprised, as no one has ever asked them this question.


    In general, how do you successfully complete a task? For example, if the task is to drive to a desired destination and you just jump into your car and start driving, do you think that you will get to where you want to go on time and on budget? Well, you can’t because you haven’t even decided where that desired destination is. Is it Vancouver, British Columbia in the north, or is it Seattle, Washington in the south? As in life, if we can’t clearly define our goals, then no matter how hard we try, no matter how many painstaking hours we invest, we won’t achieve our goals because we simply don’t even know what they are.


    In chess, it is no different. You need to decide what your chess goals are for both the short term (this year) and for the long term (3-5 years). And that’s when you can start developing a plan to achieve these goals. If your current situation is one of a junior chess player and chess parent, then you two need to reach an agreement on the desired goals. There needs to be a serious discussion. Parents wonder why their child isn’t the National Champion, and only after that serious discussion about specific chess goals, to their great surprise, they find out their child wasn’t aiming to be a National Champion, but was instead happy with, say, becoming the top 10 in their province/state. When there are totally different or conflicting goals, it can seriously impede progress or cause goals to not be attainable, due to this internal and often unspoken conflict. We all need to be on the same page and in agreement.
 
 Step 1: Write down your chess goals.
 

    1. What do you want to achieve this year?

    2. What do you want to achieve in the next three to five years?

    

    Here are some examples:

    1. I want to improve my chess rating by 200 points within this year.

    2. I want to achieve a chess title in two years, e.g., Chess Expert, National Master, FIDE Master, etc.

    3. I want to improve my online chess tactics rating by 100 points in two months.

    4. I want to have a tournament performance rating above my actual rating for each tournament that I play in this year.

    5. I want to earn rating points in each tournament that I play in this year.

    6. I want to improve my final standing in the {name a specific tournament} from last year’s standing in that same tournament.

    7. I want to {specify your chess goal}.

    

    Your goals may be the same as, or unique from, any other chess player - and that’s okay, because you are trying to achieve your goals, not someone else’s. Your goals should be meaningful to you, as they are a key motivator for you to continue to persevere, practice, and work hard at your chess studies. Imagine if someone said to you that your goal is to be an astronaut, but you are afraid of heights and being hurdled into space at 20 times the speed of sound in a small, enclosed rocket somehow just doesn’t appeal to you at all. What do you think the chances are that you will achieve this goal, especially as it was a goal assigned to you, and not one that you yourself, deep down inside, want to achieve? You need to be the one to take charge of your goals: set goals which are meaningful to you, and that motivate you to want to achieve them.


    Once you state your chess goals, suddenly the types of tournaments that you should attend (and the immediate steps you need to take) become much clearer. For example, if your goal is a FIDE title, you need to research the criteria of how that FIDE title is achieved, which often includes a minimum FIDE rating and norms. Then you need to attend FIDE rated tournaments. If the tournaments in your area only FIDE rate the top section, and your rating is not yet high enough to allow you to enter that top section, then the immediate steps will also include working on your rating until that minimum eligibility rating is achieved. Another example: if your goal is a National Master title, then you need to research the criteria for how a National Master title is achieved, and then attend tournaments which are rated by your national federation.


    Another consideration is that as a junior player, you may have attended the same fun scholastic tournaments year after year without question. However, if your chess goals require you to play in FIDE rated or national federation rated tournaments, then in order to achieve your goals, you will need to make the tough decision to move towards these types of tournaments. It is possible for you to play both types of tournaments, as your time permits, but often the time controls are different; i.e., 1-day scholastic tournaments will have much shorter active time controls (like 25 mins + 5 seconds increment or delay) versus open tournaments which often span over multiple days with classical time controls of 90 mins + 30 seconds increment. Training for games with the shorter active time controls is different from training for games with classical time controls, which requires more thoughtful and complex decision making, as well as sound mental endurance. Does a marathon runner train in the same as a sprinter? Of course not.


    So, as you can see, it is easy to erroneously go down an alternate path, trying in vain to achieve conflicting goals. If you want to achieve your chess goals, sometimes making tough decisions is necessary in order to clearly define what you want to achieve. Sometimes we get in a routine and go to the same tournaments year after year, but don’t stop to realize that they have outgrown their usefulness, and now we need to find the tournaments that better serve our current purposes and chess goals. For example, if you are the highest rated player in a tournament and your goal is to increase your rating, then you will be very hard pressed to benefit from this tournament. Instead, find a tournament where you are in the middle of the pack rating-wise, or maybe in say the top 10. Now you have something worth striving for, and if you do well, you will gain rating points. If you don’t do as well, hopefully you get games against stronger players which you can now review to help improve your chess.

    

    Developing a Plan to Achieve Your Chess Goals
 Now that you have defined your chess goals, you are ready to develop a plan for achieving them. Start by making a list of tournaments that you will be playing during the year. It might be helpful to put this information in a spreadsheet format with the following columns: Tournament Name, Dates, Location, Purpose, and Results. Most of these columns are self-explanatory. In the Purpose column, write down the reasons this tournament is important, i.e., how it can help with attaining your chess goals. For example, playing up a section to get experience against stronger players, playing to win the Provincial/State Champion title, playing to gain FIDE rating points or National rating points, playing to qualify for the National Championship, etc. In the Results column, write down how you did in the tournament, and if you achieved what you expected. You can also write down any positive things or areas that you had trouble with.


    


    [image: ]


    


    This will give you a schedule for all the important tournaments that you will attend during the year. Now it’s vital that you are ready for these tournaments, so appropriately schedule your private lessons, practice games, daily tactic training, etc. leading up to these tournaments. It’s the same as if you have an important math midterm test at the end of the month. How would you schedule your math class, study time, practice math tests, and so on, such that on the day of the midterm, you are at your best and most knowledgeable to master each and every question? Similarly, view each tournament as a big test for which you have spent time preparing and studying. Don’t plan a big night out the day before the tournament. Don’t stay up all night during the week binge-watching your favourite TV shows. Don’t eat at irregular times, and don’t eat too much junk food. You need to be fit both physically and mentally, well rested, eating properly, and regularly exercising so that you enable your brain to work at its optimum for an extended length of time. There is no glory in playing a brilliant chess game for a solid 3 hours, only to have your brain fail you a half hour later in the crucial endgame that ultimately decides the game. Be ready, both mentally and physically, throughout the entire game, throughout the entire tournament. Plan well. Follow through with the plan execution.


    Does this sound like you are training for the Olympics? Well, it’s the same principle. Plan out your training schedule before the big day, and then make it count. The Olympics don’t come around every day. Treat your chess tournament days the same way. It is important to apply discipline to your regular training regime, and especially during the days (and perhaps weeks) leading up to your tournaments.


    


    
      Now let’s talk about what you should be doing between tournaments to prepare on your own or with your chess coach.

      


      

    

  


  
    

    
      
        

      
Chapter Three
 Analysing Your Games
 
 One of the most important ways that you can improve your game, which is often bypassed or overlooked, is analyzing your own games before showing them to your chess coach. Many chess coaches ask their students to send them their tournament games, or worse, ask to see their games at the start of their private lesson. If your coach is seeing your games for the very first time during your lesson, then that means he hasn’t taken the time to deeply analyze your games beforehand. So, he hasn’t had the chance to identify any bad patterns that need to be addressed, nor has he prepared any homework for you on this topic. It’s better if your coach asks you to send your game notations ahead of time, but even here, if he doesn’t ask you to do any self-reflection (by reviewing and annotating your games) then you are missing out on some very insightful learning.
    


    Players need to first review and annotate their games on their own before reviewing them with their chess coach, if they have one. The most effective way to learn and improve your chess is to be self-critical of your games and review them by yourself, aiming to find 2-3 things which you can improve. If you just have your chess coach point them out for you, then there is way less of a chance for you to fully learn from the game and retain it. Learning requires a certain amount of effort and struggle - as that is a big part of the natural learning process.


    The best way to analyze your own games is to first enter them into some chess software that can store them, like ChessBase, or use the game analysis feature on one of the online chess playing platforms. Then review your game move by move until you find a critical moment. Note that a critical moment is a point in the game where the next move will alter the direction of the game in a very good or very bad way. For example, in life, if you choose to have cereal instead of eggs for breakfast, likely that is not a life altering decision; but who you choose to marry, whether you attend university in your hometown or in another country - these types of decisions are significant and life-changing. Similarly, critical moments in a chess game are decision points in the game which can potentially change your position from a winning one to a losing one, or vice versa.


    Now, identify all the critical moments of your game for both Black and White, and then find better moves or variations. Remember there were two opponents playing this game, and it is vital to understand the mistakes made (and the great moves achieved) from both sides. For example, you may have won the game, but upon review, you see that your opponent executed the wrong move order which resulted in him losing material. Well, what happens the next time when you play a similar game, and this time your opponent is stronger and finds the right move order - you should know how to respond correctly. So, remember there is always something to learn from your games whether the result was a win, loss, or draw.


    Once you are finished identifying all the critical moments and have added better moves or variations, provide wording to explain why these are critical moments. Then at the end of your game notation, write 2-3 things that you learned from this game, or describe what this game was about. Now you are in a position to use a chess engine to further review your game by yourself, or to then discuss your game with your chess coach. Having already reviewed your game by yourself, the chess engine or chess coach should be able to add that extra layer of analysis - but you have already done much of the heavy lifting by first reviewing your game(s) ahead of time and trying to learn what went wrong and what went right.


    Annotating your games should be as if you are telling a story. Each game that you play tells a story and that’s what you need to capture in your game annotations. In the beginning, you can state which opening this was and if it was the main line or a side line. When you hit a critical moment, you can describe the position from both White and Black’s point of view, and state who is better and why; then provide better move options for White and/or Black, with the appropriate commentary to prove why you consider these moves better than what was played in the original game. In the end, state the “moral” of the story, or a few things which can be learned from this game. By annotating your games like this, it provides a complete look at your game, where it’s as if you are teaching someone else what happened during the game, and what can be learnt from it.


    Here is a summary of steps to annotate your game, with or without a chess coach:

    

    If you don’t Have a Chess Coach


    1. Enter your games in some fashion, such as with ChessBase, or with the game analysis feature on one of the online chess playing platforms.


    2. Slowly move through your game and identify all the critical moments.


    3. For each critical moment, find better moves, or variations, for both Black and White.


    4. Add words to describe the game as if you are telling a story where there is a beginning, exciting things that happen in the middle, and then an ending with a few things we can learn.


    5. When you reach the end of the game notation, write down 2-3 things that you learned from this game, or what this game was about.


    6. Now you can turn on the chess engine to see if it agrees with the critical moments that you identified, and to see if you missed any critical moments. If you missed some critical moments, review them carefully along with the engine’s suggested better moves or variations, and try to understand why these variations are better ones.

    

    If you Have a Chess Coach


    The steps are essentially the same except for the last part:


    1. Enter your games in some fashion, such as with ChessBase, or with the game analysis feature on one of the online chess playing platforms.

    2. Slowly move through your game and identify all the critical moments.

    3. For each critical moment, find better moves, or variations, for both Black and White.

    4. Add words to describe the game as if you are telling a story where there is a beginning, exciting things that happen in the middle, and then an ending with a few things we can learn.

    5. When you reach the end of the game notation, write down 2-3 things that you learned from this game, or what this game was about.

    6. (Optional) Now you can turn on the chess engine to see if it agrees with the critical moments that you identified, and to see if you missed any critical moments. If you missed some critical moments, review them carefully along with the engine’s suggested better moves or variations, and try to understand why these variations are better ones.

    Note that if you have a chess coach who reviews your games with you, this step is optional, and in fact, a good chess coach will want to see from your annotations what you know and what you don’t know, not what your chess engine knows. This will help your chess coach to zero in on patterns of weaknesses in your play, which will in turn allow him to help you become stronger in these areas.

    7. You are now ready to meet with your chess coach to discuss any questions that you have and to hear your coach’s thoughts on your game. See if you captured all the critical moments, and if you don’t understand why the suggested moves are better, then ask your chess coach to help you fully understand the chess concept.

    

    Additional Suggestions


    1. During a tournament, if you have time immediately after your game, then ask your opponent to review the game with you in the skittles room (i.e., the room provided by the tournament organizers for players to review their games together). Realize that your opponent is not going to give you a chess lesson - rather it should be more like two peers discussing a multi-tiered puzzle or a series of problems where both should gain some additional insight by hearing the game from the opponent’s point of view. Note that there are all kinds of players and people, so avoid the grouches and be open to reviewing your game with an opponent who is respectful and friendly.


    2. Another helpful tip, when you have finished annotating your game(s), show it to your parent, sibling, chess buddy, etc. Go through your game(s) as if you are teaching them and point out the critical moments, the better moves and variations, and the 2-3 things that this game was about. Encourage them to ask questions, and hopefully you have learned enough about your game so that you can confidently answer them. When you reach a point where you know something well enough that you can teach it to someone else, then you really know it, and have truly learned some things from your annotation work.


    We are going to walk you through the process of how to analyze your games. In the following exercises, we’ll give you games to annotate. After you’ve practiced annotating a game, there will then be “solutions” for you to see how your analysis compares to ours. Note that it’s obviously fine if your analysis doesn’t match up exactly with ours, but hopefully the solutions will help
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