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“Maurice’s street savvy gives him instant credibility with children of all ages. I never tire of watching a roomful of kids who have absolutely no interest in chess light up as Maurice tells his story. His ideas change lives and need to be heard. Invest in your child’s future; buy this book today.”
—Cris Collinsworth, four-time Emmy Award–winning broadcaster 
“This book is inspirational, informative, well written—and will no doubt spur on many youngsters to attempt to emulate Maurice Ashley’s remarkable success in chess and life.”
—Gregory H. Williams, President of the City College of New York
“Maurice continues to demonstrate the qualities of leadership and innovation which have characterized his chess career.”
—Erik Anderson, Founder of America’s Foundation for Chess 
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FOREWORD
I came to know Maurice Ashley when my wife, Jada, surprised me on Valentine’s Day of 2000 with my very own chess lesson with a grandmaster. It takes a special wife and an insane husband to play chess on Valentine’s Day. She knows the love (obsession) that I have for the game.
Maurice and I had a great time that evening, playing and talking for hours. I learned a bit about how his mind works, and about his dedication to the young people he coached. Our mutual respect has grown to this day.
My own passion for the game began at age seven when my father introduced me to the game, including the basic moves, the strategies, and then the parallels to life. He beat me ten games a week for the next seven years of my life. Then, at age fourteen, I finally saw my checkmate coming from three moves out.
I had him. I was terrified that he would see it, but happily the inevitable occurred. He looked across the board, put his hand on my shoulder, and said, “I’ve done my job, I can die now.” Fortunately, he hasn’t died yet, so he’s able to witness the power of the lessons and the fruit of the seeds he has planted. Now, whenever I have a break on the set of my latest movie, I find time to rumble with one of my various chess buddies. Whether it’s with Jamie Foxx or Barry Bonds, the trash-talking is always fierce. (I have an almost 100 percent kill rating over those guys. ☺) Chess has that special ability to exercise the mind while also being entertaining and exciting.
Is chess good for young people? Yes! Without question. It helps them to think better, calculate plans, set goals, develop their self-esteem, and understand the relationship between choices and repercussions. It also helps them to dvelop a unique focus that can only help them in their day-to-day lives. It’s an activity that any child can participate in, no matter what his or her personal situation is, and it’s something that families can do together, as my older son and I have begun to do.
The book spells out Maurice Ashley’s vision for chess and its benefits for young people. He has made it his life’s mission to expose as many people, young and old, to a game that has helped him so profoundly. Just reading the first chapter about his personal story helps one to see that real impact chess can have on a life. And his message that chess is great for kids comes alive with the stories of his own students and kids across the country who have benefited from the game. It’s a great message of hope—that chess can be one piece of the puzzle to help our young people shine. It’s what we all want for our kids.
—Will Smith
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INTRODUCTION
The Power of the Game
The greatest discovery of my generation is that a human  being can alter his life by altering his attitude of mind.
—WILLIAM JAMES
Improving your thinking skill is actually much, much simplerthan most people believe.
—EDWARD DE BONO
A chess phenomenon is slowly spreading to schools all around the country. In classrooms where it has taken hold, educators are reporting astounding results. After learning how to play chess, kids who once showed little interest in getting a good education are not only turning their grades, and lives, around, they are excelling. Inner-city schools now sport huge chess trophies won by their students at National Championships. These same kids are going on to college at a rate far exceeding expectations, with some graduating from universities like Harvard, Yale, and Princeton. How and why chess has the power to allow students to achieve these remarkable outcomes is the subject of this book.
Numerous studies have detailed the benefits of playing chess. The list reads like a dream for parents and educators.
Chess:
develops logical thinking
sharpens problem-solving skills
improves concentration and focus
enhances imagination and creativity
develops the capacity to foresee the consequences of one’s actions
promotes independence and a sense of responsibility
hones memory
heightens self-esteem
reinforces the concept of deferred gratification and much more!
It goes without saying that the educational system needs a shot in the arm. A high percentage of kids at every grade level performs below standard every year, and a disheartening number of teenagers drop out of high school. The federal government has been desperately trying to change this sad state of affairs for decades; the merits of its latest initiative, the policy of No Child Left Behind, are still being debated.
It would be naïve of me to claim that the inclusion of chess in the curriculum is all that’s needed to radically change the system. The issues of inadequate funding, lack of qualified teachers, large class size, and, in some cases, poor administrative leadership need to be addressed if true changes are to occur. What I can confidently say is that chess, like science, mathematics, and music, is a powerful tool that can help to dramatically improve the mental faculties of kids who play.
I know firsthand the transformative power of chess. It had a profound effect on me, growing up in inner-city Brooklyn. In chapter one, I tell the story of how chess set fire to my young imagination and infused me with a profound sense of purpose. My love for the game kept me from hanging out on the streets with many of my friends, and my passion for chess eventually catapulted me to attain the game’s most prestigious title, International Grandmaster.
In chapter two, I give the reader a quick taste of the fascinating and varied history of chess, with all the kings, queens, politicians, and famous players who gladly fell prey to the game’s intriguing charms. The chapter shows how the game has left behind its old image as a game for the wealthy and has now become a game that is played by people of all social strata.
Chapter three is an important one for those looking for scientific research that shows how and why chess works. I give a brief review of the critical studies, and then show the intimate connection between chess and current educational theories.
In chapter four, I chronicle the real-life experiences that attest to the real power of chess. Beginning with my own experience as a chess coach, I tell the stories of the programs and kids on the front lines. Behind every story is a young person whose life has been profoundly affected by chess, in most cases told in their own words. There can be no more inspiring proof to the benefits of chess then these courageous young people.
Chapter five is for those who need some ideas on how to motivate their kids to get started. I offer a wide array of interesting tips to motivate young people, and I also discuss the super-important topic of girls and chess.
In chapter six, I touch on four of the life lessons I learned from playing chess. This could easily have been an entire book (I may write it one day), because playing and studying chess have given me an incredible number of insights on how to walk this planet.
I close the book with a number of additional tips, tools, and resources. From Frequently Asked Questions and the Basic Rules to the best books to use, interesting Web sites to visit, and a list of famous people who play chess, this section will help interested readers get well on their way to learning more about this fascinating game.
My message is a simple one: Chess is great for kids. I know how it affected my life. I have seen its effects on the kids I have coached. And I have studied an overwhelming body of evidence that powerfully shows the amazing benefits young people can gain from playing chess. In an age where flashy images rule and thirty-second messages have replaced informed thinking, the advent of chess in homes and classrooms across America could have a resounding effect on the next generation of our nation’s kids.
Common Myths 
About Chess

Before we go any further, I want to clear up some of the major, and sometimes damaging, misconceptions that folks generally have about chess. These false images often serve to keep some young people and adults from learning to play, while deterring others from continuing an activity that could have an enormous impact on their lives. The sooner we can root out these misconceptions, the better. So let’s get started.
Myth # 1: Chess is hard to learn.
Reality: The average person can learn all the rules of chess in less than an hour. Kids as young as four years old are ready to learn to play, while most six-year-olds will have no difficulty picking up all the rules in one or, at most, two sittings.
Myth #2: Kids are intimidated by the game.
Reality: The truth is that adults, holding fast to the belief of myth number 1, are far more intimidated by chess than are kids. Most kids have never heard of chess before they see it for the first time, and therefore have no idea that it’s somehow on a par with rocket science. To them, chess looks like a cooler version of checkers.
Myth #3: Today’s kids are into PlayStation or Nintendo, and will never take to a slow game like chess.
Reality: This is one of the most pernicious myths of all because it assumes that our children are simply incapable of slowing down. Fortunately, chess educators around the country know that this is not true. Chess has a magic all its own that mystifies young people. Go to any scholastic chess tournament and you will be amazed to see hundreds of kids focused on their games. For most parents and educators seeing it for the first time, it’s almost a miracle to see their children sitting quietly for more than fifteen minutes doing anything other than watching television. And yes: The kids are actually having fun!
Myth #4: Chess is for nerds.
Reality: In this country, it’s generally the case that anything cerebral is thought of as nerdy. In the worst case, this even applies to getting good grades in school. This image of chess does not hold sway in most countries around the world where the game is hugely popular and gets the sort of respect soccer does. Corporations clamor to sponsor major chess tournaments because of the pluses of aligning their brands with the game’s intellectual image. And up until their government fell apart, the Soviets used to give stipends to their international stars so they could play the sport full-time. It was even common for chess players to win Sportsman of the Year awards.
In the United States, the nerd image will be very difficult to shake. But when superstars like Will Smith, Jamie Foxx, and Madonna, just to name a few, show their love for the game, it might not be long before chess deservingly takes on the image of being a cool activity.
Myth #5: Chess is boring.
Reality: Those of us who play chess know that it has all the intensity of any major sport, including basketball, football, baseball, tennis, and golf. I’m a huge fan of all of these sports, and I get the same feeling watching or playing them as I do watching or playing chess. How can a game that involves sitting quietly and thinking compare to all these fast-moving activities, you ask? Isn’t watching chess sort of like watching grass grow? Sure, if you don’t know what’s going on. But for the avid chess player, the excruciating tension of an important game is more like watching your wife go through labor. (My wife went through sixty hours with our daughter, so I know of what I speak!)
Myth #6: Chess players are crazy.
Reality: Well, I have met a few chess players who might fit this description. No doubt, where there is genius, there is sometimes madness (witness John Nash from the book and movie A Beautiful Mind). American World Champion Bobby Fischer, with his many eccentricities and severe paranoia, only reinforced this perception. Naturally, as often happens, famous people in an activity tend to dictate the public’s image of the rest of the practitioners. Still, most people would not make the mistake of thinking that all tennis players love fashion design because Venus and Serena Williams do. With the public knowing so little about chess, there is the powerful tendency to generalize on meager evidence. The reality is that the vast majority of chess players do not fit this stigma at all.
Myth #7: Chess is just a game and has no redeeming social value. We might as well teach kids Parcheesi.
Reality: I don’t want to rile all the Parcheesi lovers out there, but chess is most definitely not Parcheesi. As I’ve stated, there is a mountain of evidence, scientific and anecdotal, that points to the social and intellectual benefits of chess. Thousands of kids in chess programs all around the country have been transformed by their involvement in the game. I have seen it with the young people I have coached, and I have heard it in all the cities I have visited in my travels. Chess works!
(1) http://www.nycenet.edu/daa/reports/Class%20of%202001_presentation.pdf
(2) http://archives.lincolndailynews.com/2004/Aug/05/Features_new/teaching.shtml
(3) http://www.ed.gov/nclb/overview/welcome/closing/edlite-slide007.htm
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One
CHESS IMPACTS MY LIFE
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The secret to success, happiness, achieving your desires, all of the things that we as humans do and aspire to be, comes down to one concept: the ability to accurately assess your position. Everything you do in life is a move and there will be a response. This is a concept that has been bubbling in my mind and it comes alive for me on the chessboard.
—WILL SMITH, ACTOR
[image: image]
DISCOVERY
I remember the afternoon I first fell in love with chess. I was in the library at Brooklyn Technical High School working on a class project during study-time. Scanning the shelves for some reference material, I noticed a dusty black book with the word chess in faded block letters. Curious, I pulled the book down, brushed it off, and opened it. The yellowed pages were filled with multiple diagrams of what I took to be chess setups. Bizarre symbols that seemed like some secret spy code appeared on every page. The accompanying explanations used words that sounded like the language of war, where terms like “maneuver” and “redeployment” seemed to be describing important battle plans. Puzzled and secretly excited by this mysterious discovery, I checked the book out at the front desk. That simple act would seal my fate as an addict of an ancient game that has captivated millions of minds—kings and queens, scientists and philosophers, athletes and actors, grandparents and little kids—for over fourteen hundred years. And it would bring meaning and direction to the disorder that had been my young life.
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SACRIFICE
My first experience with the chess concept of sacrifice— giving up something of value in order to attain something more valuable in return—occurred when I was two years old. In 1968, my mother, a single parent desperate for her kids to escape a life of poverty, decided to take advantage of a new U.S. immigration policy that was opening doors to people from all over the Caribbean. Entrusting my brother Devon, sister Alicia, and me to the care of our grandmother (my dad was living in the United States), she traveled to New York City with the hope of finding decent employment. Initially she worked as a live-in nanny taking care of the kids of a well-to-do family on Long Island. Eventually, she moved on to other low-wage positions before finally landing an office job doing clerical work. When she had finally saved up enough money and had secured our visas, she sent for us. The entire process would take ten years.
I took the separation hard. While I made friends easily, not having my mom or dad around left a hole. Our grandmother, Irma Cormack, who we called Mama, filled the gap as best she could. A stern woman who had once been a schoolteacher, she made sure our basic needs were met. Her late-night stories of duppies (ghosts) and obeah men (voodoo priests) kept us both terrified and entertained, her voice crackling with the passion and intensity of someone who had seen such things up close.
From time to time, she would treat us to hot roasted peanuts from the peanut man when he came rolling by with his cart. Having already parented and raised seven children, she was big on discipline and did not hesitate to give us the occasional whipping when we got out of hand. I seemed to bear the brunt of most of the beatings for things like sneaking out of the yard to go see what Devon, older by eight years, was doing with his friends, or for drawing on every single page of a notebook that my mother had sent earlier in the summer for school. Being a sensitive child, I hated being hit for what seemed like normal boyish behavior; many of my tears came from feeling as if my mom might have treated me differently. Though I loved my grandmother, I often fantasized about getting away from Jamaica and living a whole new life.
That day came like a dream.
In 1978, our papers finally went through. On a beautiful sunny day in August, my siblings and I boarded a plane with a few packed belongings and headed for New York. I could not have been more excited. I had spent the past year in a state of near depression, feeling ever more alone and confused. There was very little to satisfy my inquisitive mind and I would read the same comic book nine or ten times to divert myself. Once again, a birthday had passed without toys or books, and I had given up hope that I would one day own a bike. When I had finished third in my class at the prestigious Wolmer’s Boys High School,1 Mama, noticing my despondency and having nothing to offer in celebration of my achievement, hugged me proudly and stressed the importance of doing one’s best for its own sake. I believed her, internalizing that lesson to this day, but I couldn’t help but wonder what else life had to offer.
Looking back from the runway, I could see she was beaming with joy and anticipation at the possibilities that life was about to offer the three of us. Her ten years of love, dedication, and hard work were coming to an end; the goal had been reached. On that day, as the plane banked over the mountainside near Kingston and soared north by northwest to the U.S. coastline, I shared her happiness and hopefulness. I did not realize that it was the last time I would see her alive.
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LATERAL MOVE
The reunion at John F. Kennedy Airport was exciting and confusing. I had seen my mother four or five times when she had visited home on vacation, but those brief meetings had basically left us strangers. She looked like a younger version of Mama, with the same light skin and straight hair that made her almost close to passing for white. Her eyes mirrored the excitement in Mama’s eyes; the decade-long journey for their progeny had been inextricably intertwined. Still, my mother’s challenge had been different. Her sacrifice had been one of intimacy, ten years without the subtle joys of watching her children blossom, of missed kisses and hugs, of lost laughter and soft tears, and of not being able to provide the love and security only a mother can give. It would take me a long time, and only after I had my own children, to begin to appreciate the full depth of her loss. Those years had essentially vanished, never to be recaptured. She had given up knowing us, and us knowing her, to secure our futures in the great land of opportunity.
From all the stories I’d heard, living in America was going to be like one big party. The programs on television showed beautiful people with nice clothes, big houses, and fancy cars. Rumor had it that there was a street paved with gold. Before we had left, I had made a twenty-dollar bet with Devon that we would live in a skyscraper with a pool on the roof. He laughed, looked at me to see if I was serious, and then tried to talk me out of it. I insisted. Finally, he shook his head and took the bet.
As we left the airport and drove down Linden Boulevard in Brooklyn, my eyes darted back and forth like a hummingbird. Eager to see mansions and rolling gardens, I was confused by the sights: garbage on the streets, shops smeared with graffiti, gaping potholes in the roads. Abandoned buildings with smashed windows resembling a skull’s empty eye sockets seemed to haunt every other corner. I was trying to wrap my mind around this twisted version of America when the car slowed to a stop in front of an old two-story tenement. Devon would later remark that it reminded him of a jailhouse.
As we exited the car, some kids stared at us as though we were naked Aborigines visiting the city for the first time. An ambulance, siren blaring, raced by. Confused by the surreal scene, I asked my mom, “A who we a visit?”
Her answer was sharp and abrupt, her still-thick Jamaican patois sizzling from my unintended insult. “Wha’ yu mean? Dis is your home!”
We walked up to the second floor and entered a cramped space that would be the first apartment I had ever set foot in. It had all the basics: a living room, small kitchen, and bathroom. Toward the back were two bedrooms. One was for my mother. The other had two beds, one of which had a rollout underneath. Devon, his eyes crestfallen, noticed the disappointment on my face. “Who need a pool ’pon the roof, anyway?” he said. He never asked me for the twenty bucks.
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REPEATING MOVES
Within a couple of weeks, I was trudging off to a new school—Arthur S. Somers Junior High, better known as J.H.S. 252. I was revolted by the graffiti on the outside walls; to mar a school in Jamaica in such a way was like spray-painting the Lincoln Memorial. Since I was an immigrant student, I was given a standard reading test to see which class I should be placed in. The test showed I was reading on a twelfth-grade level, and I was put in 7SP— the top class in the seventh grade.
After the first day, I went home and told my mother that something had to be wrong. The math we had begun to do was math I had been doing in Jamaica at the end of fifth grade. Unable to take the day off from work and unsure of exactly how to challenge the system, she told me to take in my report card from the year before. When I returned to school the following day, the guidance counselor looked at it like it was Monopoly money. I’ll never forget the look on her face as she insisted that I was in the best class available, that I would be with kids my own age. It’s not clear to me now what other decision she should have made, but I felt certain that I did not belong in that class. Her irritated brush-off would have consequences I’m sure she never intended.
It would not take long for my motivation to evaporate as school, once the most challenging part of the day
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