Training Paper for Juniors

By IM Adam Hunt, Chess Teacher at Woodbridge School, and Coach to the England Youth Team

Introduction
This training paper is designed to be a condensed course, aimed at improving the standard of relatively inexperienced young chess players who wish to develop their chess rapidly. It is primarily targeted players themselves, but any parent or teacher who is looking for general advice to help improve their child’s play (or even their own!) should also find it useful.  I will split the discussion into the opening, middlegame and endgame phases of the game, and throughout the paper there will be pieces of advice in bold type which should be taken as guidelines to help improvement.

Of course in a limited amount of space it is impossible to discuss fully all the aspects of the game. Chess is very complicated, and there will always be things you can work at and improve on. To do this you should study games of the best players in the world and try to understand their ideas. 

I will assume that students reading this paper have a thorough grasp of the basic rules of chess. If not, there are many books out there that you can consult. Byron Jacobs’ ‘Starting out in Chess’ (Everyman Publishing) is an excellent place to start.  ‘Starting Chess’ by A.J. Gillam (Batsford) is also very good. 

I will also assume that the reader is happy with algebraic chess notation. Writing down your games is a very important part of improving your chess. By doing this your coach or teacher can help see some of the mistakes you have made. No game of chess is perfect, and by understanding this and studying every game you play afterwards you will improve your play much faster. In this paper

Some notation you may not know:

!!- A brilliant move

! - A good move

?- A mistake

??- A blunder

The Opening - Early Strategy

Right, let’s start at the beginning! If you can succeed in getting the opening right, then you will be in good shape for the rest of the game. So, to the starting position: 
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1. Obtain control of the middle of the board with pawns

Aiming for control of the centre of the board is priority number one in a game of chess. The absolute centre of the board is the four squares e4, d4, e5 and d5, and therefore these are the four squares you should be aiming for control of at the start. If you are playing white, you have the advantage of the first move and should play either 1.e4 or 1.d4, with 1.e4 being my preferred choice. The reason for this is mainly to control the centre of the board, but also to open up the diagonals for your bishop and queen. 

By taking control of the centre, you are gaining valuable space for yourself, which can be used to your advantage in all phases of the game. By doing this with pawns, you also take important squares away from your opponent’s minor pieces as well as establishing a base for future advance and attack.

However, a fine balance must be struck between central control with pawns and development of minor pieces. Ignoring your knights and bishops will often lead to trouble, because central pawns are most vulnerable to attack by the opponent’s pieces. 
Too many times I see my students obtain a nice position, with decent central control only to lose one of these pawns and struggle for the rest of the game.  
A perfect example of this comes in the Ruy Lopez opening after the moves 1.e4 e5  2.Nf3 Nc6  3.Bb5 a6  4.Ba4 Nf6  5.0-0 Be7  6.Re1 b5  7.Bb3 d6  8.c3 0-0: 
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A typical position arising from the Ruy Lopez
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 Position after 10…Bg4
So by gaining control of the centre you are securing yourself a valuable base for the rest of the game, and by advancing these central pawns you can gain space. Let us see some more examples of using your central pawns early on in the game to establish a pleasant space advantage:
French Defence: Advance Variation

1.e4 e6  2.d4 d5 3.e5 
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Alekhine’s defence

Alekhine’s defence is characterised by the moves 1.e4 Nf6.

Whilst the opening is popular with club players and some grandmasters, it has rarely been seen at the top level. After the moves 2.e5 (an example of using central pawns to gain time and space) 2…Nd5  3.d4 d6  4.Nf3 the following position is reached:
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We have outlined some of the reasons why you should establish a foothold in the centre early on. This is one of the big advantages of playing White: you get first bite at the cherry! If you are Black then your strategy should be to respond actively to White’s play. Let us take the most natural response to 1.e4 from a central point of view, and at the same time introduce our second principle: 
2. Develop your minor pieces (bishops and knights) as quickly as possible

1.e4 e5

Most inexperienced young players choose this symmetrical response to 1.e4, which allows rapid development of minor pieces. Later, you might want to try out another Black defence such as the Sicilian defence (1.e4  c5) or the French defence (1.e4  e6). 

Why do I stress the development of minor pieces in the opening? Beginners often want to get their queen or rooks into the middle of the board quickly, but this is not recommended. These pieces are clumsy in the early stages of the game – they need open lines to work effectively, which don’t usually appear until some pawns and pieces have been exchanged. Also, the high value of queens and rooks means that they are good targets for the opponent to attack. You can’t finish your development if you have to keep moving your queen to prevent her being taken! 

2.Nf3
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2…Bd6(?) hampers his partner on c8

Rapid development of your pieces is absolutely crucial to obtaining a good game. Pieces sitting on their original squares will not be taking part in the battle. 

Therefore the most efficient way for black to play after 1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 is 2…Nc6 (development of a minor piece and protecting the central e5-pawn). White usually then moves the f1 bishop, preparing for stage three of the opening.

3.Castle as quickly as possible. 

Castling is important as it removes the king from the centre of the board, where it may become exposed after one or both of our central pawns has advanced. Castling also prepares one of the rooks for battle in the centre of the board. There have been many examples of catastrophes in the opening where one side has forgotten to castle. This is especially important for the black player, as White should have a lead in development (meaning more of his pieces are activated at the time). Though a castled king is usually safer than an uncastled one, you must still pay close attention to him throughout the middlegame. An especially important piece in the defence of your king is the knight that guards h2 or h7. If he is removed this square becomes very weak.
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You are now ready to play the opening. Whilst there are many variations available to both sides at the start of the game, if you remember these three basic principles you will not go far wrong! Below are some more useful rules that will help your play at the start of the game.


10 useful pieces of advice
Many games by beginners will be lost quickly by not sticking to these ten tips about the opening. As you become more experienced you will realise that there are many exceptions to be aware of. 

1. Obtain control of the centre by advancing the e or d pawns

2. Whenever you can develop a minor piece to threaten something

3. Play obvious moves before optional ones. For example it is usually clear where the knights’ best squares in the opening are - there is a wider choice of squares for the bishops to be put on.

4. Try to co-ordinate your pieces well, meaning that they work together and all find good squares
5. Try to move minor pieces only once or twice in the opening- any more and you will find your opponent has a big lead in development. 

6. Making too many pawn moves weaken important squares. Control the centre then get your pieces out!

7. Castle as quickly as possible- getting your king to safety is of huge importance

8. If you find yourself with a lead in development try to open up files to attack the enemy as quickly as possible!

9. Don’t move your queen unless you have to - the opponent will gain time by attacking her

10. Putting your pieces in the middle of the board rather than on the side will increase their power, and leave you in a better position.

If you follow these principles you should obtain a good game. However one of my favourite sayings in chess is ‘the golden rule is that there are no golden rules!’ Although you can be given general tips, there are always going to be times when you have to break the rules. Therefore your own judgment plays a very important role, and as you gain more experience by playing more games you will understand this better.

Mastery of the Middlegame
So you know how to develop your pieces sensibly in the opening, and you have got your king into safety - but so has your opponent, what next? My students often ask me ‘what should I do now’ at this stage during training games. Their difficulty is understandable, because to succeed in the middlegame you must develop the advanced skills of calculation and of formulating plans I will explain here how we can use relatively simple ideas to help improve our middlegame play. 

Try to play fluid, open games where there are more tactical possibilities
There is a famous quote which says ‘Chess is 99 per cent tactics’. Every game of chess you play will contain tactical opportunities. By playing open positions you will become more familiar with patterns and ideas. Perhaps more importantly I also think that these dynamic positions are more fun to play! There is nothing more satisfying in a game than a beautiful tactic to win material. 

 When I start coaching a new player I will assess their opening repertoire. Not long ago I was dismayed to find a new 13 year old student of mine playing 1.Nf3. I am not suggesting in any way that this is a bad move (although at all levels it is seen much less often than e4, d4 or c4), but I wouldn’t recommend it to juniors as it goes against the opening principles discussed earlier.
Often when I am coaching beginners we reach a position where all the minor pieces are developed, but the position is closed. Let’s take an example  which arose in a recent training session.

1.e4 e5   2.Nf3 Nc6   3.Bc4 Bc5 4.0-0 Nf6 5.Nc3 d6  6.d3 h6 (Preventing the annoying pin, Bc1-g5) 7.Be3 Bd7
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Where is the pawn break for White here?

The answer is 8. d4! This challenges Black’s central e pawn and also attacks the black bishop on c5. When I asked my young student whether this move was good she said “no, he’ll just take me”. An understandable reaction, certainly. One thing that we have to get absolutely clear is that exchanging pieces is not always bad (but losing pieces for free certainly is!)

Putting pieces in dangerous situations is very hard for inexperienced players to do. The simplest way of working out whether or not such a move will lose you material is to count the number of pieces attacking and defending the piece in question. So in our example above, Black has three pieces (the pe5, the Nc6 and the Bc5) attacking the d4 pawn. It is defended by three pieces as well: the Nf3, the Be3 and the Qd1 If there are the same number of pieces defending the piece as there are attacking it, the defending side will be O.K.

So if we play through the example above, after 

1.d4 exd4 2.Nxd4 Nxd4  3.Bxd4 Bxd4 4.Qxd4 we reach the following position:
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The position after Qxd4. White has 

the advantage here

Preventing Blunders

Even the best players in the world blunder. Blundering usually means leaving a piece to be taken for free, or en prise as it’s sometimes called, but can also be leaving a simple checkmate for the opponent or missing an opportunity to capture one of the opponent’s pieces.  
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The position where I blundered with Qd6??


A very common mistake I see is the following:

1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.Bc4 Bc5 4.Ng5?? (Blundering a piece to 4…Qxg5)
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White here is too focused on the 

weak f7 pawn and misses 4…Qxg5

Talking to your pieces regularly improves your middlegame play

When it comes to playing the middlegame there are many positional factors that have to be taken into account, such as pawn structure, space advantages, safety of the king and so on. A discussion of all of these is beyond this paper. Improve your middlegame play by Kinsman (Everyman Publishing) is a good one. However the one aspect that I believe to be easiest to explain is the relative activity of your pieces. Whilst we know that a bishop is worth 3 points, a rook 5 and so on, our pieces also have values depending upon what they are actually doing. Take the position below as an example:
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The white Nd6 dominates the 

other minor pieces

As a good general rule, if you are stuck in a middlegame position, try to improve the position of your least active piece. Try talking to your pieces, asking them which need a better home. Put bishops on open diagonals, queens and rooks on open files and look for possible outposts for your knights. Pick up the pieces in your head (not on the board!) and place them where you would really like them. Then try to find a way to get them to that square. Support your best pieces, and look for ways of exchanging those opponent’s pieces that are bugging you!

Middlegame pointers to remember

      1. 
Before every move you play, and after every move your opponent plays ask yourself ‘Why did they do that?’ What is being attacked?

‘Can I take anything?’

2. 
When you get stuck try talking to your pieces- improve the position of those not doing anything

3.
Try to get into the habit of playing open games to gain more experience in tactical positions

4.
Look for pawn breaks, but at the same time don’t weaken your castled king too much

5. Remember that pieces have values based on that moment - a rook is not always better than a bishop

6. Watch out for those long-range pieces! Many games have been won by a sneaky move with a queen or rook

7. Attack on the side of the board you feel you are most strongly placed. 

8. Don’t EVER make the first move that comes into your head. Always have a look around and see if there is a better one. Sit on your hands!

9. Remember accurate calculation is the key to becoming a strong player. Work hard on this skill using books and other study methods 

10. A queen and knight are one of the most powerful attacking forces in chess. Two bishops on open diagonals together are also deadly.

Endgame Essentials
As with the sections on the opening and the middlegame, this is ‘rough guide’ to endgames, with practical tips to aid your play. Serious study of specific endings, such as Bishop and Knight vs King will be needed to get those crucial half and full points! 

The endgame is the phase of the game that is usually ignored. After all, the game will often be decided in the opening or middlegame, so there is not much point studying the ending, right? Wrong! [have removed full stop] As you develop and improve your chess over time, you will realise that not only will you be playing more and more even games where endings will be reached, but that they are also extremely interesting and require a great deal of thought. 

One of the best pieces of advice if you think you are winning but not sure how to finish the game off is trade off pieces if material up. Think of it like a war, where you have one more army than your opponent. Will it be easier to win if you have 102 vs 101 armies, or will it be easier if you have 2 vs 1?. Of course the answer is 2 vs 1, and by exchanging pieces off can use your extra pieces more effectively. 

‘Endgame’ usually means the phase of the game with less pieces on the board. BUT BEWARE! ‘The presence of fewer pieces does not always mean the position is simple! So don’t play too quickly. Take your time, and work out exactly what you want to achieve’
This was a piece of advice given to me when I was a young player, and one of the most important I have ever learnt. The endgame is a very precise and technical area, almost opposite to the opening which is all about rapid activation of your armies. This is really the time to slow down and work out what you want and how to get that!. It is during this stage of the game that you want to be making sure every piece is playing its part. 

‘The King is an active fighting piece!’

This was a saying that a friend of mine Joseph Conlon used when we were growing up. I thought it was very funny, as I knew that I must keep my king safe from danger. However, as my chess improved, I realised that what he said made a lot of sense. In the endgame it is nearly always the case that the king is of great value. He is excellent at supporting passed pawns, invading and taking advantage of the enemy’s weaknesses and preventing the other king from entering the game. 

Too many times I see juniors driving their opponent’s king up the board with a series of checks, only to realise that by doing so they have given themselves a lost game. Keep your opponent’s king cut off if you can–it’s often the equivalent of being a whole piece up! 

The Opposition

The opposition is a situation where the two kings are facing off against each other. Gaining the opposition is especially important in endgames with only kings and pawns left on the board. We say that one side (e.g. White) has the opposition when Black’s king must give up ground to the White monarch, so having the opposition is an advantage.
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Passed pawns must be pushed!
Passed pawns have no enemy pawns to stop them becoming queens. Pushing passed pawns up the board when safe will certainly give your opponent something to think about, and can often force a mistake from them as it puts them under pressure. Look at the example Buckley-Hunt given earlier in the paper. If the d-pawn had even been one square further back it is unlikely that I would have blundered. 
Never give up! 

It is surprising how many times you can save a game by continuing to fight all the way to the end. When you start playing masters this will not usually be the case but against inexperienced players it is a good idea to keep going. 


Always be on the lookout for possible stalemate traps:
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Endgame Ideas to Remember

1. Trading pieces when ahead usually makes your winning task easier

2. When you reach the ending take some time to really try to work out what you want to do

3. Opposite colour bishop endgames are often drawn

4. The king usually turns from a defensive to attacking piece in the endgame

5. Passed pawns can really make a difference 

6. Rooks are really important attacking pieces- don’t have them doing defensive duties unless they have to

7. Always stay on your toes- a game is never over until checkmate!

8. Look for stalemating chances when things look really bad

9. Practise set endgames such as Rook vs King and Bishop and Knight vs King

10. Remember to always look for the opposition in King and Pawn endings

Finally- I really hope this paper gives you some good general ideas to help you in your chess. It is a complicated game, but this is what makes it fun! With regular practice and study you can too become a master chess player!

©Adam Hunt 2004

Note white’s last move. As I said before, it is important to balance control of the centre with development of minor pieces. Here again after 4…Bg4  5. Be2 White has a pleasant game due to his space advantage. 





Even here many young players would not be worried until we realise the threat is 11…Bxf3  12.Qxf3 (12.gxf3 gives white a very draughty king) 12…Nxd4 winning a pawn.  And it turns out that this isn’t so easy to stop. For example after 11.Be3 Nxe4


Therefore a good piece of advice to remember is that ‘if you are going to make a central pawn thrust, consider first whether your pawn(s) will be vulnerable to attack by your opponent’s pieces’








By placing the knight here, White attacks the black e5 pawn, gaining time and limiting black’s options. So, what is Black’s best response? Mindful of the importance of developing their minor pieces in the opening, students usually play either 2…Bd6(?) or 2…Nc6. 


When I see the move 2…Bd6 appear I try to explain to my students the importance of co-ordinating their development, the idea of talking to your pieces, popularised by GM Jonathan Rowson. By consulting each piece in turn, you can see here that the black bishop on c8 is very unhappy. It is blocked in by the pawn on d7, which in turn is blocked by the d6 bishop. Before Black can get the light-squared bishop out, his dark-squared counterpart has to be moved again. Therefore another good general rule to remember in the opening is develop knights before bishops. It is easier to choose the right square for the knight!








It was in this position when the white player, a young girl of 7 said to me, “Mr Hunt, I’m stuck”. 


I was not surprised to hear this at all. During the middlegame, the major pieces are often more difficult to use than the minor pieces, and in a position like this it is definitely true. Queens and Rooks like freedom - open files, ranks and diagonals so they can show their power. In order to play chess successfully we must master all our pieces.





So what can White do here? Let’s see how we can open up the position. 





Opening a position requires us to use a pawn break. This is a pawn advance which offers a trade of pawns to open up a position. 











Has White benefited from the trade? Most certainly. The white queen is now dominating the board, there is a semi-open file for a rook (the-d file) and white has a central pawn. Understanding about exchanges and how they can help you is vital to becoming a good player. 





Being a good tactical player requires practice. I used to love solving puzzles given to me by my coach, and by doing this on a regular basis your tactical ability will improve. A good book to help you get started would be Simple Chess tactics and checkmates by A.J.Gillam (Batsford). 





This is one of my games from the recent British championships. Black is a pawn up but under some pressure. I played the terrible …Qd6?? After Qxa4 I had to resign. 





In my experience people make blunders because they are too focused on a certain idea, and don’t take into account everything happening on the board. In the example here, I was so concerned about my opponent advancing his d pawn I completely forgot that my rook was under attack. At the beginner level it is simply a case of players not seeing the square they are about to move to is attacked. Don’t worry though. With more experience this sort of mistake becomes less and less common!








This is an example taken from the French defence. White’s knight on d6 is in a fantastic position, in an outpost (a square that cannot be attacked by your opponent’s pawns, and is supported by your own). However when I showed this position to a 10 year old from my club he suggested Nxc8, reasoning that “generally bishops are better than knights”. A more experienced player would quickly reject this move, as the knight completely dominates the board and is far more valuable than the undeveloped bishop. 





If I gave this position to one of my pupils at school, and asked them what they would play, 9 out of 10 suggest the logical 9.d4. After all, aren’t you always supposed to take control of the centre when given the chance? Most wouldn’t think twice about the situation arising after 9…exd4  10.cxd4 Bg4!





This example of course is taken from the opening but is a fine example of concentrating too much on your own plan, and not sensing the danger. Before you play your move, check and double check that the square you are moving to is safe. Don’t be tempted to play the first move that comes into your head. I always tell my younger students to sit on their hands, so they aren’t too quick to do this. 





You should try to think about each position individually, and not worry too much about remembering lines and positions. I am often asked “Mr Hunt, what should I play here –I can’t remember?” My response is “It’s not about remembering, it’s about understanding”. 











Extra space makes it much easier to put your minor pieces on good squares. Here the e5 pawn restricts the movement of the g8 knight, and also the c8 bishop as it is blocked by the e6 pawn. White on the other hand is free to place his minor pieces on their most natural squares. If Black does not now put pressure on the white pawn chain d4-e5 then he will get smothered. Therefore the move 3…c5! is best. Attacking a pawn chain at the base is the best way to weaken it.�





In this example white looks in control. Black however spots the opportunity to force a draw with 1…Rd6+! After 2.Kxd6 it is stalemate. 





Stalemate is the most common drawing idea in the endgame, but you need to have your brain switched on to find tricks like this! At the same time, if it was you in the winning position you would be kicking yourself for not watching out.


�The motto is Always stay sharp. The endgame is a surprisingly rich area for tactical chances. 





In the opening there are three main objectives. We will discuss the importance of each of these in turn.





Obtain control of the middle of the board with pawns





Develop your minor pieces (knight and bishop) 





Castle as quickly as possible. 








In this example the knight on f6 has been attacked. Look out for ways of doubling up pieces on the weak h7 or h2 squares, as this can often lead to a swift checkmate! 











The position on the left shows how important gaining the opposition is. If it were white to move in this position, black has the opposition and the game is a draw. For example, 1.Kf5 Kf7 (keeping the opposition) 2.g5 Kg7  3.g6 Kg8  4.Kf6 Kf8! (taking the opposition again) 5.g7+ Kg8  6.Kg6 stalemate





But if it was Black’s move in this position the game is won for White- for example 1…Kf7 Kh6! (taking ground) 2.Kg8 Kg6! (taking the opposition again) 3.Kf8 Kh7! And the white pawn will soon queen.





The opposition is really important in these types of position. Imagine the white pawn was on g3 and not g4, and it was White to play. White could use a waiting move (passing the move to the other side) by playing 1.g4! winning the opposition and the game as a result.
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