Promoting more chess in schools – Chess Scotland’s challenges
Overview

This paper takes stock of progress in the last two years in promoting more chess in Scottish schools. It focuses on:

· how far the concept of the “visiting schools chess coach”, advocated by the University of Aberdeen’s Rowan Group in its report on the impact of the Aberdeen Chess in Schools Project
, may have influenced development; 
· steps taken by Chess Scotland following its adoption of the main recommendations in a report on Junior Chess in Scotland
, aimed at establishing a clear business plan.
The paper is cautiously optimistic about the prospect of more chess in schools in Scotland over the next 3-5 years. It takes account of an article on “Chess in Schools: the Aberdeen Project – a way forward?” (Craig Pritchett in Chess, May 2005)
, which argued that there were “good chances for roll-out (of the visiting schools chess coach concept) … but there remain a great many questions about resources”. 

The paper argues that caution remains appropriate, but it also points to a number of recent grounds for increasing optimism, including:

· indications that more schools, local education authorities and politicians are taking the educational, social and sporting benefits of chess seriously;
· indications that more coaches may be obtaining funding from schools and local education authorities to carry out more extensive chess teaching in schools, including work in curriculum time; 
· the specific prospect of developing a major chess in schools project within Edinburgh, building on the success of Aberdeen’s scheme.
Roll-out of the “visiting chess coach” concept seemed possible in 2005 because the Aberdeen chess in schools project was well-organised, demonstrably beneficial and potentially adaptable nationally
This was the essential conclusion of my May 2005 article in Chess. I will not repeat the arguments in detail but stress a number of key factors that ensured the project’s success:
· The chess coach was given time and a budget to prepare teaching materials, including lesson plans, for a course of around 8-9 weekly, 45 minute to one hour lessons, to teach children how to play chess, to be delivered to whole classes across one whole year group, in curriculum time;
· The chess coach established after schools clubs, involving parents and teachers in eventually taking these over, and included inter-school individual and team competition;
· Subject to discussions with head teachers, parental involvement was encouraged at all times, including in the classroom, and the teaching materials were designed with a view to encouraging inter-generational chess learning and play in families. Options were built into the teaching to allow one to one chess teaching for children with learning difficulties and behavioural problems;

· The basic focus on schools within single clusters of feeder primary schools and their (“associated”) secondary schools allowed ease of roll-out to other parts of Aberdeen and adaptation to growth, through the employment of part-time teaching assistants, development of international contacts and competition, and the eventual use of a central coaching and playing location; 
· The year-long research undertaken by the Rowan Group in 2003-04 confirmed a range of educational, community and behavioural benefits and attracted ministerial interest.
This was a strong “model”, which I argued was in whole or in part transferable. My caution about its prospects of roll-out derived not from any perceived organisational weakness but from a hard-edged recognition that apart from the managing coach employed successfully in running the Aberdeen project, there was no other obvious person either able or willing to run a chess in schools project on such a scale elsewhere in Scotland, and that there are wider institutional obstacles. A reality check indicates:
· Chess teaching in Scottish schools, itself patchy, overwhelmingly relies on unpaid volunteers, who themselves overwhelmingly operate for relatively small periods of time in single school chess clubs once a week;

· There are still few “coaches” prepared to commit themselves to larger, multi-school / area-wide projects;

· Major sources of finance for such schemes, professional recognition (including for teachers in the state education sector willing to give up their time to promote extra-curricular activities) and true career opportunities (for anyone who may have the skills and willingness to do such work), are also very thin on the ground; and

· Chess is not seen as a priority within the educational mainstream and faces considerable competition from a whole range of other activities such as dance, drama, music and (physical) sport.
Since 2005 no “second” Aberdeen project has been launched on a similar scale elsewhere in Scotland, but there are increasing grounds for optimism about that prospect
Ideally we would all like to see Aberdeen-like chess in schools projects, in partnership with schools, education authorities and others, adapted to suit local demands, resources and needs as necessary, in many other parts of Scotland. And the good news is that, despite the reality check, there are at least three substantive grounds for increasing optimism.
First, there are signs that more schools, local education authorities and politicians are taking the educational, social and sporting benefits of chess more seriously. The Rowan Group research has played an important part in this. More generally the educational policy background has been favourable. The Scottish Executive Education Department presses schools to inject more creativity, innovation and flexibility into the curriculum, recognising that “excellence” can be achieved in many non-core ways, including chess teaching. 
Second, there are signs of growth including recent, more substantive, paid work in schools, for example in East Dunbartonshire, Inverclyde, South Lanarkshire and (subject to agreement) North Ayrshire, all involving some teaching in curriculum time as well as extra-curricular activities, including inter-school competition. Elsewhere at this conference, there are presentations on the use of chess to deliver problem solving elements of the primary school maths curriculum and to teach autistic pupils in schools in Perth & Kinross. I also understand that work commissioned by the exam board ASDAN on the development of a half GCSE on chess, on which I have had some input, is close to pilot stage. ASDAN is keen to involve Scottish schools.
Thirdly, in February 2005, Edinburgh City Council passed a motion to investigate practical ways to establish a schools chess development coordinator, to work with the Edinburgh & Lothians’ Schools League to develop more chess in schools in the Scottish capital. Following a subsequent fact-finding visit to the Aberdeen project, the Council confirmed its commitment to the coordinator’s post, subject to finding a budget. While current budgetary pressures mean that finance is unlikely to be found for this post by Edinburgh City Council, it remains supportive.
Against this background, Chess Scotland launched a review of Junior Chess in Scotland, which concluded that a concerted effort should be made both to get more money into the game and to appoint paid schools chess development coordinators
Chess Scotland launched a review of Junior Chess in Scotland because it felt the need to improve its vision, business planning and capacity to meet the full potential to grow the junior game in Scotland, particularly through accessing more funds and taking on paid staff. 
Like many national federations, Chess Scotland is a small, low budget, effectively voluntary organisation. Following a successful grant application to The Big Lottery (through Awards for All), it commissioned a consultancy with a recent track record in successfully working with similar organisations on similar business planning and fund raising matters, to help its three junior directorates - international, home championships and schools chess development – primarily to create a mid to long-term business plan, including a fundraising strategy.
The project was carried out in consultation with stakeholders and other interested parties, along with associated desk research, in the period October 2006-May 2007. In summary, the report commended a four part strategy for the development of Junior chess in Scotland:
1. Concentrate effort and resources on primary schools, with four actions:

· A sustained background campaign of persuasion, aimed at central government and local authorities;

· Information packs for individual schools, about setting up and managing Chess in the school;

· Teacher training and support; 

· Paid regional coordinators to liaise with and between schools and clubs and organise league competition.

2. Use the regional coordinators to liaise with secondary schools to minimise the drop-out rate through:

· Secondary school information packs;

· Competition and coaching (across the late primary / early secondary school years);

· Teacher training;

· Liaison with clubs.

3. Improve public awareness and image of the game of Chess through a concentrated marketing strategy comprising:

· Improving the prestige of and heavily promoting the National Championships;

· Publicity highlighting events and successes, particularly on the international stage;

· Use a bank of Chess-playing celebrities.

4. Work with partner organisations to develop Junior Chess in clubs:

· Produce a set of guidelines for setting up and running junior sections in clubs;

· Work up a set of incentives for clubs to invest in junior sections, such as training and attractive local leagues;

· Work up an integrated and staged set of competitions leading up to the National Championships.

This strategy was costed over three to five years, and the report recommended that an existing chess educational charitable trust should be reconstituted to manage the strategy, including fundraising
We were convinced by the strategy. Much less easy was to convince us that we could achieve it. Chess in Scotland, and not just Chess Scotland, is not used to large budgets, employing staff, and professional marketing strategies, big money fundraising and suchlike (paradoxically, of course, more than a few of us are used to such things in work outside chess, for which we have time and are paid a requisite salary). 
But our consultants insisted that there was no particular reason why chess shouldn’t be able to bid for such funds. Of course, they are right. We need a big vision. We should just do it. So here is how they considered our new £1million, 5 year plan to promote more chess in Scottish schools might look if we successfully achieve it: 

· Year One (2008) – Pilot. The aim is to establish the methodology by targeting a cluster of schools in one region. Mainly through the employment of a Schools Chess Coordinator, the year’s budget is estimated at some £70,000. This should be raised from the Young People’s Fund and others and the process of fundraising should be begun immediately, to allow a post starting in January 2008.

· Year Two (2009) – Expansion. The aim is to refine and roll out the programme, using results obtained from the pilot and targeting 2 or 3 more clusters. With the addition of another Coordinator, the budget for the year is estimated at some £95,000.

· Year Three (2010) – Consolidation. The addition of two further Coordinators (with the original staff member envisaged fulfilling a managerial role) brings the budget for the year to some £175,000. 

Alongside this activity, an ambitious programme for the National Championships through a promotion and sponsorship drive speculates great improvements in venue, profile and promotion. A budget of £70,000 is not out of the question. This leads to the possibility of a fundraising target approaching £1 million over a five year period.

Our consultants went on to recommend that the strategy should be managed, including fundraising and the employment of coordinators, by an existing, small chess educational charity, The SJCA Educational Trust, acting independently of, but taking account of the views and advice of Chess Scotland and other key partners in junior chess. 
This too made sense, as the Trust is already required to act in this way as a charity anyway, although it would need to be expanded and reconstituted, to enable it better to carry out this role. It would develop a fundraising plan, linked to the business plan, aimed at attracting finance in two main ways:

· Individual giving, such as an annual fund, legacy giving, tribute funds and general fundraising events
· Charities, trusts and foundations, where plans for each project will differ, according to potential income streams.

Our consultants concluded by recommending implementation of the following two steps concurrently and immediately:
· The reconstitution of the SJCA Educational Trust into a body which can apply for and manage receipt and expenditure of considerable funds. 

· Application, on behalf of the Trust, for the £70,000 necessary to execute the plan in Year One (2008).

The SJCA Educational Trust has since applied for the £70,000 necessary to appoint a schools chess development coordinator from January 2008 to focus initially in an 18 month period on schools in Edinburgh
The SJCA Educational Trust adopted the review recommendations and immediately began to prepare applications for the £70,000 necessary to implement stage 1 of the junior chess business plan. The management board of Chess Scotland signalled its encouragement to the Trust to take this action. The Trust will initially approach four funding bodies and has already made its first application (for the full amount) to The Young Peoples’ Fund (YPF). 

In the course of making its YPF application, the Trust decided to focus the project initially in Edinburgh. This took account of Edinburgh City Council’s stated support for such a post and of the potential benefit of linking the project to the existing Edinburgh & Lothians’ Schools League and Edinburgh Chess League infrastructure. Quoting from the application: 

“… The project is for the SJCA Educational Trust to … employ a Coordinator to work with schools primarily within the Edinburgh and Lothians area, but with a view to extending lessons learned and promoting similar activities elsewhere in Scotland:

· At primary level (P6 and 7) to introduce, organise, coach and develop Chess and competitive playing

· At secondary level (S1-3) to retain interest and minimise drop out rates.

“…  A key aim will be to develop a schools cluster-based model for chess development, linked to existing local chess infrastructure, along similar lines to that adopted in the successful Aberdeen [chess in schools] project … If successful, the aim will then be to identify more chess coaches to enable the model to be rolled out more widely in Edinburgh & Lothians and to promote its merits and ultimately seek its expansion to the whole of Scotland. An important part of the Schools Chess Coordinator’s role will be to audit existing playing levels and record qualitative and quantitative outcomes, to act as the basis for further development and funding applications.

“Specific tasks envisaged by the Coordinator in this pilot project include:

· The identification of at least one schools cluster keen to act as a partner in the first year of a rolling programme of cluster development beginning in the 2008-09 school year

· Production of information packs and materials

· Production of publicity materials
· Production of a web package for the GLOW [Scottish schools intranet] site
· Working with Learning and Teaching Scotland and the Out-of-School-Hours Learning Network to inform and educate teachers
· Working with existing chess leagues and clubs to improve access and integration by schools to the fullest range of opportunities available to play chess outside schools (this may include work especially to promote a new junior club chess league).”
If the SJCA Educational Trust, acting with Chess Scotland and others, or indeed any other party acting independently, fail to take forward the Aberdeen impetus, we may still experience some slower growth in chess in schools, but we will have missed an opportunity
I have now become a trustee in the SJCA Educational Trust, and with that hat on, I am sure that I can speak on behalf of my fellow trustees to say that we are now quite simply determined to give this project and business plan every chance to succeed that we can possibly give it. With my schools chess development director, Chess Scotland, hat on, I am certain that if we can support the Trust, make the business plan work and establish a substantive chess in schools programme in Edinburgh, we will have taken a huge step forward in the interests of promoting much more chess in schools in Scotland.

If we weren’t to proceed with this plan, we would still remain with Chess Scotland’s existing policy commitment to support any local project to the extent that it can and may be needed. We will also simply benefit by the expansion, reconstitution and improved focus and capacity of the SJCA Educational Trust to raise funds for other junior chess projects. The modest grounds for optimism referred to earlier in this paper are unlikely to disappear, and there are other positive factors.
Chess Scotland has, for example, probably been approached by more private sponsors in the last year or two than for some time, all keen on contributing to junior or schools chess because of the positive appeal of the game as an educationally valuable mind sport. The privately constituted Scottish Junior Chess (SJC) moreover now offers an extensive calendar of regional and national events to add to Chess Scotland’s official national schools and junior championships. 

Let’s at least try to get much more chess into many more schools to enjoy these growing opportunities and to ensure the future of the game by expanding the grass roots.
Craig Pritchett 

August 2007
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