
CHESS IN TURNAROUND SCHOOLS 
 
With the U.S. Department of Education focused on creating 'turnaround' schools that can transform the 
educational opportunities and experiences for students in low income and other at-risk communities, 
knowing what works is critical. Besides the obvious changes like bringing in quality staff, developing 
principals who are leaders, empowering teachers as mentors so they're better able to connect with 
students -- identifying specific activities that can contribute to the turnaround process is crucial. 
  
One activity with tremendous turnaround potential is chess. A key reason that chess stands out is 
because it can be used to effect positive change in individual students; the interactions of groups of 
students as well as those between students and adults; and the culture of the entire school community. In 
fact, chess is widely used as a metaphor for success in an individual's life, but can just as readily be 
applied to the success of the school. And 'turning around' a school is all about moving it - and its students 
- from failure to success.  
 
How can we use chess as a turnaround activity? By empowering students and teachers: Students 
by providing an activity through which they can experience success in using their minds and finding 
common ground with other students in a fun way; and Teachers by creating a vehicle for engaging 
students in a variety of subjects [see below] that can foster student cognitive, emotional, behavioral and 
social growth. In empowering both students and teachers, chess can contribute to building a culture of 
success school-wide. 
 
Ideally, the goal with chess for at-risk students is twofold: (1) to create a program that helps students 
learn the game and be motivated to stay involved throughout their school careers; and (2) to use the 
lessons of chess to engage students in learning, as well as help them see the parallel lessons for life. By 
integrating chess into the school experience in a variety of ways that have meaning for students, this 
activity can be transformational. 
 
A school might consider establishing a chess program for 'early adopters,' (kids who are naturally 
interested, or can be persuaded to participate) - and making it popular as quickly as possible so that other 
students can naturally be drawn in to the activity over time. 
 
Chess has extraordinary potential way beyond learning how to play the game itself. Teachers have come 
to appreciate its value in bringing a variety of different subjects to life, making them more engaging for 
students.  

Some Lessons from Chess: The Connections are Limitless 
  

►Use chess to help kids imagine a different time and a different life (images of kings and queens, knights 
and bishops....)    

►Discuss the origins of chess (thought to be in India) 

►Talk about chess in movies and plays - Searching for Bobby Fischer, The Knights of the South Bronx, 
the chess game in Harry Potter, and Chess, the play 

►Use the glossary of chess to introduce a new vocabulary  

►Develop a simple math lesson using the squares and ranks and files of the chess board 

►Use the moves in chess as a metaphor for the moves in life in counseling students to discuss goal-
setting, risk-taking, conflict resolution and other aspects of good decision-making 

►Use chess to give an otherwise failing kid a reason to come to school! 
 
Chess is recognized by U.S. Department of Education guidelines[1] for 21st Century Community Learning 
Centers as an "activity to foster critical thinking skills, persistence and other positive work habits."  And 
Renaissance Knights Chess Foundation is the leading provider of chess programs to Chicago Schools. 
The combination can offer a very powerful educational tool. 
 
[1] 21st Century Community Learning Centers, Non-Regulatory Guidance, U.S. Department of Education Office of Elementary & 
Secondary Education Academic Improvement and Teacher Quality Programs, February 2003, p. 28. 


