Löffler and his vision of chess in Armenia

byUvencio Blanco Hernández
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Stefan Löffler
Stefan Löffler published in Chessbase an article in English, related to his experience in the framework of the III Conference of Chess and Education titled "Current State and Development Trends of Chess Education"held in the city of Tsaghkadzor - Armenia, last May. There he exhibited what he considered the highlight of the event.
Stefan is our colleague on the FIDE Chess and Education Commission. He studied Communication Sciences, Politics and Economics in Berlin - Germany and Sociology, History and Philosophy of Science in Amsterdam - Holland. 
He worked almost two decades as a full-time journalist in science, health and chess. In 2010 he started working in a team of chess instructors in Vienna which he directed until 2014. He created an exhibition on chess in education and organized chess events in public schools in Vienna. 
He also organized eight international conferences on chess in education, especially the London Chess Conference since 2013. He has trained chess teachers and instructors in six countries. 
He attended the Erasmus + CASTLE project (awarded in 2014), started and wrote the application for the Erasmus + CHAMPS project (awarded in 2017) and started and wrote an application for the Erasmus + project for 8 BY8 (pending). Since 2016 he is a consultant at ChessPlus Ltd.

For its part, the prominent journalist NadjaWittmann (editor of ChessBase), proceeded to make the translation into Spanish and editing in the digital portal; work that we present to you.
Pioneering national chess education in Armenia
por Stefan Löffler

Chessbase - 29/05/2019

Armenia has the most ambitious school chess programme in the world. It recently hosted its third international conference and the first meeting of FIDE´s new Education Commission in the ressort town Tsakhkadsor. STEFAN LOEFFLER attended. | Pictured: The final of the Armenian Championship of Primary Schools took place in parallel nearby. | Photos: ArmenianChessAcademy
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In the homeland of school chess

All Armenian children learn chess at school. From grade two to four they have two weekly chess lessons. Introducing chess for everyone in 2011 was a coup. International news media started to celebrate Armenia as the smartest nation on earth. The introduction of chess as a subject was helped by the President of Armenia SershSargsyan being also President of the Armenian Chess Federation. But a year ago huge protests in the streets of Yerevan drove Sargsyan out of office.

The new government still seems to support chess and recently allocated the equivalent of €200,000 to LevonAronian's renewed effort to become world champion. Yet, the game is not sacrosanct and has to prove its value in schools. Parents have been questioning the programme. 
[image: image7.jpg]



Leontxo Garcia speaking about the educational power of chess
| Photo: Armenian Chess Academy
Unlike in other primary school subjects most parents are clueless when it comes to helping with their children's chess homework. Have a look at this position from the grade four textbook: 
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Introduzca los movimientos en el diagrama.
Unlike in other primary school subjects most parents are clueless when it comes to helping with their children's chess homework. Have a look at this position from the grade four textbook: 
If this feels a bit advanced for school chess, how about the following mate in two? 

If White could just pass, all black's next moves would allow checkmate, but all waiting moves seem to have a drawback.
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This brainy puzzle is for nine-year-old school children!
Armenia has a prestigious tournament for nine-year olds. It is the Primary Schools Chess Championship. This season´s finals were staged in parallel with an international conference in Tsakhkadzor, a resort town fifty kilometres north of Yerevan which regularly hosts chess events, for instance the team world championships in 2015. Chess luminaries who came for the conference went to see what Armenian nine-year-olds produced in their school tournament and came away impressed.
"Normally you see something odd on some boards, but here they all had normal positions", said JuditPolgar.
SmbatLputian, who initiated the Armenian Chess Academy 17 years ago out of which the school chess programme developed that he is heading today, shared how he once visited a school chess lesson and casually tried to solve the same problems as the pupils. He was puzzled when they solved it faster than him, the Grandmaster. 
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Grandmasters SmbatLputian (an Armenian scholastic chess pioneer), 
JuditPolgar, Nigel Short were among those in attendance 
| Photo: Armenian Chess Academy
   

Before you imagine the mass production of Aronians by the Armenian school system, be told that the chess content is currently under revision with the explicit goal to make it easier and more accessible. After all, the objectives are educational rather than competitive. The programme is ambitious but far from self-congratulatory. At the conference, titled "Current State and Development Trends of Chess Education", the Armenian presenters talked time again about difficulties. In the early years, many chess lessons were held by chess players. But few of them were able to pick up the pedagogical skills. Regular teachers that were motivated to study chess turned out to be superior at teaching chess.
Since many children struggled with the competitive nature of chess emotional intelligence became an issue. Several presenters addressed if and how chess lessons promote creativity. In 2018, the Chess Scientific Research Institute was installed at the Armenian State Pedagogical University in Yerevan. It comprises 18 scientists from education, didactics, psychology, sociology and philosophy. Most of them spoke at the conference (all presentations are available in English here). The Institute's director, Vahan Sargsyan, is also initiating a new scientific journal that will be open for scholarly publications about educational and social aspects of chess.  
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Armenia's Minister of Education Arayik Harutyunyan, FIDE Vice President 
Nigel Short and Smbat Lputian | Photo: Armenian Chess Academy
The first speaker was Armenia's Minister of Education Arayik Harutyunyan. Foreign speakers addressed practical angles such as how to convince teachers and politicians about the benefits of chess, how it can fit into subjects from mathematics to history or how it can be applied for children with special educational needs. Belarus, Iceland and Kazakhstan sent representatives to learn for the national role-out of their national school chess programmes.  
Evgeny Vladimirov and Alexander Onischuk run chess programmes at the university level in Alma-Aty respectively Texas. Both Grandmasters have joined the Education Commission of FIDE which is now also dealing with chess in higher education. The commission is led by Smbat Lputian. The Armenian has come in with a strong commitment to help school chess programmes worldwide in raising their standards. The only link to the old Chess in Schools Commission is the former chairman Kevin O'Connell remaining on board as the secretary.  
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More Grandmasters on the FIDE Education Commission: EvgenyVladimirov (Kazakhstan) and Alexander Onischuk (USA) | Photo: Armenian Chess Academy.

Two celebrities were among the approximately seventy attendees. Judit Polgar, who has joined FIDE as Honorary Vice President with a double focus on school chess and on gender issues, is very knowledgable and made many constructive comments. She was instrumental in Hungary adopting chess as a voluntary school subject and has been running her own programme since 2012. Nigel Short came to Armenia to learn, as he stressed repeatedly. In his new function of FIDE Vice President the Englishman recently toured the Caribbean and met with not less than five Ministers of Education there. Short felt that he needs to know much more about chess in education.
At the final round table, before a very fruitful and excellently organized conference ended with a gala dinner, Alexander Onischuk reminisced a curious coincidence: When the Chess Olympiad 1996 took place in Yerevan, four present Grandmasters played each other in the very last round in the fight for team medals. Short beat Polgar, but England came half a Buchholz point short of Bronze. Onischuk's draw against Lputian secured silver for the Ukrainian team, while Armenia had to settle for fifth place.  

