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Chess has evolved into a well-loved strategy game among people of all ages since it was first
played in Afghanistan back in 600 AD. Since the very nature of the game calls for mental acuity
and perceptiveness among many other skills, a person’s expertise in the game can easily
convince someone else of his overall intellectual adeptness. Such may be actually based on BT
legitimate stereotypes backed by scientific proof, but it may also be deduced based on the

image that prominent figures have established in the world of chess. This begs the

question: Does playing chess really make a person smarter? This article attempts to provide the >
answers to these questions by using different scientific and logical perspectives.
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What Cognitive Neuroscience Has to Say

In a study conducted in Tlibingen, Germany, chess experts and novices were shown geometric
objects and chess positions, and were later asked to identify each one of them. Their reaction
times and brain activity were closely monitored with the use of functional MRI scans. On the first
part, which was recognizing the geometric objects, results reveal that the subjects’
performance didn’t show any dissimilarities, which implied that the experts’ visualization skills
are no better than the amateurs’. However, during the identification of the chess positions, the
experts were seen to have performed significantly faster and better.

As the researchers geared toward an element of a study previously conducted on pattern and
object recognition by the chess experts, they had anticipated to notice areas of the left
hemisphere of the experts’ brains (involved in object recognition) to be more reactive when
they performed the tasks. However, the reaction times of the subjects were virtually identical.
The very thing that sets the experts apart from the amateurs is that the former’s right brain
hemispheres (involved in pattern recognition) were to seen to have also lit up during the
activity. Therefore, both sides of the experts’ brains were active, processing information in two
places simultaneously. The researchers added that when they showed the chess diagrams to the
subjects, they observed that the amateurs relied on looking at the pieces intently to be able to
recognize them, whereas the experts merely relied on their peripheral vision and looked across
the boards.

Merim Bilalic, a member of the German researchers team from the cognitive psychology
department of the University of Tlibingen, stated in an interview that the experts’ brains
handled the chess tasks quite remarkably compared to that of the novices. The study inferred



that expertise is an acquired-and not an innate-skill. It drew a very sobering message: constant
exposure to the game cultivates intellectual adeptness.

The Cognitive Benefits of Chess According to Other Relevant Studies

According to studies performed in various institutional settings, the game of chess has shown to
yield a number of cognitive benefits in children and elderly alike. Here are some of them.

e Chess boosts brain power in kids.

Kids, between grade school and high school, are seen to reap the most brain benefits from
playing chess, according to experts. Chess has shown to enhance the analytical, critical thinking,
and visualization skills most particularly those of second to third graders. This is attributed to the
rapid development of children in these age groups.

e Chess improves IQ.

According to a study conducted in Venezuela, results have shown that children who took chess
classes for 4 %2 months have increased their IQ points. This conclusion is also backed up by a
2003 study of Murray Thompson, a Ph.D. Education student at the Flinders University in
Australia. In his research, participants who played chess also demonstrated improved 1Q levels.
Thompson ascribes this to the concentration and logical thinking a chess game calls for.

e Chess enhances arithmetical skills.

A 1998 study titled The Effects of Chess Instruction on the Mathematics Achievement of
Southern, Rural, Black Secondary, conducted by James Smith and Robert Cage, has shown that
chess is also crucial in the improvement of a child’s mathematical skills. The subjects, who were
African-American high school students, were provided with 120 hours of chess instruction. The
math proficiency test results reveal that the students from the experimental group showed
better scores, in comparison to the results of the rest of the students who did not take the
exam. James and Cage attribute the enhanced arithmetical skill of the subjects to the influence
of chess on perceptual ability, which is a child’s capacity to deal and provide meaning to sensory
stimulus. Dr. Eric Gottlieb of Rhodes University, on the other hand, cites objective reasoning (or
the ability to think a few steps ahead) as the major reason why chess players are proficient in
math.

e Chess hones verbal skills.

From 1973 to 1974, Albert Frank, a school director based in Zaire, studied the effects of chess on
children who took classes for two hours every week. His study, which is published in the book
Chess and Aptitudes, showed more than stellar results. After the chess lessons, he concluded
that those who practiced chess demonstrated improved verbal skills, as well as enhanced
mathematical skills and administrative-directional tasks. So how does chess enhance verbal skills,
despite the absence of words or verbal communication in the game? Frank believes that chess
improves verbal skills since it utilizes all the abilities of an individual, as many aptitudes or
faculties of the mind are utilized whenever the game is played.

¢ Chess sharpens critical thinking skills.

In his 1995 study titled Chess in Education: Research Summary, Dr. Robert Ferguson (a
cardiologist at the Northeast Georgia Diagnostics Clinic) had established that chess is
instrumental in the enhancement of a child’s critical thinking and good judgment skills.
Ferguson’s subjects, who were seventh to ninth graders, yielded a 17% improvement in the
results.

¢ Chess boosts emotional intelligence and psycho-social skills.

Intelligence is not merely measured by IQ points; emotional intelligence plays a big role as well.
Also known as El, it is defined as the person’s ability to perceive, control, and evaluate
emotions. The game helps bring more and more people together regardless of race and
socioeconomic status, according to Dr. Rose Marie Stutts of the Freedom Chess Academy. In
effect, chess improves emotionalintelligence, as well as psycho-social skills.



¢ Chess preserves mental acuity in the elderly.

While chess has already been proven to be highly beneficial for kids, studies have shown that it
can help improve the mental acuity of the elderly as well. Chess hones an elderly player’s ability
to determine cause and effect patterns, analyze the relationship between two ideologies, and
understand key concepts. As such, chess has proven to be highly effective in protecting the
elderly from neuro-degenerative conditions like dementia and Alzheimer’s disease.
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