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In the Seattle area, we are lucky to have a very active scholastic chess environment – possibly the most active in the country. From around November to April, there are tournaments within easy driving range (usually Seattle) just about every Saturday. 

The purpose of this document is to provide some information to those who are new to scholastic chess. Chess tournaments are not only for advanced, highly competitive players. There are around 600 children per grade who play at the elementary level so while there are some very good players, players of all levels show up at tournaments. Anyone who can play a full game all the way to checkmate and might enjoy a day playing chess is a candidate for tournaments.

Most tournaments require advance registration, and some are so popular that they fill well in advance. Typically there is a registration fee of around $15-$17. Tournaments usually have 5 rounds and players are never eliminated. Everyone plays all rounds and the tournaments last most of the day.

My observation is that kids have the most fun when they are at tournaments with classmates and friends and I strongly advise keeping this in mind in your planning. There can be quite a bit of down time between rounds and baseball gloves, soccer balls, etc. are put to good use. An additional advantage of attending in groups is that some tournaments have “team” awards where scores from players at the same school are added together. Attendance with a group can also reduce the oversight burden on parents unable to spare an entire day.

Some tournaments don’t have adequate seating for parents. It can be a good idea to bring some fold-up/camping chairs and a card table and other comfort items for a day in a school multi-purpose room. Many tournaments do have concessions for lunch, but bringing some favorite snacks is a good idea. Both parents and kids should bring non-chess stuff to do between rounds. Kids should bring their scorebook and pencil if they record their games. Because of tight spaces, it can be an advantage to arrive early – another reason to go with a group having a few designated early arrivals. 

A list of scholastic tournaments is maintained at http://www.calendarwiz.com/calendars/calendar.php?crd=nwsrsevents& This is quite efficient, usually with links to more information and, increasingly, to online registration options. In addition, there is a recommended tournament list on the club website http://www.overlakechess.org . This will include comments or recommendations about the tournament, and names of other students from school who are planning to attend. 
Registration. Registration for tournaments is the responsibility of the parent. Tournaments require advance registration, and many fill well in advance. Please look at the schedule early and plan ahead as much as possible. A few tournaments request registration by school. In those cases I, or some other interested parent, will coordinate the entry and collect the registration fees. A few tournaments have limits on the number of students who can register from each school and is something to be aware of. 

Ratings. Anyone playing in a tournament automatically receives a numerical rating based upon the results and the ratings of the opposition. While kids really should not worry about ratings too much, they will. There is a Northwest Scholastic Rating System (NWSRS) that is free. After playing in a NWSRS-rated tournament, you will automatically get an ID and a rating. This will be on the whsca.org website. The name with which you register for your first tournament will be the one that gets entered in the ratings database. So you will have to use that name when you register for subsequent tournaments. Also, every student has a school code. Our code in the system is “OVL”. 
A few tournaments are United States Chess Federation (USCF) rated (Usually they are rated by both the USCF and the NWSRS.) To play in a USCF-rated tournament it is mandatory to have a USCF membership. These can be purchased when you register for the tournament that needs it. 

Swiss system pairings. Most tournaments are paired according to some variant of what is known in the chess world as the Swiss system. The guiding principle is that you play people who have the same score as you do. The details can be complicated, but I will step through an example showing some of the basics. Assume there are 100 students playing in the 4th t to 6th grade section. In the first round of a tournament, players will be ranked in order 1 to 100 by their rating. Players who haven’t played before are given the minimum rating (400 for the NWSRS) and will be at the bottom. Then the list is divided in half, and the top player of the top half plays the top player of the bottom half so that #1 plays #51, #2 plays #52, etc. Then in the 2nd round, all the players who won, and have one point, will be paired against each other (using the same top half vs. bottom half algorithm) as will the players who lost (or drew). There are many complexities because people from the same school don’t play each other, colors are alternated, some score groups will have an odd number etc. It’s all done by computer, and although sometimes the pairings don’t seem fair, it’s just bad luck – not the tournament director out to get your child.  

Swiss pairing has the feature that games in the first few rounds can be quite mismatched. This is discouraging to newcomers. But have heart - the pairing system eventually leads to people playing opponents of similar ability. 

Trophies and Tiebreaks. Trophies are usually distributed in an award ceremony after the last round. Different tournament organizers have different policies. Generally, there will be a number of “overall” trophies given to the players with the best score, followed by trophies given to the best in each grade. So a “10th place overall” trophy in a 4-6 section is a better finish than a “1st place 5th grade”.
There will usually be many players finishing with exactly the same score. (Wins are counted as 1 point, draws are counted as 0.5 points) Players finishing with the same score are ordered according to tie breaks (not ratings). These are again calculated by computer and typically are based on the scores that your opponents achieved during the tournament. There is logic to it, but it does lead to situations that are arbitrary and unfair. One player with 4 points out of 5 wins an overall trophy; another player with 4 points doesn’t win a trophy at all. One player plays great and scores well against high-rated players, but his first-round opponent got sick after the first game and dropped out, so that player contributes nothing to your tie-breaks.  

The State Championships. In Washington, a student must qualify in order to play in the State championships. Next year's State Championships are scheduled for April 25, 2009 in Spokane, Washington. In order to be eligible, a player must have obtained 3 points in at least one 4 or 5 round NWSRS tournament. (For longer tournaments a score of better than 50% is required.)  Qualifying for State is a goal that is challenging but at the same time achievable for most students. 

I strongly encourage everyone who might be interested in going to State put the date on your calendar now and to think about arranging lodging as early as possible.

Tips for Qualifying. First, improve! Obvious, but true. Second, play in more tournaments. Aside from this leading to improvement, it gives a player more chances. Third, start early. Counting on doing well in a single tournament in April is a risky strategy. Another idea is to try to play in “easier” tournaments. Things people have tried: play tournaments with sections “capped” by rating (e.g. U-800), tournaments that attract a lot of first timers, tournaments with favorable section split (e.g. 5TH- 6TH grade for a 6th grader), or smaller tournaments outside of Seattle.

Tournament Play. All tournaments are “touch move”. This means if a player touches a piece and it can be legally moved, he must move it. If he lets go of a piece he’s moved, his turn is over and he can’t move the piece to a different square. If he touches an opponent’s piece, he must capture it. Players should get in the habit of playing this way all the time. If a player wants to adjust a piece on the board they can only adjust their own and they must say "Adjust" first. If a player wants to adjust an opponent’s piece, they need to ask the opponent to adjust it.

Clocks. In 4th-6th grade and middle school sections is either player has a clock and requests that the game be played on the clock, it’s not optional for the other player.  In general, playing on a clock is a best practice to make sure your opponent is not taking an unfair amount of time contemplating their moves.  The tournament director will give instructions about how to set the clock prior to the tournament. Most tournaments are either G30 (30 mins each side) or G25/5 (25 mins with 5 second delay/move).  There are few events that showcase longer G60 games.
What is the best advice for playing with a clock? As always, make good moves! Don’t worry about playing fast, but do remember to hit the clock after you’ve made your move. Don’t even look at the clock – just remember to hit it and then focus on the board. I’ve seen many decently played games turn into one blunder after another as both players start making thoughtless move after thoughtless move the second the clock is added. Keep your cool! 

The End of the Game A guiding principle in scholastic tournaments is that the result of a game is basically whatever the two players agree it is. Judges should not override or influence the agreed upon result even when the players are wrong (e.g. the position on the board is not a stalemate, but both players agree that it is).  

The usual situation is that at the end of the game, one or both players raise their hands to summon a judge. The players should not disturb the board. The judge should ask a neutral, non-leading question, such as “What happened here?” The winner will usually say something like “I won” or “White won on board 23”. The judge should then seek confirmation from the other player if it is not volunteered by asking “Do you agree?” It is OK to say "No". Judges ask that question even if we know the first player gave the wrong answer (e.g. claiming that its checkmate but it’s not) We're *hoping* the opponent will say "No. I don't think he won and I want to keep playing!" If agreement is given, however, the judge will mark the agreed-to result on a scoresheet and should ask the players to confirm that it was done correctly.

Stories of inexperienced players being swindled by older players are commonplace and the best defense against that is knowing the rules and knowing to summon a judge when disputes occur. And when agreement is reached, make sure that the score is recorded properly on the result sheet. We've had several occasions where there have been disputes over results.  If the players can't agree on what happened, the judge’s recorded result is binding.

It is customary at the end of a game to congratulate your opponent, thank him for the game, and wish him well for the rest of the tournament. Then the players should set up the board for the next round. Win with grace, lose with dignity.

Disputes. If there are disputes of any kind, a player should stop playing and raise his hand to summon a judge. Don’t start moving the pieces around and don’t try to win an argument with an opponent. Problems can range from rules issues or illegal moves, to players engaging in noisy/irritating behaviors, to having to go to the bathroom.  In all cases, the player should raise their hand and tell one of the judges. Players should also be aware that if they believe the judge has made an incorrect ruling, they can ask for the head judge or tournament director to be brought over. It does happen from time to time that judges know the rules less well than the players.

Draws. It’s usually good advice to refuse draw offers at this level. I have seen many students throw away wins by agreeing to a draw in a winning position. Playing to win and playing out positions to the end are good habits to have. There are various ways to claim a draw without the opponent’s agreement, but most of them are misunderstood at the scholastic level. In short, if a player wants to play on, he should not agree to his opponent’s draw claim. He should make the player prove the draw to the judge.
 Recording moves. Recording moves is not required, but has a number of advantages. 1.Writing down moves before making them can reduce blunders. 2. Recording moves is necessary to claim certain kinds of draws and can be used to reconstruct positions if illegal moves have been made. 3. It is fun to show off wins to friends, parents and coaches. 4. Playing over games, both wins and losses, is universally acknowledged to be one of the best teaching tools. 5. Recording moves is required at older ages. 6. Recorded games can be published in a chess game collection.

General Etiquette.  For the most part the people running the tournaments are doing so as volunteers believing that they are contributing to the welfare of our children. Let’s make sure that Overlake students (and parents) put their best foot forward. This means leaving the area where we have been sitting spotless. Throw away all pizza plates, soda cans, newspapers etc. Clean up spills and messes. If you use a board between rounds to go over your game or just to play, always make sure that the board is left in the starting position with all the pieces present when you leave.

Frequently Asked Questions

1. I missed the registration deadline for tournament XYZ. Can I still register? Can you get me in?

It doesn’t hurt to try. Many tournament organizers try to be accommodating. Whether you are successful or not depends on the people running the tournament. Chances are that neither Coach Al nor I will have any special clout or influence. The best bet is to avoid being in that situation by planning ahead.  

2. I registered for tournament XYZ but can’t make it. What should I do?

Registrations are typically neither transferable nor refundable.  You should, however, notify the director as soon as you know you can’t make it, to open up a spot for someone else, and help the director run a smooth tournament.

3. My child’s not feeling well and we have to leave in the middle of a tournament. What should we do?

It is very important in this case to notify the director that you are leaving. If you don’t do so, some student will be paired with your absent child and essentially get cheated out of a game. It is very bad form to just leave, and reflects badly on the school. 

