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At SESI’s High Roads School
Chess is More Than a Game to ‘Special-Needs’ Students
PERRYVILLE, MD – March 11, 2011 – Youngsters at the High Road School of Perryville know the value of a clever chess opening. They’re learning to protect their kings. Some are even starting to master the tricky Queen’s-side castle.
Playing chess for fun – or even having a school chess club like the new one at High Road – is not unusual. The difference here is the chess players themselves. Students at High Road are all diagnosed with range of learning disabilities and emotional or behavioral disorders.

“It seems contradictory for them to enjoy chess. Our students have acute Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD), Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) or other learning disorders,” said teacher’s aide Steve Plantholt. “Some have trouble recognizing patterns or following instructions or have short attention spans. But those behaviors just seem to vanish when they play chess. They’re focused. They concentrate. It’s astounding to see.”
In reality, these High Roads students aren’t just learning how best to capture their opponent’s king, explained teacher Peter Morris. “They are actually learning all sorts of lessons about sportsmanship, decision-making, problem-solving, self-control, patience and respect. They’re just having fun while they do it,” he said.
The educational and curative benefits of playing chess are, in fact, among the most widely researched areas of recreational therapy. A series of psychological studies since the early 1990s show chess to be beneficial for children and adults with learning and emotional disabilities. The studies shows chess can improve cognitive functions including memory and perception, and help reduce inappropriate behavior, manage stress, and improve confidence and self-esteem.
“Whenever we can we also relate chess to our everyday classroom instruction. There are plenty of opportunities when we discuss historical events in social studies, discuss government, social issues, or find references to chess in literature,” Plantholt added. “Just mention chess and the attention level in our classroom shoots way up.”
“The work Pete and Steve are doing is amazing,” said Michael Kaufman, President and CEO of Specialized Educational Services Inc. (SESI) which operates the High Road School and 11 others in Maryland. “Turning a game like chess into a potent educational tool for our special needs students is the kind of creative, innovative instruction that SESI has built a reputation for providing.” 

Morris and Plantholt began to teach chess to their grades 5-8 students last September. “It happened, almost literally, by Chance,” said Morris, when 13-year-old student Chance Windell asked Plantholt to show him how to play chess during recess. “Other students saw Chance and Steve playing. It created a buzz in the classroom and then it really took off.”
The High Road School now has 10 students, ages 11-15, hooked on chess, and Morris and Plantholt have started a chess club. Similar, chess clubs are getting off the ground at the High Road School of Baltimore and the High Road School of Delaware in Wilmington. When they do, Morris and Plantholt hope to take their players on the road for intra-school matches.  

As for Chance Windell, the student who started it all last fall: “I just thought chess would be a lot of fun and it really, really is.” Windell said he is now so good at the game that he managed to defeat Pete Morris in 15 moves during a 30-minute recess.
SESI provides individualized special education for students, ages 5-21, with a range of disabilities at 43 schools in 11 states and the District of Columbia. More information about the High Road School of Perryville and SESI is available at www.sesi-schools.com.
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