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Introduction by Prof Barry Hymer

As regular Chessable users know, our MoveTrainer technology embraces the
powerful processes of spaced repetition, and we have written about ways of
using this system most effectively in previous science blog posts. But we
haven't yet written a post about the very concept of memory and its general
role in cognition and learning. I'm delighted therefore that Dr Jon Tibke has
distilled the science for us into a very readable and accessible blog post this
month. It is a version of a three-post series first published by Therapist
Learning. Jon is a learning scientist working across the educational and health
sectors, who has a longstanding interest and expertise in the interface
between the mind and behaviour, drawing especially on findings from

neuroscience.

There are a few core and wonderfully optimistic take-homes from Jon’s piece
which hit the spot for me in my personal Chessable practice. One is that one’s
memory capacity is close to infinite — even for we amateurs with limited time
for practice and repetition. | needed reminding of this as | started working my
way enthusiastically through GM Pepe Cuenca’s brilliant and comprehensive
Chessable course on the Philidor. The course is vast and will take me some
months to complete, and the disturbing thought occurred to me as | made my
painstaking progress, ‘What if | can’t retain it all? Is there any point learning
something which is going to need to be relearned all over again?’ Well, as Jon’s
post reminds me, even my aged brain CAN retain it all, and the point of
learning something is that the price of retention is eternal revisiting. That’s the
genius of MoveTrainer, compared to my old narrative methods of learning
openings from books: whereas once | finished a book | knew that | really
needed to re-read it, of course | didn’t —my brain was more eager to explore
novel material. It felt like an admission of failure that the lines I'd ‘learned’ had
somehow evaporated. Chessable courses inhibit evaporation by building in
constant active review. Of course this doesn’t mean that the learning is always
easy -some of those infernal deceptively-similar-but-subtly-different Philidor
Endgame lines (where White exchanges pawns on €5 and trades queens) can
test the patience of Petrosian, and these are the moments where the Difficult
Moves feature on PRO comes into its own.
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Another core takehome for me is in Jon’s synthesis of Kenneth Higbee’s work,
including the salience of meaningfulness in supporting memory, and the role
of patternmaking organisational strategies. Every chessplayer will be able to
see the connections here, and it's one of the reasons | prefer to adjust my
settings to ‘All moves’ when learning and reviewing something -yes, it can take
a few tedious seconds to play through the initial sequence ‘mindlessly’, but it’s
actually not mindless at all -it’s helping me embed and contextualise the
terminal stages of a sequence, and put it into the context of an actual game -
“Ah -this is the line where | need to look out for the chance to sac my knight on
e4 and pick up White’s bishop on c4 with a pawn fork in handsome return”.
Giving a line meaning and hooks into existing knowledge is all-important -see
also my post on doing ‘dumb stuff’ and implicit learning.

Which is the link to my final introductory thought: MoveTrainer’s exploitation of
SRS doesn’t mean other memory strategies are irrelevant. We've had an
interesting exchange with a Chessable user recently on possible moves into
memory-palace territory (see Jon’s account of Robert Winston’s experiment) -
to augment SRS gains -and look out for future descriptions of how we're
working with international memory champions to see what resonances there

can be for us in making improvements to our offer.

But for now, over to Dr Tibke:

The salience of strategy

No question that memory is a crucial thing, for all kinds of reasons. I'm going to
start with some groundwork before getting into some of the specifics that are
worth considering in general and in reference to your individual chess
strategies.

A true story, starring me, to get us started. In 2015, for the second time, | did a
six-week learning workshop tour in India. This second tour was focused on
memory and consolidation of learning. As this tour was around the time of
International Pi (' ) Day (March 14-3.14) | started the workshops by reciting Pi
to 14 decimal places, with a participant writing them up for all to see and
another checking them on a mobile. My audiences thought | was slowly and
dramatically dredging the numbers from the depths of my memory, but the
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speed was actually dictated by my going through a 14-word sentence in my
head, in which the number of letters in each word represented the numbers |
needed to recall. Interestingly, after a few workshops | didn’t need the
sentence as by then | could reel off the numbers. So what | demonstrated was
not super memory but an effective memory strategy, with the added bonus of
quickly convincing my audiences that | really did know something about this.

Analogies and metaphors can be useful things and we use them in many
contexts, but they can sometimes be an unhelpful self-fulfilling prophecy.
Every time you think or say that your memory is like a sieve, you're not helping
yourself! All of us actually have boundless memory -no research has ever
succeeded in establishing any kind of limit. So when Homer Simpson declared
that ‘Every time | learn something new it pushes some old stuff out of my
brain, he was wrong. His evidence was anecdotal: ‘Remember when | did that
home winemaking course and forgot how to drive?’

NOTE: Want to read more articles by Prof Barry Hymer?

The Science of Learning (https://www.chessable.com/blog/the-science-of-
learning/)

The Alluring lllusion of ‘Learning Styles’ in Chess
(https://www.chessable.com/blog/learning-styles-chess/)

Which Beautiful Game, Exactly? (https://www.chessable.com/blog/which-
beautiful-game-exactly/)

Closing the gap: How gender-blind is chess, actually?
(https://www.chessable.com/blog/gender-gap-chess/)

Thinking Moves: Why It’s Worth Thinking About Your Thinking
(https://www.chessable.com/blog/thinking-moves-why-its-worth-thinking-
about-your-thinking/)

Selective sponges

It's also not accurate to describe memory, as | often hear said about children,
as a sponge, soaking up everything. My dad, lovely man that he was, put a lot
of energy during my childhood into reminding me to close doors, preferably by
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using the door handle. No sponge in my head was soaking that up and here’s
why: it didn’t matter to me and | didn’t know why it mattered to my dad. As
neurobiologist John Medina writes in Brain Rules (2009), we don’t pay attention
to things that we find boring. Important lesson there: if you are approaching
any learning in a way that bores you, then you will indeed remember only a
limited amount, but that does not mean there is something wrong with your
memory. Incidentally | can recall with ease, without any attempt to learn them,
all my dad’s witty catchphrases and those very, very few occasions as a child
that | heard my dad use a swear word. Now why is that?

You'll be able to answer that question. I'd like to conduct a small test now, so
please do something else for a few minutes, such as put the kettle on and
make a cup of tea to enjoy in the next section. Switch off from what you've
read so far.
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Welcome back. You do of course remember something from what you’ve read
so far? Homer Simpson? That’s not just me being flippant. You may initially not
have recalled anything, but may well then find that the mention of Homer
Simpson brings back the cartoon and the comment.

This tells us a lot about how memory works. In simple terms, things get broken
down and stored in different areas of the brain. We store different things in
different ways in different places, but all these things can connect via
networks. So you may not always need to remember heaps of details if the

$$$% "ok I" &
























