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TCA Proposed Policy on Home
School Students
Proposed Policy on Home School and Other Non-Traditional K-12
Students Playing in the TCA Scholastic Tournaments

The Tennessee Chess Association is in the process of updating its
policy on home school and other non- traditional K-12 students and
how they can participate in the Tennessee State Scholastic
Tournaments. The main questions are to clarify how home school and
non-traditional students can compete in the Harry D. Sabine
Scholastic Team Tournaments either by forming teams or by joining a
chess team in the student’s appropriate local public school.

The revision to the existing policy (approved in 2011) is necessary
because Tennessee’s laws governing home school education have
changed significantly since then, and especially because the Access
and Opportunity Act provides a mechanism to allow home school
students to participate in extracurricular activities in their local public
school. The intent of this revised policy is to align as closely as
reasonably possible to the US Chess Team Requirements for National
Scholastic Events (which are combined Individual – Team events, and
not true Team vs Team competitions) while recognizing the current
(2026) structure of home school education under Tennessee law,
including the Access and Opportunity Act. This TCA proposed policy is
also cognizant of the current TSSAA guidelines on Non-Traditional
Student Participation. Students attending online or virtual schools
(either private or public) are not considered as home school students
under current Tennessee Department of Education information, but
are included in the TSSAA guidelines and are included here. Also,
current Tennessee law regarding home school education does not
include or define home school “cooperatives”, “associations” or
“support groups”, but this proposed policy allows a chess team of
home school students from a common local “cooperative”, using
language borrowed from the US Chess Team Requirements for
National Scholastic Events.

I have appended below a list of the online references I found most
helpful followed by the proposed policy. I anticipate that the TCA
Board will formally consider this policy proposal in November, so now



is the best time for you to share your advice and input with me. Please
let me know by November 14 if you have any questions, concerns or
suggestions regarding this proposed policy.

Paul Semmes, State Scholastic Coordinator

Email: Scholastic-coordinator@tnchess.us

References:
https://www.tn.gov/education/families/school-options/home-schooling-
in-tn.html TN Dept of Ed Home School

https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/education/nonpublic/Frequently_Asked_Questions_Home_S
.pdf TN Dept of Education FAQs for Home School

https://www.capitol.tn.gov/Bills/113/Bill/SB0443.pdf Access and
Opportunity Act

https://tssaa.org/non-traditional-student-participation Non-Traditional
Student Participation | TSSAA

https://new.uschess.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/us-chess-
scholastic-regulations-2025- 2026-2026.01.22-v2.1.pdf School Year
2025-2026 National Scholastic Chess Tournament Regulations (see
Section 5, Team Requirements for National Scholastic Events, pp 9-
11)  

Proposed Policy:

Tennessee Chess Association Policy on Home School and Other
Non-Traditional K-12 Students Playing in the TCA Scholastic
Tournaments

This policy applies to K-12 students in Tennessee attending school in
a non-traditional setting, including:

▪ A student enrolled in a legally registered independent home school
▪ A home school student enrolled in a church-related umbrella

school
▪ A student enrolled in an accredited non-public virtual (online)

school
▪ A student enrolled in a public virtual school recognized by the

Tennessee Department of Education

mailto:scholastic-coordinator@tnchess.us
https://www.tn.gov/education/families/school-options/home-schooling-in-tn.html
https://www.tn.gov/education/families/school-options/home-schooling-in-tn.html
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/education/nonpublic/Frequently_Asked_Questions_Home_School.pdf
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/education/nonpublic/Frequently_Asked_Questions_Home_School.pdf
https://www.capitol.tn.gov/Bills/113/Bill/SB0443.pdf
https://tssaa.org/non-traditional-student-participation
https://tssaa.org/non-traditional-student-participation
https://new.uschess.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/us-chess-scholastic-regulations-2025-2026-2026.01.22-v2.1.pdf
https://new.uschess.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/us-chess-scholastic-regulations-2025-2026-2026.01.22-v2.1.pdf


For a non-traditional K-12 student, the “local public school” is defined
as the public school the student would attend if attending public
school. For example, the local public school for a 3rd grade home
school student is the local public school serving 3rd grade students
whose geographic footprint, as defined by the local education agency,
encompasses the student’s home residence address.

Non-traditional students may play in the TCA Scholastic Tournaments
as follows:

1. Individual Regionals and Finals. Students being educated at
home or enrolled in virtual/online schools in accordance with
Tennessee law may play in these events in the appropriate
section for their grade level.

2. Team Regionals and Finals. Students being educated at home
or enrolled in virtual/online schools in accordance with
Tennessee law may play in these events in the appropriate
section for their grade level under any of the following
conditions:

a) Home school students who reside within the boundary of the same
local public school which they would all attend together may form a
home school team. Only one team of home school students within a
given local public school boundary may enter each championship
section based upon the appropriate grade level.

b) A home school student may represent their local public school if
permitted by the school and if the student resides within the
boundaries of the local public school. The Regional or State
Scholastic Coordinator may require a “Letter of Authorization” signed
by a school administrator to document that the student is authorized to
participate as part of the specific school’s team.

c) Home school students who are part of a common local cooperative,
with shared academic courses, spaces or activities, may form a team.
Note that the cooperative must not be formed solely as a chess club
for the purpose of competing as a chess team.

d) Students enrolled in the same virtual/online school and who reside
within the boundary of the same local public school which they would
all attend together may form a team. Only one team of students
enrolled in a particular virtual/online school within a given local public
school boundary may enter each championship section based upon
the appropriate grade level.



e) A student enrolled in a virtual/online school may represent their
local public school if permitted by the school and if the student resides
within the boundaries of the local public school. The Regional or State
Scholastic Coordinator may require a “Letter of Authorization” signed
by a school administrator to document that the student is authorized to
participate as part of the specific school’s team.

Any questions or issues must be referred to the State Scholastic
Coordinator for resolution at least one week before registration for the
tournament ends.

Cumberland County Fall Quads





The Ellie Gambit: Can a Cat
Change the Way You Play?
Submitted by Mary Giannone

My cat Ellie often sits on my lap while I play chess.

When I pet her, I feel calmer. That sounds simple enough. The trouble
started when I asked a very chess-player question about it: does
feeling calmer actually change how I play?



I had no data. I had a cat and a feeling.

Chess players are good at building explanations after the game. We
remember the coffee, the bad sleep, the opening we liked, the walk
before the round, the snack we skipped, the moment we felt rattled.
Then an engine gives us a very precise postmortem, and it becomes
tempting to connect the two.

So I wanted to know what it would take before Ellie deserved any
credit at all.

Chess Looks Quiet. the Player Isn't Necessarily.

Chess is physically still compared with most sports, but that does not
mean the body is doing nothing.

In a small 2009 study of 20 male chess players, average heart rate
rose during play, and researchers also measured changes in heart-
rate variability, or HRV. HRV is the small variation in timing from one
heartbeat to the next. Researchers use it as one clue to how the body
is responding to demand.

Another small study found that harder chess problems were
associated with changes in HRV and brain activity. A more recent pilot
study tested whether a short HRV-biofeedback session before a time-
pressured chess task could change what happened next. The results
were preliminary and mixed, but the question was useful: if you
change the state of the player, can you change the quality of the
decisions?

Stress and time pressure matter too. Acute stress can make working
memory and mental flexibility harder, and recent chess research has
found that even elite players become more error-prone when time to
deliberate shrinks.

That made the first part of my theory easy to like. Chess places
demands on the player. Ellie makes me feel calmer. Maybe the two
were connected.

Then I got to the cat research.

The Cat Research Ruins the Easy Answer



The tidy version would be convenient:

Pet cat. Become calmer. Think better. Play better chess.

The evidence is not that cooperative.

In a 2023 study, 32 cat owners spent time either interacting freely with
their own cats at home or resting without interacting. After spending
time with their cats, the owners reported lower emotional arousal.

Good news for Ellie.

But the body measurements did not simply move in the direction we
would casually call "relaxed." Heart rate rose, and one HRV measure
connected with the body's rest-and-recovery response moved the
other way. More petting was associated with a larger shift in that
measure.

A 2026 daily-life study of 188 dog and cat owners complicated things
again. Pet interaction was associated with more positive emotion and
less negative emotion, but the researchers did not find a simple
general stress-buffering effect.

That matters because my original evidence was entirely subjective: I
pet Ellie and I feel calmer.

That feeling is real as a feeling. It is not a body measurement, and it is
definitely not a chess result.

Annoyingly, that made the question better.

If "I feel calmer," "my body is calmer," and "I play better" are three
different claims, Ellie has to survive three different tests.

So How Would We Test It?

The original version is awkward because it requires Ellie to report for
duty on schedule. Cats are not famous for respecting experimental
protocols.

A cleaner first test would happen before the chess task.



Recruit chess players who live with cats. Each player completes two
matched, time-pressured chess tasks. Before one, the player spends
a set amount of time voluntarily interacting with their own cat. Before
the other, the player spends the same amount of time resting quietly.
Randomize which condition happens first.

Then decide in advance what "better chess" means.

Researchers could choose one primary engine-based measure under
standardized settings, then track secondary outcomes such as serious
mistakes or blunders, clock use, and task score. Players could also
rate how stressed they feel. If equipment were available, heart rate
and HRV could show whether the body changed even when the chess
did not.

Sleep, caffeine, time of day, player strength, task difficulty, and
practice effects would all need attention.

And the cat gets a vote. No cat should be drafted into somebody's
performance-enhancement program.

By then, my silly question had turned into a fairly respectable
experiment.

Maybe Nothing Happens

The most useful result might be no result at all.

Ellie might change my mood and do absolutely nothing measurable to
my chess. She might change physiology without changing decision
quality. Some players might focus better after interacting with a cat
while others become distracted. An apparent effect might disappear
after enough games.

Any of those answers would teach us something.

That is one reason chess is such an interesting place to test our own
stories. We can go back after the game and see the position, the
move, the clock, and where an engine thinks things changed. But that
precision can also make our explanations feel more certain than they
are.



Maybe the coffee helped. Maybe the walk helped. Maybe the cat
helped.

Or maybe we are very good at telling stories after the fact.

I started by wondering whether Ellie makes me better at chess. I
ended up with a better question: what evidence would make that claim
worth believing?

For now, Ellie still joins my games. I pet her. I feel calmer.

Maybe that matters. Maybe it does not.

Ellie supplies the question. She still supplies none of the statistical
evidence.

Editor Source Notes

Troubat et al. (2009), European Journal of Applied Physiology:
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00421-008-0908-2

Fuentes-García et al. (2019), Physiology & Behavior:
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.physbeh.2019.112609

Shields, Sazma & Yonelinas (2016), Neuroscience & Biobehavioral
Reviews: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neubiorev.2016.06.038

Yunus et al. (2026), Perceptual and Motor Skills:
https://doi.org/10.1177/00315125261435294

Vidulich & Tsang (2026), Cognitive Research: Principles and
Implications: https://doi.org/10.1186/s41235-026-00727-9

Nagasawa et al. (2023), Animals: https://doi.org/10.3390/ani13132116

Peeters et al. (2026), Frontiers in Psychology:
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2026.1768288
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Dear Tennessee Chess Community,

The energy across our state right now is incredible. Coming off the
resounding success of the Tennessee Open, I want to share my
heartfelt thanks with every player, parent, tournament director, and
organizer who made our flagship event such a strong, smoothly run
tournament. None of that success was accidental. It was
masterminded round by round through the hard work, focus, and
passion of this entire community.

As we plan our next moves for the organization, our leadership team
is shifting as well. I want to personally thank Danny Mullinax and Mike
Roberson for their dedicated service and steady presence on the TCA
Board. Like any sound opening in chess, the long-term strength of our
association relies on the quiet, essential groundwork laid well in
advance. Danny and Mike have helped build a resilient foundation
across Tennessee, and we are deeply grateful that they will continue
to be active, supportive members of our chess family.
At the same time, please join me in giving a warm welcome to our
newest board members, Joe Hungerman and Adam Johnson. Both
bring sharp perspectives, thoughtful energy, and a real commitment to
expanding chess access across our state. We are excited to put their
strengths to work as we coordinate our initiatives from Memphis to the
mountains.

Looking ahead, our sights are set directly on the upcoming scholastic
season. Our K-12 players are the heart and future of Tennessee
chess. As students, coaches, and school clubs begin preparing for
their regional tournaments, I cannot wait to see what they accomplish
over the board. Regionals are always a demanding test of skill, but
more than that, they build resilience, discipline, and true
sportsmanship in our young players. Be sure to check the official
regional tournament flyer for specific dates, locations, and registration
details for your area so your players are ready to compete.

Thank you all for your continued trust, your time, and your dedication
to the game. I look forward to seeing everyone at the tables this
season.

Christina Mullinax, President, Tennessee Chess Association



Bids and Announcements
Are you interested in hosting and organizing one of these upcoming
tournaments?

The Tennessee Chess Association is responsible for several State
level events each year. The Tennessee Open, Winter Open, Senior
Open, All-Girls Championship, and Home School Championship.
These events are open for outside bids if a person or organization
wishes to host one of these events on our behalf, either by just
providing a venue or taking full responsibility of the event. Please use
the link below, which will also be posted on our Tournament Calendar,
to submit your application to support these events.

Submissions will be reviewed by the Tournament Committee who will
then make a recommendation to the Board of Directors to be voted
on. The Board reserves the right to make final decisions for these
events.

Bid Form here

Questions or comments can be sent to the Tournament Coordinator,
Adam Johnson adamjohnsonchess@gmail.com

▪ TN Open: Target date Labor Day/September; BID DUE: Feb 1
▪ TN Home School State Championship: Target date November; BID

DUE: Feb 1
▪ TN Winter Open: Target date weekend of MLK Jr day/January; BID

DUE: June 1
▪ TN All-Girls State Championship: Target date April; BID DUE: Nov

1
▪ TN Senior Open: Target date May: BID DUE: Nov 1

Team Tennessee
Looking for more games? Join Team Tennessee on chess.com
https://www.chess.com/club/team-tennessee-chess and help your
state in the US Chess League and other team events!

https://forms.gle/MXXvJqJSicwRTr1p6
mailto:adamjohnsonchess@gmail.com
https://www.chess.com/club/team-tennessee-chess


Tennessee Chess Hall of Fame Call
for Nominations

If you know someone deserving of recognition for their chess
greatness, please nominate them for the Tennessee Chess Hall of
Fame and Recognition Awards.

Use these links for more information about the Tennessee Chess Hall
of Fame and Recognition Awards.

Please send nominations with supporting materials to the Tennessee
Chess Hall of Fame Committee no later than March 30, 2026.

Top 10 Active Tennessee Chess
Players

1. Alexander Fishbein 2537
2. Alexander King 2378
3. Dean Lee 2367
4. David S Ross 2357
5. Graham Horobetz 2321
6. Mitch Fishbein 2315
7. Ron Burnett 2313
8. Andrew Whatley 2284
9. David Justice 2275

10. Peter Suich 2274

https://www.chess.com/club/team-tennessee
https://www.chess.com/club/team-tennessee
https://tnchess.us/tca-home/138-2/
https://tnchess.us/tca-home/138-2/
https://tnchess.us/tca-home/tca-recognition-awards/
mailto:%20bemissarena@gmail.com,%20regioniii@aol.com,%20rburn2500@aol.com,%20lsdick@tds.net,%20southaven@gmail.com
mailto:%20bemissarena@gmail.com,%20regioniii@aol.com,%20rburn2500@aol.com,%20lsdick@tds.net,%20southaven@gmail.com


Recently Rated Current US Chess Members are shown. For more US
Chess Top 100 Rating Lists, visit www.uschess.org

Tennessee Chess Patrons
The TCA wishes to send special thanks to the current Patron and Life
Members. Without their contributions, much of what the TCA
accomplishes would not be possible. Thank you Patrons!

TCA Patron Members:

▪ THE KLEIMAN FAMILY
▪ PAUL SEMMES
▪ DESTINI HAROLD

Life Members:

▪ R. K. SHIMABUKURO
▪ PAT KNIGHT SMITH

TCA Membership
The Tennessee Chess Association appreciates those who help
sponsor the game and offers tax-deductible memberships to Patrons
beginning at $100 per year. Membership for all levels will be for 12
calendar months (including the month membership is paid). To check
your membership expiration, please visit our Current Members Page.
Renew or join for as little as $10 per year. Membership is required for
participation in all TCA-sponsored chess events except certain
scholastic-only competitions but even if you're not an active player,
your membership helps support our mission: To broaden and develop
chess as art and recreation as a significant element of culture in the
state of Tennessee. To initiate programs, conduct tournaments and
matches and to employ methods that will tend to promote the literary
and educational benefits to be derived from the game of chess. To
receive donations from the general public to enable the Association to
conduct chess matches and tournaments and to award trophies and
prizes to successful contestants. TCA is a 100% volunteer-run

https://ratings.uschess.org/ranking?jurisdiction=TN
https://tnchess.us/membership/current-tca-members/


organization so your donation and membership is 100% going to
support Tennessee chess. Thank you for your support!

Click Here to Renew or Become a TCA Member Today!

Tennessee Chess Calendar
2026 Upcoming Events

October 24 – Region 3 and 4 Susan E Kantor Regional Scholastic
Individual

October 24 – 30th Annual Bradley County Chess Championship -
Register Here

October 25 – Tennessee Tamizh Sangam Scholastic and Adult –
Nashville Register

October 31 – Region 1 Susan E Kantor Regional Scholastic Individual

November 7 – Region 2 Susan E Kantor Regional Scholastic
Individual

November 7 – Nashville Catholic Diocese Scholastic

November 21 – Susan E Kantor TN Scholastic Individual
Championship, Cookeville

November 14 – 2026 Fall Open at the University of Tennessee - Flyer
below

November 21 – TN Collegiate Individual Championship, Cookeville

December 5 – Ensworth Scholastic – Nashville (Nashvillechess.org)

December 5 – 2026 Middle Tennessee Scholastic Chess
Championship@ Central Magnet School, Murfreesboro

https://tnchess.us/membership/become-a-member/
https://tnchess.us/wp-content/uploads/2026/09/2026-Susan-E.-Kantor-Individual.pdf
https://tnchess.us/wp-content/uploads/2026/09/2026-Susan-E.-Kantor-Individual.pdf
https://bradleychess.org/tournament/
https://tnchess.us/wp-content/uploads/2026/10/Tamizh-Chess-Flyer.pdf
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdZldzT2z6T-4nnzojFATTNXHYnbbyCiQDFfdpvU4Wr0rHqOg/viewform?pli=1
https://tnchess.us/wp-content/uploads/2026/09/2026-Susan-E.-Kantor-Individual.pdf
https://tnchess.us/wp-content/uploads/2026/09/2026-Susan-E.-Kantor-Individual.pdf
https://tnchess.us/wp-content/uploads/2026/09/2026-Susan-E.-Kantor-Individual.pdf
https://tnchess.us/wp-content/uploads/2026/10/2026-TN-Collegiate-Individual-Championship.pdf
https://nashvillechess.org/content.aspx?page_id=4091&club_id=164844&item_id=3061627
https://tnchess.us/wp-content/uploads/2026/10/MidTnChampFlyer-2026.docx.pdf
https://tnchess.us/wp-content/uploads/2026/10/MidTnChampFlyer-2026.docx.pdf


Weekly Online Events
Mondays Murfreesboro Monday Team Battles @ at 7:00 PM CST
HERE

Last Sunday of Each Month Murfreesboro Classical Swiss
Tournament @ Online at 3:00 PM CST Join the club on chess.com

Have an Event to Share to this List?
To add your event to this list, please email flyer or pertaining details to
TCA Tournament Coordinator: adamjohnsonchess@gmail.com To
include your event on our front homepage sidebar, TCA membership
must be required for in-state players or it must be a scholastics only
event.

Upcoming Event Flyers

https://lichess.org/team/murfreesboro-chess-club












2026-2027 TCA Board of
Directors
President: Christina Mullinax, clmullinax@lenoircityschools.net

Vice President: Alan Kleiman, akleiman12@gmail.com

Treasurer: Angela McElrath-Prosser, TCAnews@aol.com

Scholastic Coordinator: Paul Semmes, PaulSemmes@gmail.com

Secretary/Membership: Chris Prosser, Regioniii@aol.com

mailto:clmullinax@lenoircityschools.net
mailto:akleiman12@gmail.com
mailto:TCAnews@aol.com
mailto:PaulSemmes@gmail.com
mailto:Regioniii@aol.com


News Coordinator: Sarena Bemis, bemissarena@gmail.com

Internet Coordinator: Joe Hungerman,
joseph.hungerman@midtnchess.com

Tournament Coordinator: Adam Johnson
adamjohnsonchess@gmail.com

East Tennessee Director: Natosha Authier, nmauthier@gmail.com

Middle Tennessee Director: IM Ron Burnett, rburn2500@aol.com

West Tennessee Director: Mike Shuey, shueybalooey@gmail.com

The Tennessee Chess News is the official publication of the
Tennessee Chess Association. Please share, distribute, and post this
TCA publication as desired. For more reading and historical exploring
all the way back to 1959, visit our Newsletter Archive. To share your
own TN chess news, photos, events, games, etc., please email
Newsletter Coordinator, Sarena Bemis. A very special thanks goes out
to each of our contributors who volunteer their time to make each
issue special! It takes the whole state working together to make this
newsletter what it is. Thank you for reading and for supporting the
Tennessee Chess Association!
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