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BACKGROUND: 

 

The Chess Queens Girls Mentoring Initiative was started by the National Scholastic Chess Foundation in 

2019 in South Florida as part of its community program, The Sunrise Center for Excellence in Chess. In 

just a few short months, the program attracted 12 girls, from upper elementary school to high school, 

meeting twice a month in the green room at the Sunrise Civic Center Theater. All of the girls participated 

in our free Sunrise scholastic chess tournaments, and several went on to join US Chess and play in 

regional and state level events. They developed a sense of camaraderie, even across disparate ages, with 

the older ones taking a special interest in encouraging the younger girls. In addition to learning skills on 

the chess board, they were able to ask our coach, Women’s FIDE Master Dr. Amelia Hernandez about 

her life, and her career, and all of these girls expressed an interest in pursuing STEM careers. Dr. 

Hernandez is a Womens FIDE Master who was a 6-time U-20 National Champion and 5-time Women’s 

National champion in her home country, Venezuela. She was a World U-18 Girls Champion, and also won 

a Gold Medal at the 1994 World Chess Olympiad in Moscow. 

 

In March 2020, the coronavirus pandemic hit south Florida and all in-person programs were cancelled. 

In March 2022, the NSCF applied to the US Chess Women’s Committee for a grant to help restart the 

program. We were honored to receive a grant in the amount of $8,500.00. This grant was matched by 

contributions from the City of Sunrise and from other donors to the National Scholastic Chess 

Foundation. With these funds, the program has been running for two school years: 2022-23 and 2023-

24 with the last class from this current funding planned for May 11, 2024. 



 
 

PROGRAM: 

 

When the program began again, we focused on upper elementary and middle school in the hopes that 

we would have the girls over a longer time period. Between 8 and 16 girls have attended the sessions, 

all led by Dr. Amelia Hernandez. 

 

Our goal with this program is as much mentoring 

and social development as it is chess. One of the 

“graduates” from the earlier initiative, McKhaila 

McKenzie is now a NSCF chess coach with her own 

programs. She assists Amelia each session, so the 

girls receive extra one-on-one attention. The girls 

participate in Open Play Saturdays from 10 am to 

12 noon. Dr. Hernandez is the program facilitator 

for Open Play on Chess Queens days and averages 

over 30 participants of all ages and abilities in 

attendance. The girls then stay from 12 noon to 

around 1:30 for the Chess Queens program.  

 

Program Delivery Dates: 

2022-23 SCHOOL YEAR – Oct 15, Nov 19, Jan 21, Feb 18, Mar 18, Apr 22, May 20, June 10 

2023-24 SCHOOL YEAR – Oct 14, Nov 4, 18, Dec 2, 11, Jan 13, 27, Feb 10, 24, Mar 9 (no Mar 23 - Spring 

Break), Apr 13, 27, with May 11 as our final day. 23 Total Sessions 

 



In addition to attending the Chess Queens classes, 

most of the girls have participated in several of the 

scholastic chess tournaments the NSCF produces 

each year. These are free events sponsored by the 

host city: 4 each school year in Sunrise, and 1 each 

in Miami Beach and Coral Springs. In September 

2023, we also produced a small tournament for 

the City of Lauderhill. All are unrated tournaments 

with 2 sections: Elementary and Middle/High 

School. To encourage more girls, we added a Top 

Girl trophy for each section to all events. 

 

In addition, the girls have participated in a series 

of community events originated by Mayor Mike 

Ryan of Sunrise called the Mayors’ Chess 

Challenge. These Open Play events bring out 

elected officials to play against students from the 

local schools, as well as family members, and other 

chess enthusiasts in the community. In the 2023-

24 school year, 22 South Florida cities have hosted 

these events. When Coaches Amelia and McKhaila 

are in attendance, they are always introduced to 

the audience and have a chance to say a few words 

about Chess Queens and the importance of having 

more girls learning and playing chess! 

 

Finally, the girls participate in our other community events, 

such as Sunrise’s Tunes N Trucks events where there is always 

a chess tent, and in the annual Back-to-School Roundup, and 

the National Night Out celebration presented by the City of 

Sunrise Police Department. Each of these events give our girls 

a chance to play in a fun event, interact with people of every 

socio-economic and cultural group, and show them and other 

girls that being smart and playing chess is cool. 

 

As mentioned, several of our players have gone on to join US 

Chess and play in rated tournaments in South Florida and in 

Orlando. One event is the Florida State Girl’s and Women’s 

Chess Championship hosted at the Boca Raton Spanish River 

Branch library.  

 

In 2023, we weren’t on the organizer’s mailing list so only had 

a few days to prepare. We still managed to have 2 of our girls 

compete, while Coach Amelia and Coach McKhaila played in 

the women’s championship. Amelia won! 



 
 

In March, for the 2024 Florida State Girls Chess Championship, one of our Chess Queens, Brooke Kelly 

tied for 1st in K-5 (2nd after tie-breaks). She’s in pink at right in the photo.  

 

Because Brooke is now a rated player, we had her play against the middle and high school students in 

our most recent Sunrise tournament. She was very nervous, and her mom was not certain she was ready. 

But after losing the first round, she won the next three coming 6th after tie-breaks and winning our Top 

Girl award. Afterwards she shared that she was intimidated because one boy she played against was 

over 6 feet tall, but she said she took a deep breath and said, “I just kept trying to focus on my position 

and I won!” 

 

In another recent success, Alicia Alonso, who travels from Miami Beach for the program, was featured 

in a MB Magazine story about NSCF community chess. MB Magazine is an award-winning magazine 

distributed to every resident in Miami Beach as well as to thousands of visitors. You can read the article 

starting on page 56: https://issuu.com/cityofmi.../docs/mbmagazinewinter2024issuu  

 

  

https://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fissuu.com%2Fcityofmiamibeach%2Fdocs%2Fmbmagazinewinter2024issuu%3Ffbclid%3DIwAR1N5U1GOQKdHsvHZpsROK6MVXMYgUoDAAcfvbhp8kGvYvWjigUxQa2Kqjw&h=AT0AQHNkFDJEc9gUWNhlFT1bFI-cD-0VWtv6Xk8gv-NvWHS655IKQGiEdFLfNItVeH4oRViUixvFM1V6ufmU_6bCtI-8GiIlisJa1J2M7pe_vEjr06fcEfVMEhCZYTn8qfB9bI8C3Q&__tn__=-UK-R&c%5B0%5D=AT2ZSpP_VQfaoQEnRElMSIkzNyMPB2N3CnVC8q5_aB2SpVF92ClHP-SXt3Ilwe-UoiRTV-ARLCQMxM9r5iX4LqsnVYKZE5zWa0NObtuAwpJ9UdOeMVhr8ilJrS5t7QQH6dLeUVY79Jz3QTpe94bV1aapQ6UY-fzLCdbY5Ag_aCvvdkI0jWzOQ5srVrdDdKwCGxSttJEE25RU


OUR MOMS SHARE THEIR THOUGHTS: 

 

“Thank you so much, Robert! Your organization and your incredible work, and amazing people like Doc 

Amelia, help girls flourish! Brooke tied for 1st place in the Florida State Girls chess tournament; she got 

2nd place (after tie-breaks). We are so excited!” – Oksana Kelly  

 

“My daughter Nimisha has recently been 

participating in the Chess Queens program in 

Sunrise. She is 9 years old. We are immensely 

benefitting from Dr. Amelia's knowledge and 

expertise, and her great ability to relate to 

children and teach them so well. We are very 

grateful to The City of Sunrise for the chess open 

plays and the Chess Queens class. While new to 

chess, my daughter is already advancing in her 

chess skills because of these programs.” – 

Logeshwari Kandhaswamy 

 

 

 

 

“I want to thank the Sunrise Center for Excellence in Chess and the City of Sunrise for providing the Chess 

Queens program. Chess is still a male dominated game, and sometimes that can intimidate girls and 

young women who may want to play and/or compete. Chess Queens provides a safe and empowering 

experience for the girls who attend. In the program they learn and develop their chess skills and gain 

more confidence in the game, which I think helps them improve their reasoning skills and their overall 

self-esteem.  Furthermore, I believe that WFM Amelia is an excellent role model for the girls. She makes 

the program so much more valuable and enjoyable.  

 

“Being more specific, I believe the program has benefited Alicia in developing her chess skills and being 

more patient. She started competing at the tournaments organized by the Sunrise Center for Excellence 

in Chess in the Spring of 2023. She wanted to win a trophy from the first day. It took her some time and 

practice. Many puzzles and games later, she accomplished her goal. She was elated! Our family is 

grateful for all the work you do. Keep going on!” – Claudia Manriquez, Alicia's mom 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SUMMARY: 

 

To date, 38 young girls have participated in our Chess Queens Initiative since we relaunched in October 

of 2022. Some have been involved for both years of the program, and we have new people inquiring for 

their daughters every time we talk about it at a community chess event. Funding from the US Chess 

Women’s Committee grant was instrumental in allowing us to pay for our coach/instructors. But we also 

could not have done this without the ongoing support of the City of Sunrise, which provides funding for 

chess every week throughout the city, world-class facilities, and an exceptional support staff, so that all 

we have to do is show up to teach and play chess! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The National Scholastic Chess Foundation is a 501(c)(3) non-profit educational organization. 

The Sunrise Center for Excellence in Chess is a community outreach program of  

the NSCF and the City of Sunrise, Florida 

Robert McLellan, program director 
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