
Sharpen Your Game: 
How Anki Cards Can Transform 
Backgammon Learning

Improving Your Play

We published the first part of this article in our previous issue, but as Joe Calvaruso 
pointed out, in doing so we did our readers a disservice by breaking the article's 
continuity. PrimeTime regrets the decision and we now present the entire article  
in one place. — Ed.

B ackgammon isn’t just a game—it’s a mental sport. To succeed at the 
highest levels, we need more than tactical knowledge or raw talent; 
we need a mind trained to see patterns instantly, to recall probabilities 
without hesitation, and to make sound decisions under pressure. The best 

players don’t just memorize—they internalize. And to reach that level, we must 
move beyond passive study to active engagement. Fortunately there is a smarter, 
faster, and more lasting way to improve: active recall and spaced repetition, proven 
by cognitive science and made practical through a powerful tool—Anki.

In the landmark paper “The Power of Testing Memory,” researchers Henry 
Roediger and Jeffrey Karpicke showed that testing or repeated low-stakes quizzes 
significantly improves long-term retention, even more than repeated studying. 
That’s because retrieval strengthens memory traces and creates more durable 
learning. The authors highlight how testing identifies knowledge gaps, helping 
learners diagnose weak areas in real time and adjust study strategies accordingly. 
Testing primes the brain to absorb new information, a phenomenon where 
retrieving prior knowledge enhances comprehension of subsequent content.

In backgammon, this means the difference between hesitating when you face 
a familiar position—or instantly recognizing the right move or cube action 
because you’ve tested yourself on it before. The science is clear: what we retrieve 
through active and repeated quizzing, we remember. And in backgammon, 
what you remember can often be the difference between an early exit and a 
championship win.

That’s where Anki comes in. Anki is a flashcard app available on multiple 
devices that uses spaced repetition, a technique that schedules review sessions 
at the exact moment you’re about to forget something. This method supercharges 
your memory and ensures that what you study actually sticks. You’re not 
cramming—you’re building knowledge that endures. Even just 10 minutes a 
day using Anki can create the kind of mental sharpness that separates good 
players from great ones.

By Joe Calvaruso
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This two-step process of self-explanation followed by spaced 
testing engages your memory at multiple levels, reinforcing 
both understanding and recall. Integrating written explanations 
into an Anki routine transforms each flashcard into a moment 
of active, expressive engagement. When you pause to write 
(or speak aloud) your thought process behind a checker play 
or reference position, you move beyond surface memory 
and activate higher-order thinking. This not only helps with 
retention but builds your ability to transfer knowledge—so 
when you face a similar, but not identical, position over the 
board, your brain can adapt the core principle rather than search 
for an exact match. Over time, you’ll find that concepts you used 
to forget now come to you more effortlessly during matches.

One of Julius’s students who exemplifies this approach is 
Gershon Distenfeld, a passionate backgammon player and 
accomplished poker professional whose disciplined study 
and generous spirit have made him stand out both at the 
board and beyond.

Distenfeld, a lifelong backgammon enthusiast who has 
recently rededicated himself to the game, has found Julius 
High’s Anki-based coaching to be transformative. Gershon 
explained that “Our sessions are structured around focused 
topics—sometimes chosen by Julius, other times by me 
based on areas I want to strengthen.” Together they review 
positions through multiple game formats, with Anki cards 
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reinforcing key lessons. What Gershon values most about this approach is its 
efficiency: instead of spending hours manually dissecting XG positions, Anki’s 
categorized decks allow him to recognize patterns quickly and retain them 
over time. As a full-time professional and family man, he appreciates that this 
approach saves him time while still accelerating his growth as a player. He notes 
that “Unlike poker, where intensive study yields only marginal improvements, 
the effect of studying backgammon with Anki shows up almost immediately in 
performance.”

Beyond the board, Distenfeld is equally known for his philanthropy. After 
reaching the World Series of Poker Main Event final table and winning a 
WSOP bracelet in another event, he donated his winnings to charity, a gesture 
he has repeated in subsequent events. Together with his wife Aviva, he hopes to 
inspire other players to follow suit, challenging the poker community to commit 
at least 1% of their winnings to causes that make the world better. For Gershon, 
“Mastery of backgammon and success in poker are not ends in themselves, but 
opportunities to grow, give back, and set an example of generosity.” His story 
highlights how the discipline of focused learning through Anki can coexist with 
a larger vision of using one’s talents and achievements for good.

Another student who has experienced remarkable progress through Julius’s 
Anki-based coaching is Kristin Westerman, director of the Nashville 
Backgammon Club and a lifelong competitor who has transformed her game 
through structured study and data-driven insights.

Kristin knew early on that flashcards would accelerate her learning and even 
considered creating her own handmade decks. When Julius introduced her to 
Rainer Birkle’s automated Anki cards, she quickly discovered the time savings 
and depth of information they provided—far beyond what she had imagined. 
With Julius’s coaching and the structured use of Anki, Kristin’s performance 
rating has steadily improved, and her tournament results speak for themselves: 
she has cashed in five of her last six events in the Advanced division and 
even secured a third-place finish in the Intermediate division of the World 
Championship in Monte Carlo, a long-time goal on her personal backgammon 
“bucket list.”

Kristin stated that “What I value most about Anki is its data-driven approach.” 
After submitting the transcriptions of her BMAB matches in Atlanta, Rainer 
generated cards for each of her blunders, which he and Julius then categorized. 
Kristin admitted that “This method not only highlighted individual errors but 
also revealed larger patterns in my play—such as importance of slotting key 
points more effectively, avoiding burying checkers, maintaining anchors, and 
minimizing unnecessary blots.” By combining the structure of Anki with deeper 
analysis, Kristin has been able to identify trends, target specific weaknesses, and 
turn insights into measurable progress. For her, Anki is more than a study tool; 
it is a catalyst for growth that has deepened her understanding of the game and 
accelerated her rise in competitive backgammon.

Also among the many players who have embraced Julius High’s Anki-based 
coaching are Rob and Waylon Crase, brothers and co-founders of the Olde Towne 
Backgammon Club in Columbus, Ohio, who have woven daily card study into 
both their personal improvement and their club’s culture.
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Regulars at USBGF live events and online tournaments, Rob found Anki 
on his own and Waylon was introduced to Anki by Julius at the Ohio State 
Tournament in March, who demonstrated its ability to accelerate learning and 
sharpen decision-making.

Rob eagerly described the rationale for experimenting with the cards. “The 
benefits of the cards, for me, is that I’ve always benefited from active recall and 
spaced repetition learning. That’s why we all know without thinking that 8x4 = 
32. We used flash cards as children. Anki cards are the same thing on a grander 
scale with backgammon.”

For Rob and Waylon, Anki’s greatest advantage is efficiency. Both work full-
time and cherish family time, so the ability to make progress in just a few 
minutes a day has been invaluable. The Crases commented, “They’re very useful 
and convenient. You can do them on your phone in line at the grocery or in a 
waiting room at the doctor, and many other places.” They are continually struck 
by how much information the cards display, enabling them to spot patterns and 
strengthen their intuition. Waylon noted, You get to the correct play at all those 
different scores by simply scrolling down.”

Since then, they have incorporated daily reviews into their routine, working 
through many of the sets available on Rainer Birkle’s site. Rob says, “My favorite 
decks are second and third-roll decks. They help your game get off to a more 
stable beginning.” The results have been measurable: their performance ratings 
continue to decline, a reflection of steady improvement, while their recognition 
of over-the-board situations has grown noticeably sharper.

Equally inspired by Julius’s introduction to Anki by Julius is Angela Rule, who 
recently began playing at the St. Louis Backgammon Club. Angela’s game 
was already improving with excellent coaching from Joe Sylvester, one of the 
winningest players in history and highly sought-after lecturer who has recently 
resumed teaching, when she met Julius at the recent USBGF tournament in 
St. Louis. Angela described that “The combination of Sly’s highly intuitive 
understanding of the game with the immense amount of information displayed 
on the Anki cards has been a game-changer for me”.

Like others, she also looks forward to seeing the abundant information displayed 
on each card, and benefits from a detailed write-up from Julius. Angela added 
“I am currently enjoying Opening Concepts by Michihito Kageyama and plan 
to download cards that accompany every position in that wonderful book. 
Those will reinforce my learning tremendously.” Rather than relying on passive 
review, Angela is taking responsibility for mastering the material, important for 
excelling in competitive USBGF tournaments and the talent-rich St. Louis club.

From elite competitors to local club leaders, players like Dirk Schiemann, Karen 
Davis, Julius High, Gershon Distenfeld, Kristin Westerman, Rob and Waylon 
Crase, and Angela Rule are proving that Anki makes study faster, smarter, 
and more effective. With consistent use, it transforms knowledge into instinct, 
helping backgammon players turn preparation into performance.
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There’s something deeply empowering about this kind of training. It doesn’t 
rely on luck or genius. It rewards consistency, focus, and a willingness to push 
your limits. Every time you sit down with the Anki app and test yourself on a 
difficult position, you’re not just improving your game—you’re building mental 
strength. You’re creating the edge that will carry you through close matches, 
tough decisions, and high-stakes moments.

If you’re serious about getting better—not someday, but starting now—this 
is your opportunity to not passively consume backgammon content and start 
engaging with it in a way that transforms your brain. Let retrieval practice and 
Anki do what they were built to do: take your understanding deeper, your recall 
faster, and your play sharper. Open the app, flip a card, and take the first step 
toward the player you know you can become.

And perhaps most inspiring of all: it’s accessible to everyone. You don’t need 
a coach, a bankroll, or a world championship title to start. All you need is 
a computer or phone, Rainer Birkle’s backgammon decks, and the desire to 
improve. This method is already being used by some of the world’s top learners 
in other fields—medicine, law, chess—and now, thanks to Birkle, it’s available 
to you, tailored specifically for backgammon. Because in backgammon, the best 
move isn’t always obvious—but the best way to get better is.

Dirk Schiemann's Theme Decks
•	 3rd Roll
•	 4th Roll
•	 5th Roll
•	 Against Backgame
•	 Bear In
•	 Bear Off
•	 Contact
•	 Hit Loose
•	 Home-board Distribution
•	 How to Attack
•	 Leaving the Anchor
•	 Midpoint
•	 One Back Step Up
•	 Opening Cubes
•	 Pay Now or Later
•	 Prime Slot
•	 Ugly Plays
•	 Whether To Attack
•	 Which Point

How to get started
•	 Go to xg2anki.de
•	 Watch the YouTube tutorials
•	 Download & install the Anki software
•	 Create your free Anki account
•	 Download and import the free Anki decks
•	 Read the FAQ section on the xg2anki.de website 
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