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First I would like to share an interesting part of a book on piano playing (please be patient – it is highly related to Bricks, and it inspires me to write this article!!)

* Practicing slowly hands together and gradually ramping up the speed is what we tend to do intuitively, but it turns out that that approach is one of the worst ways to practice because it wastes so much time and you are training the hands to execute motions that are different from what you need at the final speed … Knowing the optimum practice speed for all possible circumstances is a key component of the methods of this book. Technique for speed is acquired by discovering new hand motions, not by speeding up a slow motion; i.e., the hand motions for playing slowly and fast are different. This is why trying to speed up a slow motion leads to speed walls -- because you are trying to do the impossible. Speeding up a slow play is exactly like asking a horse to speed up a walk to the speed of a gallop -- it can't. A horse must change from walk to trot to canter and then to gallop. If you force a horse to walk at the speed of a canter, it will hit a speed wall and will most likely injure itself by kicking its own hoofs to shreds. 

Fundamentals of Piano Practice 

by Chuan C. Chang
Now let’s see how it applies to Bricks (note, I just changed the words in bold!)

* Working on a bad solution and gradually improve it is what we tend to do intuitively, but it turns out that that approach is one of the worst strategy because it wastes so much time and you are working on ideas that are different from what you need on the best possible solution … Knowing the optimum paths for all possible circumstances is a key component of the methods of this article. Good score is acquired by discovering new ideas and paths, not by improving a bad solution; i.e., the ideas for long and short solutions are different. This is why trying to improve on a bad solution leads to local optimum -- because you are trying to do the impossible. Improving a bad solution is exactly like asking a horse to speed up a walk to the speed of a gallop -- it can't. A horse must change from walk to trot to canter and then to gallop. If you force a horse to walk at the speed of a canter, it will hit a speed wall and will most likely injure itself by kicking its own hoofs to shreds. 

Interesting, isn’t it? Let’s see how this information helps me build up my strategy.

But wait, before optimizing, we first need to solve it. My approach is to solve as many levels as possible before even thinking optimizing. This proves to have the following advantages:
· You have an idea on which levels are hard / easy, long / short etc. It helps future planning. And you can have a more balanced strategy when it comes to optimizing.
· At least you know you can solve it – the variance on time to solve could be much higher then that to optimize.
· You are mentally more positive as this way you are often ahead of players in terms of number of levels solved, bearing in mind optimizing is easy but is just the matter of time.
· It gives you a chance to “forget” i.e. when you revisit the level to optimize, you often come up with different ideas since you already forgot what you have done previously.
· It gives a variety of levels to work on. If you optimize too early you will end up finishing too early with unsatisfactory scores.

Some levels are very difficult to solve, like Schnappi, Octo Vortex and Double Chair. Without going into too specific details, here are some helpful tips in dealing with such kind of levels.

· From the objective, develop intermediate goals that will lead to the objective.
· If the master is difficult to move, first try to move it. Then try 1) moving it further or 2) moving it to the same position but with a better surrounding arrangement

· Sometimes, for congested puzzles, random moves help, especially you will often get to some new arrangements after hundreds of moves ;-)

· Change the arrangement! It is difficult when the bricks are arranged badly. Now it’s the time to change it!

· Push large, inconvenient bricks to the corner, with smaller, easier to manage bricks around the master / moving area for more mobility (for solving only; when optimize, it is pretty much the opposite: you need to conserve moves and try to do the impossible and difficult things in a shortcut way – more discussion on optimization will follow)
· Notice some “critical movements” that must be performed, and take that into consideration. This involves large bricks that must swap with the master, certain bricks need to go to certain position etc. They are as important as moving the master to the destination and must be considered when trying to solve. Look at Table for example. All large bricks must swap with master to allow for the master to clear the bottom barrier. So if the current path does not allow for certain large brick to move up, it is time to look for another path.
When it comes to optimizing, time is the key. Give yourself at least an undisturbed half hour, otherwise it is difficult to connect ideas and get a satisfactory global path (global = whole puzzle; local = one chamber / part of the puzzle). The piano playing article provides a very important insight in Bricks playing – to get it right the first time! The initial solution is there just to comfort ourself that the level is indeed solvable. But most likely it looks nothing like the perfect solution.
Spend more time on searching the best path. It is a waste of time to optimize something that is found incorrect later down the track. Also bear in mind that “the best solution can’t be too bad”, i.e. if you can’t get anywhere in 100 moves or so, you are probably not on the right path. Take Quantum Leap for example, even it is difficult to move the master, it shouldn’t take unreasonable amount of moves to move each step to the left. From the perfect score it shows only 26 moves are allowed to move each step. So if you get stuck at a certain sport for more then 40 moves or so, its better to think of another path.
My Bricks VI strategy basically follows what was discussed above. In the first 22 days (with 9 days inactivity) I managed to solve all 48 levels, all at initial scores. This gives me psychological advantage as it only takes a finite amount of time to optimize, but could take infinite time to solve!

Then I work out that I have to do about 4 levels a week. So I strictly follow the plan to do at least 2 levels on weekdays and 2 levels on weekend. I try to do a variety of long and short levels, so I won’t end up with difficult ones at the end. In each level, I spend excessive (at least that’s what I think!) amount of time on finding the best path. I think about 75% of the time is spent on path searching and only 25% is spent on optimizing, depending on the complexity of the level. For the levels that are so free that can have so many different paths, I have to leave them till the end as they may just take too long to do and make it not an efficient way to earn bonus / reduce penalty. Examples are Table and Rotten Pieces. 
Lastly, I hope this article is useful to all players who want to improve on their future playing.
