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APPLICATIONS: FOSTERING PROBLEM-SOLVING STRATEGIES
Fostering problem-solving skills includes instruction on what not to do as well as explicit 
instruction on what to do. Teachers should understand that problem-solving skills develop 
across childhood and adolescence, with some research finding that these skills are more 
likely to be developed between Grades 6 and 8 (or about 12–14 years of age; Molnár, 
Greiff, & Csapó, 2013; Scherer & Tiemann, 2014).

As learners, it is important to recognize and avoid the obstacles to successful problem 
solving. Consider these instances.

•• Avoid functional fixedness, which is the inability to find a solution because we are 
“fixed” on using objects for their intended purpose and ignoring other potential 
uses (Duncker, 1945; Maier, 1931). For example, I recently needed to hang a 
picture in my new office and didn’t have a hammer. I could have become fixated on 
needing a hammer and given up hanging the picture that day. Instead, I quickly took 
off my shoe and used the bottom to hammer a nail into the wall.

•• Avoid response sets or tendencies to make assumptions that represent a problem 
in one way, usually in a manner that is familiar to us, rather than seeing all addi-
tional options. For example, Figure 13.3 asks you to connect all the dots with only 
four lines and not lift your pencil. The solution can be seen in Figure 13.5.

•• Avoid belief perseverance or the tendency to continue or persevere in  beliefs even 
when presented with contradictory evidence (Garcia-Mila & Anderson, 2008). As 
an example, I have had students come to my office after not doing well on a test 
insisting that their study strategies work.

As teachers, there are several things you can do to foster problem-solving skills in your 
students.

•• Provide explicit instruction on both general and specific problem-solving strategies. 
General problem-solving strategies include the IDEAL method discussed earlier 
that can be used within a large range of situations and circumstances. Specific 
problem-solving strategies are those used in a particular content area, such as 
converting fractions to percentages. Both general and specific problem-solving 
strategies need to be taught and practiced within the classroom.

FIGURE 13.3	 Response Sets. Assume you are given a sheet of paper showing 

these nine dots. Connect the nine dots with four straight lines. You must draw all 
four lines without lifting your pencil from the paper. You may not fold, cut, or tear the 
paper in any way.
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