
236 Unit 4: Cognitive Processes

The Problem of High-Road Transfer
To understand the problem of high-road transfer, first read the following story and problem, 
used in research by Mary Gick and Keith Holyoak (1980, 1983):

MILITARY STORY
A small country was ruled from a strong fortress by a dictator. The fortress was situated in 
the middle of the country, surrounded by farms and villages. Many roads led to the fortress 
through the countryside. A rebel general vowed to capture the fortress. The general knew that 
an attack by his entire army would capture the fortress. He gathered his army at the head of 
one of the roads, ready to launch a full-scale direct attack. However, the general then learned 
that the dictator had planted mines on each of the roads. The mines were set so that small bod-
ies of men could pass over them safely, since the dictator needed to move his troops and workers 
to and from the fortress. However, any large force would detonate the mines. Not only would 
this blow up the road, but it would also destroy many neighboring villages. It therefore seemed 
impossible to capture the fortress. However, the general devised a simple plan. He divided his 
army into small groups and dispatched each group to the head of a different road. When all 
was ready he gave the signal and each group marched down a different road. Each group con-
tinued down its road to the fortress so that the entire army arrived together at the fortress at 
the same time. In this way, the general captured the fortress and overthrew the dictator. (Gick 
& Holyoak, 1980, p. 351)

MEDICAL PROBLEM
Suppose you are a doctor faced with a patient who has a malignant tumor in his stomach. It is 
impossible to operate on the patient, but unless the tumor is destroyed the patient will die. There 
is a kind of ray that can be used to destroy the tumor. If the rays reach the tumor all at once at a 
sufficiently high intensity, the tumor will be destroyed. Unfortunately, at this intensity the healthy 
tissue that the rays pass through on the way to the tumor will also be destroyed. At lower intensities  

Deliberate Practice. Musicians engage in many hours of deliberate practice to acquire skill 
proficiency.
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