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Because I can’t interact with you, I’ll report on the questions (constrained to be of the 
yes/no type) that my students ask when I present this. Is the man at home at his own 
home? (Yes.) Does the man at home know the other man? (Yes.) Does the man at home 
expect the other man? (Yes.) Is the mask a disguise? (No.) Is the man at home in a living 
room? (No.) Is the man at home in the kitchen? (No.)

Part of where my students start to go wrong is in making assumptions about the home 
in the situation. Many equate home with house, although the answer to the problem 
is a baseball game. Perkins (1981) would argue that the assumptions people make in 
interpreting the problem are a kind of mental set and that this mental set hinders 
problem solving.

Another example of mental set is illustrated in another famous problem in the litera-
ture known as the two-string problem (Maier, 1930, 1931). You are shown to a room 
that has two strings attached to the ceiling. The strings are spaced so far apart that you 
cannot hold on to both at the same time. Your task is to tie these strings together some-
how. All you have in the room with you are a table, a book of matches, a screwdriver, 
and a few pieces of cotton. What can you do?

The solution, which many people have difficulty in discovering, is to use the screwdriver 
as a weight to make one of the strings into a pendulum. Swing this string, walk to the 
other string and grab it, wait for the pendulum to swing toward you, grab it, and tie the 
two strings together. Fewer than 40% of the participants in Maier’s experiment solved 

this without a hint. One source of difficulty seemed to 
be their unwillingness to think of other functions for a 
screwdriver; they failed to notice that the screwdriver 
could be used as a weight as well as for its intended 
function. This phenomenon is called functional  
fixedness. It appears to be an instance of mental set in 
that a person subject to functional fixedness apparently 
has adopted a rigid mental set toward an object.

USING INCOMPLETE OR INCORRECT REPRESENTATIONS

A related difficulty in problem solving has to do with the 
initial interpretation of the problem. If the problem is 
misunderstood or if the wrong information is focused 
on, the solver is at a disadvantage. The checkerboard 
problem illustrates this block to problem solving.

The problem is depicted in Figure 11.7, which shows 
a standard checkerboard with two diagonally opposite 
corner squares cut off. Next to the checkerboard are 
a number of dominoes of such dimensions that each 
takes up exactly two checkerboard squares. Intact 
checkerboards, you’ll recall, have 64 squares. This one 
has 62. Is there a way to arrange 31 dominoes such that 
every checkerboard square is covered by a domino?

The key to the solution is to realize that whatever the 
arrangement, each domino will cover exactly one black 
square and one red square, given the way checkerboards 

 Figure 11.7: The mutilated checkerboard problem. Can 31 
dominoes be arranged to cover the remaining checkerboard 
squares? Each domino covers exactly two squares.


