The Professor Story – OZ Accountability Training

We once heard a story of a graduate school professor of quantitative methods who spent a great deal of time lecturing on different methods for solving mathematical problems.

From the beginning of the semester, he told the class that the homework for the next day would be written on the top right-hand side of the blackboard for them to copy down and do that night.  They were to put their completed homework on the front desk the next day.  And that’s exactly what happened throughout the semester.

One day, late in the semester, the professor announced that there would not be any homework that night.  He then wrote what he said was an unsolvable problem on the right-hand side of the blackboard where he normally placed the homework assignment and lectured the class on why the problem was unsolvable. After fifteen minutes, he went on with the rest of his lecture on other topics.  While he was lecturing, some twenty minutes after the class begun, one student came in late and took his seat.  During the lecture, he copied down the problem written on the right-hand side of the board, just like he had done at every other class he attended.  When the student arrived home that night, he dug into his homework for the next day.

He quickly saw that this was a tough problem, much more difficult than the usual assignment.  After several hours and little progress, he forced himself to keep trying different approaches, driven as he was by the belief that the problem was solvable and the solution was to be placed on the professor’s desk the next day.  

When he walked into class the next morning, he put his completed homework on the professor’s desk.  Surprised, the professor asked what he had dropped off. “It’s my homework,” the young man replied, “and it was the hardest assignment I’ve ever had in my entire life.”

The professor replied, “but there wasn’t any homework last night.” “Oh yes, there was I copied it down when I got to class yesterday.”  “Aha,” laughed the professor, “that will teach you not to be late. That wasn’t an assignment You wasted your time working on an unsolvable problem.”

“Well,” the young man answered, “I spent the whole evening and most of the night working on the problem, trying it from all kinds of angles, and I think I solved it.”  The professor was intrigued enough to pick up what the student had done and examined it. As he began to work the problem through, writing out the student’s work and pondering his approach, the room fell silent. For 40 minutes, no one said a word as everyone tried to follow what the student had done.  Finally at the end of the class, the professor turned to face the class and said, “I believe he solved this problem.”  The class broke out in enthusiastic applause.  This student went on to earn his PhD based on his research pertaining to this very problem.

The question we’d ask is, “What was the only thing different about this student, versus the other students. When he left class that day?”
That’s right.  He believed the problem was solvable.  The others did not.  How many of you think anyone else went home and worked the problem? It’s not hard to understand why they didn’t.  When is the last time you listened to an expert say something was unsolvable and then went and spent a couple of hours just making sure they were right?
Usually, when someone in authority says something is unsolvable, we take their word for it.

