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2BConundrum 24 

Think Outside the Box  

 

Can you connect all nine dots by drawing four  

straight lines without lifting your pencil? 

 

 
 

Suggestion for illustrating the òThink Outside the Box ó conundrum 

 

1BSolution  

 

Turn the page upside down for the solut ion to this conundrum.  
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Teacher Notes  

 
Thinking outside the box and lateral thinking  
 

This classic puzzle is also known as the Nine Dots Puzzle. It is believed that 

the phrase òthink outside the boxó is based on the solution  though the puzzle 

itsel f is much older than the phrase . Some historians attribute the puzzle to 

the English author and mathematician Henry Ernest Dudeney  (1857 ð 1930),  

who sometimes used the pseudonym òSphinxó. It also appeared in Sam 

Lloydõs 1914 Cyclopedia of Puzzles  entitl ed òChristopher Columbusõs Eggó. 

 

The notion of òthinking outside the boxó is similar to Edward De Bonoõs 

òlateral thinkingó and the nine dots puzzle  has been widely used by business 

consultants to demonstrate that solving problems often require s a new 

perspective  or thinking beyond traditional boundaries . It as been argued 

however  that using nine dots to represent the myriad of business ôproblems õ, 

each with more than one possible  solution , is probably better at making 

consultants  feel superior to their clients than actually providing useful 

strategies that can be applied in business.  

 

Professor Daniel Kies , a linguist and English teacher at the College of DuPage , 

offers an animated solution to the puzzle and interesting explanation about 

why it can be so  difficult to solve:  

"When most of us look at the field of nine dots, we imagine a boundary 

around the edge of the dot array. In doing so, we limit ourselves to trying 

solutions to the puzzle that only link the dots inside the imaginary border. 

The result is futility. We can only solve the puzzle if we realize that there is 

no border."  

http://papyr.com/hypertextbooks/comp2/9dots.htm  
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A similar solution can be used to draw six lines through an array of 16 dots 

arranged in a box or 8 lines through a 25 dot array. For any array of nine dots 

or more, t he minimum number of lines that can be drawn through the dots  is 

can be generalised by a simple equation. If n is the number of dots in any row 

or column , the minimum number of lin es is always 2(n ð 1).  
 

For example, the nine dot puzzle  has three dots in any row so n = 3.  

Therefore, 2(n ð 1) = 2 (3 ð 1) = 2 × 2 = 4.  
 

For 16 dots, n = 4 and 2 (n ð 1) = 6.  
 

For 25 dots, n = 5 and 2(n ð 1) = 8  
 

For 36 dots, n = 6 and 2 (n ð 1) = 10  

 


