Instructional Puzzles

A puzzle is a baffling problem that requires concentrated study and ingenious thought to arrive at a solution. Solving a puzzle frequently requires intuition; and the solution is usually preceded by sudden illumination. Puzzles are similar to games in their ability to engage people on the task. However, while a game may produce different outcomes, puzzles result in a single solution. Most puzzles serve a recreational purpose; instructional puzzles help the solver master some training objectives.

Advantages

The major advantage of using instructional puzzles is their ability to keep participants working on a task with great concentration. Here are different ways in which instructional puzzles can be used.
Preview. Distribute an instructional puzzle to your participants a few days before the training session. Use the puzzle as a pretest or as a teaser. Assure participants that they will be able to solve the entire puzzle at the end of the training session.
Reward for punctuality. Rather than punishing people for coming a head of time, distribute copies of an instructional puzzle. Encourage participants to get ahead start on solving the puzzle. Later, resume the session after each coffee break by giving additional clues to encourage participants to return on time.
Brain energizers. Between one training unit and the next, instead of taking a stretch break, have participants solve an instruction a puzzle. After a suitable pause announce the solution.
Posttest. Give the final test in the form of across word puzzle. Wait for the players to solve the puzzle and then give them the solution for a self-check.
Follow up. A week after a training session, send a follow-up puzzle to participants. Incorporate major learning points in the puzzle. A few days later, send every one a postcard with the solution.
Interactive lectures. Distribute a crossword puzzle at the beginning of your presentation and encourage participants to solve as much of it as possible. Interrupt your presentation every 10 minutes for a puzzle-solving break that requires participants to recall and use content from your presentation. Continue this procedure until participants have completely solved the puzzle at the end of your presentation.
Review. Near the end of your session, ask teams to design their own puzzles related to the training content. Later, ask teams to exchange the puzzles they created and solve them. 

Limitations

A few warnings about the use of instructional puzzles:
Frustration. Some participants may be so frustrated by the puzzle that they may give up. Maintain an optimum level of difficulty by providing appropriate hints to participants.
Embarrassment. Some participant may suffer from anxiety attacks because of previous experiences with puzzles. Avoid forcing people to confess their inability to solve the puzzle. Encourage participants to work with a partner or as a team to reduce personal embarrassment.

Unfamiliarity. Different groups have their own favorite puzzle format. It is possible that some participants may not be familiar with the type of puzzle that you are using. Provide participants with a job aid for solving the puzzle. Walk them through the first few steps of the solving procedure. 

Irrelevance. You may have a really intriguing puzzle that has nothing to do with your instructional objective. The impact of this type of puzzle will be to distract participants from your learning point. Be sure that the puzzle incorporates relevant content or simulates a relevant process. 

Types of Puzzles 

We can divide instructional puzzles into three types on the basis of the types of solution: words, messages, and other. The first two types provide frames for easily loading instructional content. The last type is particularly suited for incorporation into simulation games. Here are brief descriptions of samples from these three types:
Word Puzzles

Crossword Puzzle. Most participants are familiar with this popular puzzle format. Within expensive software programs, you can easily create this type of puzzle on any instructional topic. 

Matchless Items. The puzzle-maker takes eight sets of three related pieces of information (examples: model numbers, prices, and key benefits) and randomly places them in a 25-box grid. The last box contains another related piece of information that is not associated with any of the sets. Your task is to find the odd piece of information.
Message Puzzles

Chunks. The puzzle-maker cuts a message into three-character chunks (including punctuation marks and spaces between the words) and places these chunks in a random order. Your task is to rearrange the chunks to form the original sentence.
Letter-Drop puzzles. The puzzle maker places letters from a message in a scrambled order in different columns. Your task is to move each letter to an appropriate box in a grid to spell out the original message.

Other Types of Puzzles

Scrambled Graphic. The puzzle-maker converts a technical diagram into several square tiles of identical size. Your task is to rearrange the tiles to reveal the original diagram.

Topological puzzles. The puzzle-maker links pieces of string, wire, and wood into interlocked forms. Your task is to unlink different sections of the puzzle.
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