










































From: Larry Sorensen <seattle@u.washington.edu>
Subject: How is a Fermi problem like a joke?

Hi Anon,

Your problem is a Fermi problem, but as you point out it is probably 
a little too easy. It is also very close to the piano tuner problem.  

Finally, it doesn't have the surprise factor:

"Upon first hearing them, we don’t have even the remotest notion
what the answer might be, and we feel certain that too little
information has been provided to find a solution."

In jokes, the surprise factor---the punch line--- comes at the end.
In Fermi problems, the surprise factor comes at the beginning.

Try to think up something that has a big surprise factor.  Of course,
as you do more and more Fermi problems, you will become better
and better at them, and it will be harder and harder to find big
surprise factors.

You might also find it helpful to google "fermi problems" to get
some more ideas:

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fermi_problem
http://www.physics.umd.edu/perg/fermi/fermi.htm
http://iws.ccccd.edu/mbrooks/demos/fermi_questions.htm
http://mathforum.org/workshops/sum96/interdisc/sheila1.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fermi_paradox

The creative challenge is how to pose something that has
a big surprise factor.
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Number of beans = (.80 x 1000 cubic centimeters)/(27/8 cubic centimeters) =
approx 240 jelly beans

Solution 2

Construct or visualize a paper cube that measures 1 cubic inch.

How many jelly beans will fit in the cube?
Approximately 4

How many cubic inches are there in 1 liter?
1 inch = approx 2.54 centimeters. Therefore 1 cubic inch = approx. 16 cubic centimeters
1000 cubic centimeters/16 cubic centimeters = approx 62 cubic inches in one liter.

How many jelly beans are there in the one liter container?

62 x 4 = approximately 248 jellybeans

 

Fermi Questions - General Collection

1. The mass of how many Ford Mustangs is equal to the mass of the water in the Atlantic
Ocean?

2. How many jelly beans fill a one-liter jar?

3. What is the mass in kilograms of the student body in your school?

4. How many golf balls will fit in a suitcase?

5. How many gallons of gasoline are used by cars each year in the United States?

6. How high would the stack reach if you piled on trillion dollar bills in a single stack?

7. Approximately what fraction of the area of the continental United States is covered by
automobiles?

8. How many hairs are on your head?

9. What is the weight of solid garbage thrown away by American families every year?

10. If your life earnings were doled out to you at a certain rate per hour for every hour of
your life, how much is your time worth?
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11. How many cells are there in the human body?

12. How many individual frames of film are needed for a feature-length film? How long is
such a film?

13. How many water balloons will it take to fill the school gymnasium?

14. How many flat toothpicks would fit on the surface of a sheet of poster board?

15. How many hot dogs will be eaten at major league baseball games during a one year
season?

16. How many revolutions will a wheel on the bus make during our seventh grade trip from
Baton Rouge, LA to Washington, D.C.?

17. How many minutes will be spent on the phone by middle school students in the United
States?

18. How many pizzas will be ordered in your state this year?
























