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From infancy, children show heightened interest in events that are impossible or improb-
able, relative to likely events. Do young children represent impossible and improbable 
events as points on a continuum of possibility, or do they instead treat them as cat-
egorically distinct? Here, we compared 2- and 3-y-old children’s learning (N = 335) 
following nearly identical events that were equi-probable, improbable, or impossible. 
We found that children learned significantly better following impossible than possible 
events, no matter how unlikely. We conclude that young children distinguish between 
the impossible and the merely improbable.

surprise | learning | possibility | children

 People evaluate the likelihood of events from their earliest days. Even infants notice events 
that are surprising either because they are physically impossible [e.g., a ball passing through 
a wall; ( 1 )] or statistically improbable [e.g., a random sample of white balls drawn from 
a population of mostly red balls; ( 2 ,  3 )].

 But are impossible events represented differently from improbable ones? Many models 
of human reasoning treat impossible events and highly improbable events as nearby loca-
tions on a continuous scale, making no categorical distinction between them ( 4 ,  5 ). Past 
work finds that school-age children treat improbable events as impossible ( 6 ,  7 ), at least 
when they are presented with verbal event descriptions and must make explicit possibility 
judgments, suggesting that they draw no bright line between the two. But to date, it is 
unclear whether young children distinguish the impossible from the improbable.

 Here, we indexed children’s sensitivity to possibilities using an intuitive task involving 
no explicit judgments. We capitalized on findings that infants and older children learn 
better following impossible than possible events ( 8 ,  9 ), and measured how well 2- and 
3-y-old children learned following equi-probable, merely improbable, and impossible 
events that were otherwise identical. We asked whether children would show a graded 
learning enhancement, consistent with the lack of an impossible/improbable distinction, 
or a categorical learning enhancement, consistent with representing a clear distinction 
between the impossible and the improbable. 

Methods

Two- and 3-y-old children (N = 335) saw a gumball-machine containing a visible population of novel objects; 
inserting a coin caused one object to “randomly” emerge through a chute. In the Equi-Probable condition (n = 
64), the machine was seen to contain a mix of two types of novel objects: 10 novel objects of type A intermixed 
with 10 of type B—thus, there was a 50% chance of randomly receiving a type B object. In the merely Improbable 
conditions, the machine contained a majority of type A objects. In the 10% Probability condition (n = 26), there 
were 18 type A and 2 type B objects; in the 5% Probability condition (n = 64), there were 19 type A objects 
and 1 type B object; in the 2.5% Probability condition (n = 35), there were 39 type A objects and 1 type B 
object. These were chosen because even much younger infants are surprised when the rare object is drawn 
from similar populations (2). In the Equi-Probable and Improbable conditions, the experimenter pointed to 
the machine and said, “There’s some purple and some pink, and that’s all that’s in there!”

For children in the Impossible condition (two independent samples: n = 63 and n = 83), the machine 
contained 20 objects of type A—there was a 0% chance of receiving a type B object. In the Impossible condi-
tion, the experimenter pointed to the machine and said, “There’s some purple, and that’s all that’s in there!”

All children inserted a coin and received a Type B object (surreptitiously preloaded into the chute), which 
the experimenter immediately labeled as a blick. In the single test trial, children saw the type B object and 
two distractor objects that had also been given novel labels in prior filler trials (SI Appendix), and were asked 
to find the blick. The key measure was how well children learned this last novel word.

Results

 First, we confirmed that there were no learning differences between the two samples of 
children in the Impossible condition (62% correct and 59% correct), P  = 0.74; these were 
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then combined into a single Impossible group. Children’s learning 
across the Improbable subconditions also did not differ: 10% 
Probability (38% correct), 5% Probability (45% correct), and 
2.5% Probability (40% correct), χ2 (2) = 0.47, P  = 0.79, so we 
combined these for subsequent analyses ( Fig. 1 ).        

 Next, we compared children’s learning in the Equi-Probable (41% 
correct), Improbable (42% correct), and Impossible (60% correct) 
conditions and found that these differed, χ2 (2) = 11.30, P  = 0.004. 
Post hoc two-tailed Fisher’s exact tests, Bonferroni-corrected for 
multiple comparisons (adjusted alpha of 0.017), revealed that 
 children learned significantly better following Impossible than 
Equi-Probable (P  = 0.01) and Improbable outcomes (P  = 0.004), 
and their learning was equivalent following Equi-Probable and 
Improbable outcomes (P  = 0.88).

 Finally, children performed similarly regardless of age; two-tailed 
Fisher’s exact tests revealed no performance differences between 
2- and 3-y-olds in the Equi-Probable (P  = 0.80), Improbable  
(P  = 0.72), or Impossible conditions (P  = 0.86).  

Discussion

 Some approaches to characterizing human cognition suggest that all 
past and future events are represented with graded certainty ( 5 ). In 
line with this view, older children have failed to consistently distin-
guish highly improbable from impossible events ( 6 ,  7 ). In one exper-
iment, 4-y-olds showed a mixed response pattern when making 
explicit possibility judgments—they successfully affirmed that, unlike 
impossible events, some probable and  improbable events “could” 
happen, but they also incorrectly denied that other improbable events 
could happen ( 6 ). Here, we find that children do represent the impos-
sible and the improbable as categorically distinct in situations involv-
ing a highly visualizable space of possible outcomes, such as when 
reasoning about the populations of colored objects used here and in 
ref.  6 . Children in our task made this distinction spontaneously,  
as young as 2 y of age, without ever being asked about possibilities.

 How did children reason about the events in our study? It could 
be that they engaged in modal reasoning, deploying symbolic rep-
resentations that explicitly marked states of the world as possible, 
probable, impossible, or necessary. In the Equi-Probable and 
Improbable conditions, children might have thought, “The toy 
could be purple or  it could be pink”; in the Impossible condition 
they might have thought, “It must be purple.” These are modal 
constructs. Alternatively, children might have relied on nonmodal 
representations. One proposal is that “minimal representations of 
possibility” account for children’s behavior—in uncertain situations, 
they simulate a single future outcome, randomly drawn from the 

space of possible outcomes, and represent this as actual as opposed 
to only possible ( 10 ). If the simulated and observed outcomes mis-
match, children are surprised. The most straightforward version of 
this account struggles to capture our finding of nongraded learning, 
because as the likelihood of drawing a type B object gradually 
decreased from 50 to 2.5%, children would be decreasingly likely 
to randomly simulate the type B outcome, and therefore, surprise 
should gradually increase across these conditions ( 10 ); this is not 
the pattern we observed. Modifications to this account might be 
able to capture our results. Rather than randomly sampling a future 
state, perhaps children observe the machine’s outcome and then 
backward-simulate the object’s history. In the Impossible condition, 
no simulated sequence could have generated the outcome, poten-
tially leading to surprise and enhanced learning. Or perhaps, using 
the experimenter’s verbal descriptions of the machine’s contents, 
children could represent an impossible event as “[not] × state of the 
world,” thereby preventing it from being simulated. Future work is 
needed to adjudicate among these as candidate representations of 
impossible events.

 Finally, our findings also suggest that although improbable 
events are surprising, even for infants ( 2 ), surprise itself does not 
automatically or directly enhance learning ( 8 ,  9 ). We propose 
that surprising events enhance learning specifically when they 
lack plausible explanations ( 11   – 13 ). Explanations, which allow 
revision of an initial model of the world to account for unex-
pected observations, are very likely to be sought following impos-
sible events. Consider drawing an object from a population 
containing none of that object type (as in our Impossible con-
dition). To maintain coherent commitments about objects and 
their causal interactions, model revision is required—maybe the 
object had dynamic features that altered its appearance, or the 
machine had a hidden compartment, or the experimenter played 
a trick. Indeed, we predict that enhanced learning will occur for 
any aspect of the event related to significant model revision ( 14 ). 
In contrast, merely improbable events do not always force model 
revision. Drawing one rare object from among 39 frequent 
objects is very improbable, but the observer need not revise their 
model of the objects or the machine to explain this outcome, 
because the scene statistics and machine mechanism already offer 
a satisfactory account. Still, we suggest that some improbable 
events will induce explanation-seeking. For example, seeing 
someone do something possible but unexpected (like taking a 
circuitous path to a goal) might impel the observer to revise their 
model of the person or event to accommodate candidate expla-
nations for the behavior. In such cases, learning should be 
enhanced.

 Returning to the question we began with: Are impossible events 
represented as distinct from improbable events? Our results show that 
although highly improbable events may at times seem similar to 
impossible events ( 15 ), even young children distinguish between 
them.  

Materials and Methods

Participants were 23 to 49 mo old (M = 36 mo, 15 d; range = 23 mo, 1 d to 
48 mo, 20 d; 158 girls). This study was approved by The College of New Jersey 
and the Johns Hopkins Homewood Internal Review Boards. Parents gave written 
informed consent. Methodological details appear in SI Appendix.

Data, Materials, and Software Availability. Anonymized data have been 
deposited in Harvard Dataverse (DOI: 10.7910/DVN/ZQ1PF9) (16). All other data 
are included in the article and/or SI Appendix.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS. We thank N. Chaudhari, C. Heiman, S. Mandaloju,  
C. Peters, and A. Smith-Flores for help with data collection.

Fig. 1.   Percent of children correctly identifying the Type B object when asked 
for the blick in the Equi-Probable, Improbable, and Impossible conditions. X-
axis indicates probability of drawing a Type B object across conditions.
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