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Abstract

Core knowledge about physical objects (e.g., their permanency, spatial transformations, and inter-
actions) is one of the most fundamental building blocks of biological intelligence across humans
and non-human animals. While AI techniques in certain domains (e.g. vision, NLP) have advanced
dramatically in recent years, no current AI systems can yet match human abilities in flexibly ap-
plying core knowledge to solve novel tasks. We propose a new AI approach to core knowledge
that combines 1) visual representations of core knowledge inspired by human mental imagery abil-
ities, especially as observed in studies of neurodivergent individuals; with 2) tree-search-based
program synthesis for flexibly combining core knowledge to form new reasoning strategies on the
fly. We demonstrate our system’s performance on the very difficult Abstraction & Reasoning Cor-
pus (ARC) challenge, and we share experimental results from publicly available ARC items as well
as from our 4th-place finish on the private test set during the 2022 global ARCathon challenge.

1. Introduction

Consider the four visual reasoning problems depicted in the rows of Figure 1. Each problem presents
you, the problem-solver, with a small number of input-output image pairs on the left, and then you
must provide the correct output for the final input image on the right.

Most people can likely solve many of these problems without much difficulty. The knowledge
being tested might seem fairly intuitive and easy to describe, e.g., for the first item, the red object
gets attracted to the blue block. For the second, the “stones” get attracted to the red block. The third
involves color-swapping. For the fourth, we fill in all of the closed holes with yellow.

What is this knowledge, and how do we know it and use it? For these problems, the required
knowledge has to do with the physical nature of objects in our world, and how this physical nature
appears to our visual sensory system. For instance, we know and can reason about rigid objects
with coherent boundaries; motions of these objects in various directions; contacts between multiple
objects; changes in object colors while retaining the same shape; etc.
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Figure 1. Four sample tasks from the Abstraction & Reasoning Corpus (ARC). Each task consists of 1-5
input-output “training” pairs plus 1-2 input-only “test” pairs.

In the cognitive sciences, this type of knowledge has been called core knowledge about objects,
and it is believed to be one of the most fundamental building blocks of biological intelligence
across both humans and many non-human animals, alongside other core knowledge systems for
reasoning about actions, number, space, and social agents (Spelke & Kinzler, 2007). While AI
techniques in certain domains (e.g. vision, NLP) have advanced dramatically in recent years, no
current AI systems can yet match human abilities in flexibly applying core knowledge to solve novel
tasks. Moreover, because core knowledge about objects feeds into virtually every other domain of
reasoning, from spatial to quantitative to linguistic to social, this gap will inevitably lead to upper
bounds on the robustness and flexibility of current AI reasoning systems across all of these domains.

Why is core knowledge such a tough nut for AI to crack? One challenge is that, despite ex-
tensive evidence that core knowledge systems exist in biological intelligence, cognitive scientists
have relatively little idea about how core knowledge is represented, and scientific debates continue
to rage about how core knowledge is acquired and deployed (e.g., Smith et al., 2020).

In this paper, we propose a new formulation for visually representing and reasoning about core
knowledge:

1. We describe an imperative-style domain specific language, called the Visual Imagery Rea-
soning Language (VIMRL), that represents core knowledge as a set of image-transformation
functions that are inspired by cognitive studies of human visual mental imagery, including
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studies of neurodivergent forms of imagery-based reasoning in individuals on the autism spec-
trum.

2. We propose an innovative reasoning method that combines VIMRL with multi-level search-
based program synthesis to flexibly select, compose, and deploy core knowledge on novel
tasks.

3. We demonstrate our system’s performance on the very difficult Abstraction & Reasoning
Corpus (ARC) challenge (Chollet, 2019), and we share experimental results from publicly
available ARC items as well as from our 4th-place finish on the private test set during the
2022 global ARCathon challenge.

2. The Abstraction & Reasoning Corpus

Chollet (2019) introduced the Abstraction & Reasoning Corpus (ARC) as a general intelligence
test for humans and artificial systems designed to load on four types of core knowledge priors.
The objectness prior requires solvers to deal with the segmentation, permanence and interaction of
objects. Tasks that require goal-directedness may exhibit input-output grids that can be considered
as the start and end states of some abstract process, such as an object moving from one point in
the grid to another. Numbers and counting priors are required in situations where quantities, like
frequencies of object occurrences and sizes of objects, serve to influence operations like comparison
and sorting. The geometry and topology prior requires an agent to have knowledge about shapes,
lines, symmetry, relative positioning of objects, and the ability to replicate objects in different ways.

Fig. 1 shows four sample ARC tasks. Each of these tasks has a training section (left of the grey
bar), with a number of input-output grid pairs (usually 1-5), and a test section (right of the grey bar)
with a number of input-only grids (usually 1-2) for which the solver must provide an output.

All tasks from the ARC are presented on coloured, input-output grid pairs. These grids can be
anywhere from a single cell to 30x30 cells in size, and each cell can contain one of ten symbols (0
through 9 or appropriately selected unique colours). A property that makes the ARC particularly
difficult, especially for artificial systems, is how solvers are required to predict the output grids from
scratch: solvers must correctly determine the grid’s size, and must also specify the symbols to place
in each cell correctly.

The ARC contains a 1,000 different tasks, divided into a publicly available “training set” of
400 tasks, a publicly available “evaluation” set of 400 tasks, and a private test set of 200 tasks
accessible through submissions to various ARC challenge platforms (e.g., Kaggle, recent ARCathon
challenges). To help researchers develop and test their solvers, the complete solutions (containing
both the input and output pairs) are supplied for all 800 publicly available tasks.

Interestingly, while the public task sets are labeled “training” and “evaluation,” these do not
comprise training and evaluation sets in the traditional machine learning sense, as according to
Chollet (2019), the concepts observed in one set do not transfer to the other. This means, agents that
specialize on items in one set may not necessarily perform well on items in the other. This pattern
also seems to hold across the private test set as well, making the ARC an extremely difficult test for
current AI systems.
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Formally an ARC task, T , can be defined as:

T =
n
hIt1, Ot

1i, . . . , hItn, Ot

ni; Ie0 , . . . , Oe

m

o

Here, It and O
t are input and output training grids, and i

e represents a test input grid for which the
agent must provide an output. In the case of the publicly available ARC tasks, each test input, Ie

i
,

has a corresponding output, Oe

i
.

Scoring on the ARC is considered an all or nothing affair: solvers must get all the cells right to
correctly solve a task. Any missed cell results in a failure. To allow some room for error, solvers
are given the opportunity to make up to three predictions, and the task will be considered solved if
any of those predictions are correct.

3. Core Knowledge, Visual Imagery, and Autism

How might we formalize representations of core knowledge in a computational system? Our work
takes inspiration from studies of human reasoning, and in particular studies of neurodivergent rea-
soning in individuals on the autism spectrum.

Raven’s Progressive Matrices (RPM) is a very well known and widely used human intelligence
test that is similar to the ARC in flavor, though much smaller in scope, with 60 problems that cover
just a couple of dozen core knowledge concepts in total. Though the RPM does not explicitly load
on language, many early studies spanning psychology, neuroscience, and AI emphasized the role of
symbolic and/or linguistic representations in human RPM problem solving (e.g., Carpenter et al.,
1990; Prabhakaran et al., 1997), especially on harder test problems. In other words, it was assumed
that perceptual inputs were processed to create amodal representations, and then core knowledge
functions could operate over these amodal representations using symbolic, linguistic, and/or quali-
tative operations.

However, unusual (and strong) patterns of RPM performance were later documented in individ-
uals on the autism spectrum (Dawson et al., 2007). These patterns were linked to atypically strong
uses of visual imagery in these individuals (Soulières et al., 2009) which also matched introspective
accounts of reasoning (e.g., Grandin, 2008). Visual imagery refers to an agent’s use of internal rep-
resentations that are retinotopic, i.e., that share rich structural correspondence with visual perceptual
representations but that are not directly tied to perceptual inputs (Pearson & Kosslyn, 2015).

Computational, imagery-based RPM models followed suit and were successful (Kunda et al.,
2013; McGreggor et al., 2014; Yang et al., 2020). In these models, core knowledge concepts are
represented as image transformation operations that can be applied directly to perceptual inputs,
without requiring separate stages of feature or object extraction.

We take inspiration from these convergent studies of the effectiveness of visual-imagery-based
representations on core knowledge tasks. In particular, our approach is based around a new Visual
Imagery Reasoning Language (VIMRL) that explicitly represents core knowledge priors as visual-
imagery-like functions.
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4. Our Approach: VIMRL + Program Synthesis

While the Visual Imagery Reasoning Language (VIMRL) framework is intended to be generalizable
to core knowledge about objects in varied contexts, we focus this paper on a version of VIMRL
specialized for application to ARC-style image inputs and outputs, along with a program synthesis
solver that generates VIMRL programs. Ainooson (2023) provides a more in-depth discussion on
the motivation for VIMRL and its use for ARC as well as on a different visuospatial reasoning task,
the block design test.

When given an ARC task;

T =
n
hIt1, Ot

1i, . . . , hItn, Ot

ni; Ie0 , . . . , Iem
o

, the solver searches the space of programs in VIMRL for a candidate program, '(x), which takes
a grid, x, as input, produces a solution output grid. For a program to be considered as a candidate

solution, it must satisfy
⇣Pn

i=1 �('(I
t
i ),O

t
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⌘
, where �(x, y) =
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1 x = y

0
and, ↵, is a threshold

within which the solver should be accurate on training items. This means a candidate program will
only be selected if it solves enough items in a task’s training problems with an accuracy higher than
the value of ↵.

4.1 Visual Imagery Reasoning Language

The Visual Imagery Reasoning Language (VIMRL) is an imperative style language, designed around
imagery operations, and built specifically for reasoning about ARC tasks. Instead of relying on con-
trol instructions, VIMRL places emphasis on the sequence of instructions to control the state of a
program during execution. See Table 4.1 for VIMRL’s full grammar.

hinstructioni ::= hassignmenti
| hoperationi

hassignmenti ::= hidentifieri ‘=’ hoperationi

hoperationi ::= hidentifieri ‘(’ hargumentsi ‘)’

hargumentsi ::= hargumenti
| hargumentsi ‘,’ hargumenti

hargumenti ::= hidentifieri
| hnumberi
| hoperationi

hnumberi ::= (‘-’)?[0� 9]+

hidentifieri ::= [a� zA� Z][a� zA� Z0� 9]⇤

Table 1. Grammar for the Visual Imagery Reasoning Language. These also double as production rules for
generating code during program synthesis.

Every instruction in the VIMRL involves a call to an operation. Operations can take arguments,
which are either literal values or references to variables. And operations always return values.
Values in VIMRL can either be literal or variable, and values always have fixed types.
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(a) output = attract(input)

(b) output = recolor(input)

(c)

enclosed = find_enclosed_patches(input)
recolored = recolor_objects(enclosed)
output = draw(input, recolored)

Table 2. Three sample VIMRL programs that solve ARC tasks. Cell (a) provides possible solutions for the
tasks in Figures 1(a) and 1(b), and cells (c) and (d) provide possible solutions for the tasks in Figures 1(c)
and 1(d), respectively.

All values (literal or variable) in VIMRL have fixed types. Arguments for operations are also
expected to have specific types. Currently, values can assume one of 5 given types. Values can be
typed as image, object (an image fragment with a location, much like a sprite in a video game),
color, number (integers only), or list (of objects).

4.2 Executing VIMRL Programs

A VIMRL program under execution can be considered to have a state containing the following:

1. The set of all variables that have been defined throughout the program’s lifetime.

2. All the values associated with the defined variables.

3. The current line of instruction being executed.

Every program starts execution with two pre-defined variables: input, an image containing the
input grid of the task and background, a value fors the background colour of the input grid. The
background value helps in isolating objects, and by default it is set to a value of 0. This default
value can, however, be changed through other operations that are executed later.

During execution, two main types of operations can be performed. First, there are low level
operations, which are simple functions (like trim) that require arguments to be explicitly passed.
These operations will typically manipulate their inputs in a definite way and return an output. The
second type of operations are high level operations, which take a single argument and further analyse
the grids from the tasks to be solved, and the current state of execution to implicitly select extra
arguments.

To further explain how high-level operations work, consider the programs listed in Table 2. The
program in cell (b) can solve both of the tasks displayed in Figures 1 (a) and 1(b). The attract

operation used in the program is a high level operation that uses simple naive physics simulations
to solve the problem of objects being attracted to each other. It takes an input image of the initial
state of the objects, and returns an output image with the final state.

Because attract is a high level function, all of the tasks training items,
n
hIt1, Ot

1i, . . . , hItn, Ot
ni
o

,
are available to it at runtime. From these items, the attract function is able to form a rule about
which objects are being attracted to what, and it can use this rule to attempt the test item. All high
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level functions in VIMRL operate this way, albeit each with their own internal rules and search
techniques.

So far, all sample programs we discussed contain a single instruction that operates on the input.
But programs in VIMRL are typically longer. Having multiple instructions, however, complicates
execution when high level operations are performed after low level ones. Because every execution
of a high level function requires an instance of the task’s training items to be analysed, in cases
where other instructions have already modified the task’s input image, Ie, the input-output pairs
from the training items,

n
hIt1, Ot

1i, . . . , hItn, Ot
ni
o

, may no longer be representative of the current
state of the input image.

As a solution to this problem, before any high level operation is executed, all instructions that
have already been executed, are applied to all the input-output training pairs to create a modified
version of the task. To do this we consider the sequence of all instructions performed before the
high-level operation was executed as a partial program, '0(x), then we generate a modified task, T 0,
with training items,

n
hI 0t1 , O0t

1 i, . . . , hI 0tn , O0t
ni
o

, such that 8i2{1,...,n}hI 0ti , O0t
i
i ! h'0(It

i
),'0(Ot

i
)i.

This modified task, T 0, is then passed to the high level operation.

4.2.1 A walk-through of high level function execution

To further illustrate how partial programs modify the tasks before they are analysed by high level
functions, consider the programs from cells (c) and (d) of Table 2. The program in cell (c) is similar
to all those we have seen earlier. It uses a single call to a high level function, recolor, which learns
the rules by which colours in an image are transformed to solve the task in Figure 1 (c).

When a similar recolor operation (recolor_objects which works on a list of images instead
of a single image) is encountered in the program from cell (d), however, another operation, find_-
enclosed_patches has already been executed. Figure 2 provides a walk-through with a visualiza-
tion of the execution state as the program in cell (d) is runs.

enclosed = find_enclosed_patches(input)

enclosed

recolored = recolor_objects(enclosed)

enclosed recolored

output = draw(input, recolored)

enclosed recolored

output

input

input

input

input

Figure 2. A walk-through of the execution of the program listed in cell (d) of Table 2 on the task from Figure
1 (d). White boxes show the state of the program’s variables whiles the grey boxes show the instructions
executed.
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From the walk-through we observe that the initial state has the input variable assigned to the
input grid of the test item. The first instruction, enclosed = find_enclosed_patches(input),
analyzes the input image and extracts all patches of the grid’s image that are enclosed. In the case
of this particular example, the call to find_enclosed_patches returns a list with 8 grids and their
locations.

The next instruction, recolor_objects, which is a high-level function, takes this list of objects
as an argument. In addition to this list, the recolor_objects function will also receive a copy of
the task, and this copy must reflect any changes the earlier call to find_enclosed_patches may
have made to the input image. To build this modified task, the partial program, which contains only
single a call to find_enclosed_patches, is executed on all the inputs and output images of the task.
Whenever this partial program is executed on an image from the training set, the corresponding
image in the task is replaced with the value associated with the enclosed variable after the partial
execution. The enclosed variable is chosen as the replacement because it is the variable whose
value is being passed to the recolor operation.

It is worth noting that the in this case the value of enclosed will be of a list type, leading to
a situation which forces all the training images to be replaced with lists. Because the recolor_-

object operation operates on lists, it is now able to compare the lists of patches found in the input
and outputs of the modified tasks to detect that everything that is coloured black (0) is switched to
yellow (4).

After the execution of the recolor operation, the draw operation is used to paint all the recolored
objects back to the input grid, and the results are assigned to the output variable as a solution to
the task.

4.3 Operations for Reasoning about the ARC

Currently, there are a total of 25 high level and 51 low-level operations, giving a total of 76 opera-
tions. The implementation of these operations are inspired by the core knowledge priors suggested
for the ARC and similarities observed in tasks from the public ARC datasets. A sample of these
operations and the core priors upon which they are based are displayed in Figure 3.

In addition to these 76 operations, a few extra operations are created at run-time to handle
situations where functions that take single image grids as input and equally return a single image
grid are modified to work on a collection of objects. These operations are much akin to the map
operation typically found in functional programming languages.

It is worth noting that all operations designed for VIMRL were only made after observing just
the 400 tasks in the train section of the public ARC dataset. We decided not to consider any tasks
from the evaluation section in order to further evaluate how well the concepts between the tasks are
separated.

4.4 Searching

At the core of our reasoning agent is a search algorithm that attempts to find VIMRL programs for
ARC tasks. As described at the beginning of this section, the goal of the search is to find programs
that solve a given number of items in from the train section of an ARC task. The major issues we
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add attract change_color Ⓞ color_sorted

complete_pattern connect_grid_cells Ⓖ connect_pixels Ⓖ copy Ⓞ
create difference Ⓝ draw find_central_object Ⓞ
find_enclosed_patches Ⓞ find_objects Ⓞ find_objects_in_context Ⓞ find_odd_object Ⓞ
first_image Ⓞ first_object Ⓞ flip_horz flip_vert

get_color Ⓣ get_grid get_grid_cells grid_as_image Ⓣ
grid_cells_as_image Ⓣ grid_get_color invert Ⓞ last_image

last_object map Ⓝ map_image Ⓝ recolor_image

recolor_objects Ⓞ repeat reset_background Ⓣ rotate_180

rotate_270 rotate_90 scale_2x scale_3x

scale_4x scale_5x scale_half scale_quart

scale_third segment_objects Ⓞ self_scale sort_by_color

sort_by_color_frequency sort_by_holes sort_by_size trim

Legend

ⓃⓄ ⒼⓄ ⓃⓄ
Ⓣ
Ⓣ Ⓣ

ⓄⓉ ⓄⓉ
Ⓣ Ⓣ

ⒼⓄ ⓄⓉ
ⓄⓉ ⓄⓉ ⓄⓉ ⓄⓉ
ⓄⓉ ⓄⓉ ⓄⓉ ⓄⓉ
ⓄⓉ ⓄⓉ ⓃⓄ
ⓃⓄ ⓃⓄ ⓃⓄ ⓄⓉ

 Ⓝ Numbers and counting   Objectness   Ⓞ  Goal Directedness   Ⓖ  Geometry and TopologyⓉ

Figure 3. A sample of the instructions available for solving tasks in VIMRL. Functions listed in grey cells are
high level functions, and the colored letters provide information about the core knowledge prior from which
the function draws.

had to deal with in building our search algorithm stemmed from tree traversal, successor generation,
and node pruning.

Our current search algorithm can be described as follows: Given an instance of the ARC task,
T =

n
hIt1, Ot

1i, . . . , hItn, Ot
ni; Ie0 , . . . , Iem

o
, generate and collect candidate programs, 'i(x), which

satisfy
⇣Pn

i=1 �('(I
t
i ),O

t
i)

n
> ↵

⌘
, where �(x, y) =

(
1 x = y

0
, for some threshold ↵ > 0. The

search executes in a generate-execute-test cycle until a given number of programs (200 in the case
of our experiments) are found, or a time-out (700 seconds in the case of our experiments) is reached.
For all the experiments discussed in this paper, we accepted any program with ↵ > 0 as a potential
candidate.

After the search cycle terminates, the best performing programs are selected from a set of candi-
date programs according to two different approaches. The first approach considers the most efficient
programs as candidates, whiles the second optimizes for performance and unique outputs.

In the first approach, we collect the top three smallest programs with the highest scores (obtained
after sorting all candidates with the ↵ score in descending order and the program size in ascending
order) as final candidates to be used as responses for the task.

For the second approach, we first execute all candidate programs on the test items of the tasks
and collect their output grids. We then group candidate programs, such that all those that produce
the same output share a group. Within each group, we select the candidate program with the highest
↵ score and smallest program size to be representative of the group. Then we finally select our final
candidate responses by picking the top three representative programs with the highest scores.

4.4.1 Tree traversal and successor generation

In all our experiments, we search the space of VIMRL programs with traditional breadth-first and
depth first search algorithms. Starting with an empty program, we rely on a successor generator to
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Figure 4. Distribution of operation on programs generated by our best configuration. The chart on top shows
the distribution of functions used for solving items on ARC’s training set, while the chart on the bottom shows
the distribution of functions used for solving items on the evaluation set.

add on instructions as we build a series of potential programs that are evaluated on the task to be
solved.

Our approach involves executing a production system over the VIMRL grammar, with the gram-
mar as productions, to produce all possible successors when a program is given. This yields a brute-
force search through the entire VIMRL program space. With the potential to add over 70 operations
at each step, the branching factor of the search tree is high, leading to a quick exponential explosion
in search space. Nonetheless, a full brute force search serves as a good starting point to help us
understand the dynamics of program generation in VIMRL.

4.4.2 Search space pruning and optimization

Even when potential successors are stochastically sampled, the search space is still expected to
explode. Search space explosion cannot be entirely prevented, but steps can be taken to ensure only
meaningful programs are explored and expanded.

One approach we used was to limit the depth of search to a fixed number of instructions per
program. This step places a hard limit on the entire search space, making it finite. Other approaches
we took involved detecting and eliminating logically equivalent programs that yield the same output
and introducing reference gaps to ensure variables defined are used in search.

4.4.3 Logically Equivalent Programs

There are also cases where two programs have different sequences of instructions, yet are logi-
cally equivalent (because they produce the same final program state). It is not efficient to execute
logically-equivalent programs. In order to prevent logically equivalent programs from being exe-

10
433



A NEURODIVERSITY-INSPIRED SOLVER FOR ARC

cuted, we sort all programs to ensure that logically equivalent programs have the same sequence of
instructions.

To sort these programs we build a dependency tree in which the locations of instructions that
consume variables are children to the locations of instructions that create variables. When we topo-
logically sort this dependency tree, the sequence of instruction is re-ordered such that instructions
are used almost as soon as they are defined. A side effect of this re-ordering is that all programs that
are logically equivalent but are sequenced differently yield the same output.

4.4.4 Reference Gaps

The reference gap pruning rule ensures that variables in states are referenced within some timeframe
after they are defined. This rule works by removing any nodes that have machines whose defined
variables are not referenced within a given number of instructions. For variables defined in the tail
end of a state’s instructions, checks are made within transitions originating from the state or the
list of instructions in connecting states. The number of instructions between variable definition and
referencing can be set as a hyper-parameter for the search operation.

4.4.5 Repeated Inputs

Because inputs to programs are presented as plain variables, they are consumed during search as
such. However, inputs are typically used only in the first instruction. Any subsequent reference to
the input variable may likely be unnecessary. We therefore prune any such programs to improve
search performance.

4.4.6 Stochastic Search

In earlier attempts we tried generating successors stochastically to cut down search space. Here, the
probabilities of possible successor nodes were computed from hand-coded ground truth programs
for a subset of the 400 training tasks of the ARC. The corpus of hand coded programs were used
to build models with potential intrinsic knowledge on how operations in VIMRL interact with each
other. During search, new instructions to be added to a program were sampled from a set of all pos-
sible programs according to probability estimates computed from the ground truth programs. These
probabilities were represented as a Markov-chain where the probability of adding an instruction a
program was conditioned on instruction that precedes it.

Having just a corpus of 150 ground truth programs, however, meant that the models we built
were not well informed to generate programs that were successful on problems from the ARC.

5. Results

We ran several configurations of our system on problems from the public ARC dataset. While run-
ning these we varied the various configuration options such as the various pruning options and how
final programs were selected. Our best performing configuration had all nodes with repeated in-
puts removed, reference gaps of greater than 2 pruned, and final choices made from unique outputs.
With this configuration it was possible to solve 111 items out of the 400 public training items, and
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on the public evaluation side, 45 tasks were solved. Our experiments were executed on a single
workstation powered by a Ryzen Threadripper 5000 CPU.

Figure 4 shows the distribution of functions used by our solver when generating programs for
solving tasks. This chart shows how the most used operations are those for reasoning about objects.

Figure 5. Distribution of input grid sizes for all the tasks solved by our VIMRL based system. The size
distribution for all training items solved is on the top chart, while the bottom chart shows input sizes for the
evaluation items solved.

Also, explicitly reasoning about objects means our system may not be limited by the sizes of
the solutions it can attempt. We can see from 5 how well tasks solved by the agent are spread across
the spectrum of sizes tasks on the ARC occupy.

6. Related Work

Compared to other intelligence tests, not much work has gone into the verification or ARC as a test
for human intelligence. The only known human tests on the ARC are trials performed by the ARC’s
authors on human subjects during development (Chollet, 2019), work by Johnson et al. (2021) to
measure how well humans were able to infer the underlying concepts of 40 randomly selected items
on the task, and even more comprehensively, LeGris et al. (2025) performed a human study with
1700 participants where they placed emphasis on observing the behaviour as people solved the task.
All these early studies show that humans perform well on solving ARC tasks.

As an example, although the scope of tasks for the study by Johnson et al. (2021) were quite
limited, it showed that humans had the ability to quickly generalize the concepts behind tasks on
the ARC to effectively solve them. In fact, to show how well this generalization occurred, each
participant was made to provide a natural language description of their strategy which was later
compared to the sequence of actions they performed while actually solving the task. In a recent
work by Acquaviva et al. (2021), the authors formulated a two-player game, where one person
would solve an ARC task and give a natural language description of the solution to the other player.
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The second player has to solve the task using the provided description. They found that at least 361
out of 400 tasks in the training set can be solved using the natural language description.

On the artificial intelligence front, early solver attempts included, Kolev et al. (2020)’s Neural
Abstract Reasoner (NAR), a solver that relied on neural networks, specifically Differential Neural
Computers to reason through items on the ARC. Although according to the published results, the
NAR scores an accuracy of 78.8% on items of size 10⇥ 10 or lower, it is not clear which section of
the ARC was evaluated. In line with the work we present here, Fischer et al. (2020) developed a cus-
tom domain-specific language for the task and explored the space of programs with an evolutionary
algorithm. Their approach however achieved only 3% accuracy on the hidden test set.

Ferré (2021) presented an approach following the minimum description length principle. The
model consists of two parts: the input grid model, which converts the input grid into a parsing of the
grid and the output grid model, which converts the parsing into the output grid. They tried different
versions of their model, using the minimum description length principle to guide the search. Their
best performing model solved 29 tasks from the training set, with each task taking upto 30 seconds.

Recently, the ARC dataset and its successor (ARC-AGI-2) are used as benchmarks for evalu-
ating various large language models. The current best performing LLM on ARC is OpenAI’s o3-
preview, which scores 75.7% on the benchmark by using a combination chain-of-thought prompt-
ing, which breaks complex problems down into simpler forms, and some form of program synthesis
(ARC, 2025).1

7. Discussion: Identifying core knowledge

In this work, we selected and designed operations for our ARC solver (i.e., the collection of 51 low-
level and 25 high-level functions, a sampling of which is listed in Figure 3) based on our inspections
of the ARC training set. As listed in this figure, many of these operations broadly correspond to the
four high-level categories of core knowledge often discussed in the cognitive science literature: 1)
numbers and counting; 2) objectness; 3) goal directedness; and 4) geometry and topology.

Adding more operations to our solver is a double-edged sword. While having more spatial
concepts increases the expressivity of the VIMRL language, enabling the design of more, and more
specialized, programs to solve additional ARC tasks, adding more operations also increases the
branching factor of the search tree, which vastly increases the size of the search space. We expect
that finding more efficient search mechanisms, as discussed in the final section, would enable adding
more operations, which would in turn enable more robust problem solving performance on the ARC.

However, one aspect of human spatial cognition that makes this kind of knowledge engineering
challenging is that human spatial knowledge is often difficult to express verbally. Consider visual
category knowledge as a foil. We know that humans have knowledge of categories like animals, cats,
kittens, etc., in part because we have words for all of these categories. And while there is certainly
category knowledge that is hard to verbalize, the basic taxonomies of our category knowledge (at
least of things like concrete nouns) can be found in language.

It is more difficult to list all of our spatial concepts, because they do not correspond so easily to
nameable objects in the world. There are many examples of how our language for spatial concepts

1. The actual details of how this process works has not been published.
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influences our representation of them and vice versa, for instance with numerical cognition (e.g.,
Feigenson et al., 2004; Gelman & Butterworth, 2005) or subtleties of spatial concepts (e.g., Choi
et al., 1999).

However, many spatial concepts might be perceptually and cognitively distinct but not have
distinct verbal labels. For instance, we can all visually identify the differences between objects that
are partially occluded versus mostly occluded, but we do not necessarily have distinct words for
these concepts. Speculatively, this label ambiguity may be why it is so challenging to come up
with a comprehensive taxonomy of spatial concepts. Examples exist, for instance through tests like
human tests of core knowledge (Dehaene et al., 2006) or indeed the ARC itself.

In previous work (Michelson et al., 2020), we analyzed many existing tests of spatial knowledge
meant for humans or AI systems and argued that a substantive gap exists, in that the field lacks a
comprehensive test of spatial knowledge that covers spatial concepts in breadth (types of concepts),
depth (how concepts are assessed), explainability (whether we can understand how test items map
onto concepts), and domain-specificity (the extent to which the test is limited to testing only spatial
concepts or, as with the ARC, also requires high-level reasoning or other capabilities). For compari-
son, consider how the ImageNet dataset—flawed though it was in certain ways (Russakovsky et al.,
2015)—catapulted AI research on visual object recognition, and deep learning more generally, to
success. The successes that LLM-based approaches have shown on the ARC is perhaps not too
surprising, if we consider the coverage of spatial concepts that likely exists in various forms, both
explicit and implicit, on the Internet.

Further challenges for cognitive systems approaches to ARC will include understanding what
are more effective taxonomic breakdowns of core knowledge concepts, how such knowledge can
be represented in compact and flexible ways, and finally, how such knowledge can be learned from
experience. For example, work in developmental robotics has studied how different sensorimotor
learning regimes affect an embodied agent’s performance on tests of core knowledge (Lones et al.,
2016).

8. Next Steps

Our preliminary results on the ARC task show significant promise for a system that could reason
generally about tasks from the ARC. The results also seem to provide some confirmation for the
fact that concepts may be different across the training and evaluation sets.

The program synthesis approach with which our solver works is not significantly different from
what the current best ARC solvers use. There is always a program synthesizer searching some space
for possible programs. Where ours differs, however, is in the use of an imperative language that is
reliant on high level functions that perform local searches.

In the next phase of our work, we intend to expand the number and breadth of programs in
our ground truth dataset; streamline operations to focus more on those that are not too specific to
work on fewer tasks, and not too general to explode the search space; and improving our search
algorithms.

Our current efforts have already yielded about 130 ground truth programs. Some of these pro-
grams were hand coded, while interestingly, some were discovered through our brute force searches.
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By expanding the ground truth dataset we have the potential to induce models that “know” the right
way to sequence VIMRL programs. We also intend to spend some research effort on understanding
the relationship between the visual appearance of the task grids and the functions we have success-
fully solved them with. We hope this effort will allow us to prune larger search spaces by selecting
only the functions that are most likely to solve a given task.
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