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Training three year olds understanding of the cardinality principle

Children take over a year to learn the meanings of the first three number words, they eventually master the logic of counting and the meanings of all the words in their count list -they understand cardinality- when they learned number four, around age of three or four. We hypothesize that understanding cardinality cannot be reached earlier, because children do not interpret numbers as unique cardinals, because they associate the first two digits with non-numerical meaning. They regard number one as an individual and number two as a pair. Due to this misinterpretation they will not be able to infer the logic of counting by learning number three. We assume that understanding cardinality can be triggered earlier by a special task, which clearly demonstrates that a sequence of objects derives from discrete units and the rhyme of number words has a numerical meaning which corresponds with the sequence.
Thirty-three children took part in the research who didn’t reach understanding cardinality yet. The structure of the investigation was the following: 1) The “Knowledge of the count list” task measures the stable extent of the known number word sequence – understanding the meaning of them is not necessary. 2) We measured the state of understanding cardinality with the task “ Give me X objects!” and we only worked further with one-, two- and three-knower children. We repeated this task by the end of the whole experiment to investigate whether they really improved or not. 3) We created “Feeding animals” task to teach children the proper use of numbers and to clearly deliver the correct interpretation of cardinality.
The first version of the training had effect on 2 children, who understood the cardinality principle out of 29. At this time the test had to be abandoned earlier at 20 participants, because they were exhausted or unmotivated. We adapted the training to the needs of children by inserting breaks in every 10-15 minutes. The second version of the training had effect on 4 children out of 10 and we only had to stop the investigation earlier at 4 participants. In order to correct the limitations of the task, we are going to use a computer program, which will be probably much more efficient than the described off-line version.



