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How children develop numerical knowledge has been an ongoing area of study
for decades, with the infamous Give-a-Number Task (Wynn 1992), and the
knower-level framework that stems from it, having just passed its 30" birthday.
This methodology has proven to be robust and replicable, and, more
importantly, unveiled an acquisition pattern that universally holds across
languages, cultures, and countries worldwide (Marchand et al. 2022, Wege et al.
2022). In this process, children slowly discover the exact meanings of cardinals
one through four in a tiered fashion before they become fully competent
counters and overcome the limitations of innate nonverbal systems of number
(e.g., Le Corre &Carey 2007), thereby catching the attention of cognitive
scientists, developmental psychologists and, yes, linguists.

What does this have to do with language? Both general and language-specific
linguistic knowledge have been argued to play an important role in the
development of cardinal understanding (e.g., Carey 2009). One reason to believe
language-specific factors are at play is that the start and duration of numeral
acquisition stages differs across languages, even though the general pattern in
acquisition is universal. For example, Almoammer et al. (2013) show that
learners of languages with dual marking are quicker to acquire the meaning of
two than languages with ‘only’ a singular-plural distinction, suggesting that
specific linguistic cues or properties may help or hinder the acquisition process.
But grammatical number marking is just one example: the count list, quantifiers,
or underlying learning principles are also all aspects of language that are under
investigation for being possibly relevant in numerical development (cf. Meyer
2019).

This talk aims to shed light on this discussion, by expanding our attention from
cardinals (one, two, three) to ordinals (first, second, third) in different languages
(e.g., Dutch, English and Russian) and learner populations (TD, DLD and
bilinguals). Using existing, novel, and preliminary data from a combination of
Give-a-Number tasks and a cross-situational word learning paradigm, | will argue
that children use morphosyntactic structure to acquire ordinal meaning, and
that smart mistakes like twoth and eated are as related as they are different (cf.
Meyer 2019, De Vries et al. 2021). In addition to showing how rules and storage
effect ordinal acquisition, | hope to raise some questions about what it means to
learn or know something, and will peek ahead to how upcoming studies on



ordinal acquisition in Czech populations should help us better understand
linguistic and numerical development.

References

Almoammer, Alhanouf, Jessica Sullivan, Chris Donlan, Franc Marusi¢, Rok Zaucer,
Timothy O'Donnell & David Barner. 2013. Grammatical morphology as a
source of early number word meanings. Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences 110, 18448-18453.

Carey, Susan. 2009. The origin of concepts. New York: Oxford University Press.

Le Corre, Mathieu & Susan Carey. 2007. One, two, three, four, nothing more: An
investigation of the conceptual sources of the verbal counting principles.
Cognition 105, 395-438.

Marchand, Elisabeth, Jarret Lovelett, Kelly Kendro & David Barner. 2022.
Assessing the knower-level framework: How reliable is the Give-a-Number
task?. Cognition, 222, 104998.

Meyer, Caitlin. 2019. Rule and Order. Acquiring ordinals in Dutch and English. PhD
Dissertation, University of Amsterdam. Utrecht: LOT Dissertations, 530.
197p.

Vries, Heleen de, Caitlin Meyer & Alla Peeters-Podgaevskaja. 2021. Learning
strategies in Russian ordinal acquisition. First Language 41 (1), 90-108.

Vries, Heleen de, Caitlin Meyer, Judith Rispens & Alla Peeters-Podgaevskaja.
2023. Ordinal and cardinal acquisition in children with Developmental
Language Disorder. The Mathematical Cognition and Learning Society
(MCLS) Conference, Loughborough, UK. June 5-8, 2023.

Wege, Theresa Elise, Taeko Bourque, Rebecca Merkley & Pierina Cheung. 2022.
Thirty years of knower-levels: A systematic review of the Give-N task.
Preprint from PsyArXiv, 03 Nov 2022.

Wynn, Karen. 1992. Children'’s acquisition of the number words and the counting
system. Cognitive Psychology 24, 220-251.



