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NUMBER SYSTEM AND COMPUTATION WITH A DUO OF ARTEFACTS:  
THE PASCALINE AND THE E-PASCALINE 

Sophie Soury-Lavergne(1), Michela Maschietto(2) 

 (1) IFÉ ENS de Lyon, France, (2) UNIMORE, Italy 

Abstract 

We are using a duo of artefacts, constituted by a mechanical arithmetic machine and 
its digital counterpart, to enable six-year old French students to learn about numbers. 
The experiment shows the separate conceptualisation processes involving numbers as 
sign of a quantity and number sequences on one side and recursive addition, 
computation and its effect on the decimal code for numbers on the other side. The duo 
of artefacts enabled the design of situations that required these processes to be 
connected. We observed how students and teachers used the duo and discuss the 
results concerning the conceptualisation of number. 

Key words: duo of artefacts, e-pascaline, number system, pascaline 

Teaching number decimal system and computation 

One of the aims of the first year of compulsory education for 6-year old French 
students is to learn the decimal system of writing numbers and to use it to 
perform computation. In their review of studies about whole numbers, Nunes 
and Bryant point out the key question: ‘how do children come to understand that 
any number in the counting sequence is equal to the preceding number plus 1?’ 
(2007, p. 4). We reformulate this in a more general way by asking how children 
connect what they know about numbers, number sequences and the 
manipulation of quantities with what they know about computation, performing 
addition or subtraction within the number system. The question also concerns 
the representation of number, taking into account that the number sequence is 
often learnt as an oral sequence, while the number system is a symbolic written 
system. 

In France, before they are six, students begin to learn the numbers up to 30 at 
“école maternelle”. For these children, number is used to indicate a specific 
characteristic of a collection, which is the quantity of its elements, or a position 
in a list (Margolinas and Wosniack, 2014). Comparing numbers involves going 
back to the collections and operating on their objects. The number name is a 
label that signals the number of elements. These names are ranked and can be 
recited in a given order. Children count by using the oral list of number names, 
which turns to be an action on the objects of the collection. They may even 
perform some kind of addition, which is, in fact, the union of two collections of 
objects. Once the two collections are unified, children can determine the number 
of its objects. Even if they use digits to write a representation of numbers, they 
use these as an icon and do not manipulate the decimal number system.  

When children start “elementary school”, during the first year of compulsory 
education, they have to learn the decimal number system used to represent 
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numbers up to 100. The aim is that they understand how this system is linked to 
the collections of objects they have used to count, in a more precise manner than 
just as different names for different kinds of collection, and that one can operate 
on numbers by operating on their digits. They have to build the relationship 
between successive numbers in the number sequence; for instance the fact that 
the number next in the list is the previous one plus one unit.  

We are investigating the use of a duo of artefacts, with a physical machine (the 
pascaline) and its digital counterpart (the e-pascaline), in the learning of 
numbers and computation. Following Italian research about mathematical 
machines (Maschietto and Bartolini Bussi, 2009), we assume that the physical 
machine enables the action-perception loop linking eyes and hands which is 
important for mathematical conceptualisation (Edwards, Radford and Arzarello, 
2009; Kalenine, Pinet and Gentaz, 2011). However, using only a limited range 
of physical material may also lock students into procedures that require the 
presence of the physical artefacts, even when the didactical sequence and the 
teacher try to take this possibility into account and to facilitate the transfer and 
generalisation of procedures. Therefore, we have extended the physical artefact 
by a digital version of the machine that enables students to use their procedures 
in another context (Maschietto and Soury-Lavergne, 2013). 

The aim of this paper is to describe how the duo of artefacts offers students a 
way to learn about the number system by solving problems that require 
flexibility in moving between number writing and computation. We have 
designed the e-pascaline in order to enlarge the mathematical experience of the 
students and to make complementary activities with the two kinds of artefacts. 
This paper discusses a French teaching experiment carried out in ordinary 
classrooms with voluntary teachers (Soury-Lavergne, 2014). 

Materials and methods 

A duo of artefacts: the pascaline and the e-pascaline 

The pascaline is an arithmetic machine composed of gears analogous to the 
famous machine, called Pascaline, invented by the French mathematician Blaise 
Pascal in 1642. It is a crucial tool in the history of European mathematics 
because it represents the first example of addition performed independent of the 
human intellect. When the pascaline is introduced in the classroom, the 
reference to Pascal and his motivation for the construction of the machine plays 
an important role in the vision of mathematics as a cultural product. It provides a 
symbolic representation of the whole numbers from 0 to 999 and enables 
arithmetic operations to be performed. Each of the five wheels has ten teeth. The 
digits from 0 to 9 are written on the lower yellow wheels, which display units, 
tens and hundreds from the right to the left (Fig. 1 shows the pascaline 
displaying the number 122). When the units wheel (respectively the tens wheel) 
turns a complete rotation clockwise, the right upper wheel (respectively the left 
upper wheel) makes the tens wheel (respectively the hundreds wheel) go one 
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clicks on the units wheel, is hence no longer possible. In such a way, the student 
has to look for another strategy to perform the addition.  

The e-book “Counting the e-pascaline clicks” contains a task, which consists in 
minimising the number of clicks required to write a number on the e-pascaline. 
This task appears to only concern the writing of numbers, but in fact, it requires 
the exploration of different ways of reaching a number through combinations of 
additions and subtractions. Starting with the e-pascaline displaying 0, there are 
three possible procedures to display a given number on the e-pascaline. Let’s 
consider an example. The number 17 can be written by iteration (17 clicks) or 
by decomposition (8 clicks), but the minimum of clicks is obtained by a 
computation 20-3 (5 clicks). This third strategy requires knowledge about the 
decomposition of numbers and also for the students to change their point of 
view on the problem and to move from writing the number to computing it.  

Experimental setting 

The didactical sequence has been developed within a French project gathering 
teachers, researchers and teacher educators <http://ife.ens-
lyon.fr/sciences21/ressources/sequences-et-outils/pascaline-CP>. It has been 
experimented during the last school year by a team of eight teachers who did not 
participate in the initial project. During the twelve week experiment, we were 
able to directly observe working sessions with two classes of six-year old 
students. We also collected information from the teachers through interviews 
and written reports throughout the experiment. The results refer either to direct 
observations of students’ behaviours (with teachers Stina and Nelly) or to the 
teachers’ reports and interviews (Stina and Cleo). 

Results  

In the teaching sequence, students first worked on addition with the pascaline 
alone and then used the e-book. In almost every teaching experiment with the 
pascaline, students’ initial strategies to add two terms below ten were: (i) the 
two terms were written on two separate wheels and the result was expected to 
appear on the third wheel; (ii) the addition was done by mental calculation and 
the result was written on the pascaline. With the first strategy, analogous to the 
use of a calculator, the user transferred the main part of the work to the 
pascaline. With the second one, the user performed the main part of the work. 
The iteration procedure appeared only after teacher interventions and discussion 
about the two previous strategies.  

Adding numbers with the pascaline and the e-pascaline 

In Cleo’s class, the iteration procedure appeared after she suggested using the 
units wheel alone. Then, with terms over ten, mistakes did not increase enough 
to make the students look for another strategy, even when the teacher suggested 
that they did. Only one of Cleo’s twenty-three students found the decomposition 
procedure. When Cleo first set the addition e-book to the students as an 
individual activity, they still had the possibility to use the pascaline to do 



ICMI Stud

 

additio
proced
using t
their st
proced
there w
tens fo

In Stin
used th
arrow 
opportu
regardi
whiteb

Fig. 3:

She th
They w
the pa
20 + 3;
and ev

When 
proced

Writing

The e-
studen
becaus
conditi
real pr
decom
numbe
strateg
but not

When 
finding
their so

dy 23                

on. Many 
dure was p
the e-book
trategy; (i

dure and m
was no evi
or doing ad

na’s class,
he iteratio
disappear

tunity to u
ing soluti

board (Fig

 Students’ 

hen asked 
worked in 
ascaline to
; 13 + 10; 

ven 11 + 12

we obse
dures and t

ng a numb

book “Co
t. At the b

se of the 
ion of min
roblem, ho

mposition p
er were di
gies, such 
t above th

Stina’s st
g the righ
olution). A

                       

of them
possible. T
k. The an
ii) that the
manipulati
idence of t
ddition.  

, pairs of 
on procedu
red. The 
understand
ons. She 
. 3).  

explanatio

her stude
small gro

o check. T
10 + 10 +
2 and 14 +

erved her 
to compar

ber on the 

ounting the
beginning
way it w

nimising t
owever. T
procedure
fficult for
as contro

he red trian

tudents we
ht solution
At the nex

                        

m hence u
Then, Cleo
alysis sho
e cognitiv
ing symbo
the decom

students u
ure and w
session af
d the func
led a coll

ons for the 

ents to lo
oups and h
They obta

+ 3; 10 + 5
+ 9.  

students,
re their eff

pascaline

e e-pascal
g, Cleo’s s
was formu
the numb
he e-book
. Finding 
r her class
lling the p

ngles.   

ere first e
ns (indicat
xt session,

  Theme 3, S

376 

used the 
o compell

owed: (i) t
ve processe
olic writin

mposition o

used the e
were comp
fter, Stina

ctioning of
lective di

missing ar

ok for ad
had to writ
ained the 
 + 5 + 3; 1

, most of
ficiency. 

e with a m

line clicks
students c
ulated; it 
er of click
k function

additive 
s, however
position o

exploring t
ted by ob
, Stina rai

The whe
- maybe
- one ca
unit 
- we hav
- we ove

We prop
- to first

Saury-Laverg

pascaline
led the stu
the studen
es of iden
ng are com
of the wri

e-book “a
pletely una
a transform
f the e-pa
scussion a

rrow and so

dditive dec
te 23 and 4

following
10 + 10 +

f them w

minimum o

s” represen
considered

was abo
ks transfo

ned well in
or subtrac
r. Hence t

of the digi

the e-book
btaining “s
ised the pr

eel was bloc
e we are wro
annot turn t

ve turned th
ercome the 

pose:  
t put the ten

gne & Machie

, on whi
udents to p
nts’ resista
ntifying th
mplex. Fo
tten numb

ddition” o
able to pr
med this 

ascaline an
and summ

olutions to 

compositi
41 in diffe
g decomp
2 + 1; 5 +

were able 

of clicks 

nted a cha
d the task 
out writing
ormed the 
n provokin
ctive deco
the childre
its, and re

k, they di
smileys” w
roblem an

cked becaus
ong 
he wheel m

he wheel too
twenties or 

s digit 

etto, Duo of A

ich the it
perform a
ance to ch
he decomp
or some st
ber into un

on laptops
rogress wh
incident 

nd to shar
marised it 

 compute 2

ions of nu
erent ways
positions 
+ 5 + 5 + 5 

to use th

allenge fo
easy to p

g number
easy task

ng the use
omposition
en adopte

eading the

id not suc
when eva

nd asked t

se: 

more than o

o much 
the tens 

Artefacts 

teration 
addition 
hanging 
position 
tudents, 
nits and 

s. They 
hen the 
into an 
re ideas 

on the 

 
23 + 41 

umbers. 
s, using 
for 23: 
+ 2 + 1 

he two 

or every 
perform 
rs. The 
k into a 
e of the 
ns of a 

ed other 
em near 

ceed in 
aluating 
them to 

ne 



ICMI Study 23                                                                  Theme 3, Saury-Lavergne & Machietto, Duo of Artefacts 

377 
 

answer the question “Why haven’t we succeeded in obtaining ‘smileys’?”. She 
also used an intermediate task, with the pascaline, to make pupils find 
decompositions of numbers. With this intermediate situation, she introduced the 
solution by asking students to complete a partial decomposition with a 
subtraction, such as 28 = 30 – … . After this episode, most of her pupils were 
able to solve the problem. 

We directly observed the first use of the e-book in Nelly’s class and we made 
two important observations. First, students didn’t use the iteration procedure. 
They directly used decomposition, starting with the tens digit. This meant that 
they reproduced on the e-pascaline the spatial organisation of the digits in the 
written number. Moreover, two numbers, 9 and 19, provoked different 
procedures, although the successful procedure asked for computation. Students 
failed to write 9 with the minimum of clicks while they succeeded with 19, first 
writing 1 on the tens wheel and then turning the units wheel one click in the 
anticlockwise direction, after having observed that the tooth with the digit 9 was 
close to the red triangle. They finished by adjusting the tens wheel (one click) 
when they observed that it had returned to 0. Their procedure could be 
represented by the computation 19 = 10 – 1 + 10. The fact that they didn’t do this 
for 9 illustrated that they are not in the process of computing but in the process 
of writing the number (and adjusting the wheels if needed). Their procedure is 
not equivalent to 19 = 20 – 1, which could have been transferred to 9. 

Discussion and conclusion  

We have elaborated the duo of artefacts and the e-books to build didactical 
situations that require the evolution from the iteration strategy to the 
decomposition one. With the “minimum of clicks” e-book, a third strategy 
requires computing. It is worth remarking that on one hand, the addition e-book 
explicitly required computation, but, as in any process of computing, it requires 
taking into account the way numbers are written with digits and not just adding 
units one by one (Nunes and Bryant, 2007). On the other hand, the “minimum of 
clicks” e-book explicitly required writing numbers, but a successful strategy 
required the students to compute. Both situations were rather difficult for 
students and successes resulted from teachers’ interventions. They revealed that 
the concept of number, its properties and the signification of its digits code are 
not stable. They compel the students to make connections between the number 
designing a quantity and the number represented by its digits code. This 
relationship frames the fundamental conceptual understanding of whole 
numbers. Another example of this relationship is the connection between two 
successive numbers in the sequence, the operation +1 and its effect on the digits 
of the numbers codes.  

In this learning process, both artefacts of the duo played a crucial role. The 
pascaline was used to produce a sequence of clicks that can be counted. 
Meanwhile it displays numbers code and ask for operating on these codes. The 
e-pascaline provided different constraints and feedback that led students to 
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change their strategies and to deal with complementary conceptualisation of 
numbers.  

Further observations are needed to deepen our understanding of the different 
aspects of numbers that are developed by students while using the duo of 
artefacts. We have planned to conduct further experiments in France as well as 
in Italy, to record students’ strategies with the pascaline and the e-pascaline and 
to address some cultural issues.  
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