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BRIDGING WORLDS: THE TRANSFORMATIVE POWER
OF MATH AND LITERATURE ACCORDING TO MARILYN
BURNS

For  generations,  math  and  reading  have  been  treated  as
separate subjects,  each confined to its  own period in  the school
day.  Children  who  excel  in  storytelling  often  struggle  with
fractions,  while  those  who  love  numbers  may  find  poetry
inaccessible.  Yet a quiet  revolution,  championed by educators
like Marilyn Burns, has proven that these two worlds are not
only  compatible  but  profoundly  synergistic.  The phrase  Math
And Literature Marilyn Burns has become synonymous with a
teaching approach that  uses the narrative power of  books to
make abstract mathematical concepts concrete, meaningful, and
even magical. This article explores Burns’ pioneering work, the
rationale behind integrating math with literature, and practical
ways to bring this approach into classrooms and homes.

WHO IS MARILYN BURNS? A PIONEER IN
MATHEMATICS EDUCATION

Marilyn Burns is not merely an author; she is a transformative

figure  in  mathematics  education.  With  a  background  in  both
teaching and writing, she has spent decades advocating for a
more conceptual, less rote-based approach to learning math. Her
belief that every child can understand and enjoy mathematics
lies  at  the  heart  of  her  work.  Burns  is  best  known  for  her
extensive collection of children’s books that weave mathematical
ideas into engaging stories, as well as her professional resources
for  teachers.  Through  her  books  like  The  Greedy  Triangle,
Spaghetti  and Meatballs for All!,  and Amanda Bean’s Amazing
Dream,  she  has  demonstrated  how  Math  And  Literature
Marilyn Burns can transform a classroom from a place of drills
into a space of inquiry and wonder.
Her approach is grounded in the idea that mathematics is not a
set of isolated facts but a way of thinking. By embedding math in
stories,  she  allows  students  to  see  problems  in  context,
understand the "why" behind the "how," and develop number
sense naturally. Burns has also written extensively for educators,
providing  lesson  plans,  teaching  strategies,  and  professional
development  workshops  that  show  how  to  effectively  combine
math  and  reading  comprehension.

THE PHILOSOPHY BEHIND MATH AND LITERATURE
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Why Stories Work for
Mathematical Learning
Human beings are wired for narrative. Our brains process and
remember information far more effectively when it  is  embedded
in  a  story  than  when it  is  presented  as  a  list  of  facts.  This
neurological  truth  is  central  to  why  Math  And  Literature
Marilyn  Burns  is  so  effective.  A  story  provides  context,
motivation, and emotional connection. When children read about
a character who must divide a pizza among friends, they are not
just  learning  fractions;  they  are  experiencing  a  problem that
needs to be solved. The story gives the math a purpose.
Moreover,  literature  encourages  multiple  entry  points  for
understanding. In a typical  math lesson, a student might feel
stuck if  they don’t  immediately grasp the algorithm. But in a
story,  they can use illustrations,  context  clues,  and character
dialogue  to  make  sense  of  the  mathematical  situation.  This
lowers the affective filter—the anxiety that so often accompanies
math learning—and invites all learners to participate.

Connecting to Children’s
Lives
Burns’ work emphasizes that math is not a foreign language but a
natural part of everyday life. A story about arranging chairs for a

family  reunion  (as  in  Spaghetti  and  Meatballs  for  All!)  is
something most children can relate to. They have seen their own
families set tables or arrange seating. By linking mathematical
concepts  like  perimeter,  area,  and  division  to  familiar
experiences,  Burns makes math accessible  and relevant.  This
connection is crucial for building a positive math identity from an
early age.

KEY WORKS AND EXAMPLES IN THE MATH-AND-
LITERATURE COLLECTION

Books by Marilyn Burns
That Every Educator Should
Know
Over the years,  Burns has authored or co-authored numerous
books  that  have  become  staples  in  integrated  math-literacy
classrooms. Here are a few essential titles:

The Greedy Triangle – A shape-changing triangle
explores polygons and learns a valuable lesson about self-
acceptance. This book introduces geometry concepts and
the idea of angles in a fun, engaging narrative.
Spaghetti and Meatballs for All! – A family reunion
requires careful planning of seating arrangements. This
story teaches perimeter, area, and problem-solving as the
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characters adjust their table configurations.
Amanda Bean’s Amazing Dream – Amanda loves
counting but hates multiplication. When she dreams of
multiplying items in a knitting store, she discovers the
power of multiplication as a shortcut. This book is perfect
for transitioning students from counting to multiplicative
thinking.
How Many Feet in the Bed? – A simple counting book
that uses a family waking up in bed to explore addition and
skip counting. Great for younger children.

Each of these books is designed to be read aloud and discussed,
with math concepts emerging naturally from the plot. Burns also
provides  teacher  notes  and  activities  so  that  the  literature
becomes a springboard for deeper mathematical exploration.

Using Literature to Teach
Specific Math Concepts
One  of  the  strengths  of  the  Math And Literature  Marilyn
Burns  approach  is  its  versatility.  Different  books  highlight
different  mathematical  ideas:

Geometry: The Greedy Triangle helps students understand
properties of shapes, angles, and transformations.
Multiplication and Division: Amanda Bean’s Amazing
Dream and Spaghetti and Meatballs for All! provide
contexts for repeated addition and fair sharing.

Place Value: How Much Is a Million? by David M. Schwartz
(often used in conjunction with Burns’ resources) makes
large numbers tangible.
Measurement: Books like Measuring Penny by Loreen
Leedy (another favorite in integrated classrooms) show
measurement in real-world scenarios.

Burns’ genius lies not just in the books themselves but in her
accompanying  teaching  guides,  which  provide  discussion
questions,  hands-on  activities,  and  extension  ideas.  She
encourages teachers to pause during a read-aloud to let students
predict, estimate, and discuss mathematical possibilities.

PRACTICAL STRATEGIES FOR TEACHERS AND
PARENTS

Selecting the Right Books
for Your Learning Goals
Not every picture book that mentions a number is a good vehicle
for mathematical thinking. When choosing literature to integrate
with  math,  consider  the  following  criteria,  inspired  by  Burns’
work:

The math is integral to the story, not an1.
afterthought. A good math-related story cannot have its
plot without the mathematical element. For example, in
Spaghetti and Meatballs for All!, the entire conflict revolves
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around seating arrangements and area.
The book encourages problem-solving and2.
discussion. Books that ask readers to think about what
comes next or to evaluate characters’ decisions are ideal.
Open-ended stories foster mathematical conversations.
The language and illustrations support mathematical3.
ideas. Look for books where pictures show concrete
representations of numbers, shapes, or patterns. Visuals
are crucial for young learners.
The book is enjoyable as a story. If the math4.
overwhelms the narrative, children will lose interest. Burns’
books are beloved for their humor and heart, not just for
their math content.

Discussion Questions and
Activities to Extend
Learning
After  reading a math-related story,  the real  learning happens
through  discussion  and  hands-on  exploration.  Here  are  some
strategies that  align with the Math And Literature Marilyn
Burns philosophy:

Pause and predict: Before a big reveal in the story, ask
students how many chairs will be needed or what shape
the triangle might become next. This builds estimation and

reasoning skills.
Act out the story: Use manipulatives like blocks,
counters, or even actual chairs to recreate the
mathematical problem from the book. This kinesthetic
experience deepens understanding.
Create your own class book: After reading How Many
Feet in the Bed?, have students write and illustrate their
own counting story about their families or pets. This
combines writing, creativity, and math.
Compare multiple solutions: In Spaghetti and Meatballs
for All!, the characters try different table arrangements.
Ask students to come up with their own seating plans and
justify which is best. This encourages flexible thinking.
Math journals: Have students write about what they
learned from the story, drawing pictures and explaining
mathematical ideas in their own words. This builds
metacognition and vocabulary.

These activities do not require expensive materials. A good book,
a set of counters, and a curious mind are often enough. Burns’
approach is accessible to any teacher or parent willing to slow
down and let the story do the teaching.

BENEFITS OF INTEGRATING MATH AND LITERATURE

Research in educational psychology supports what Marilyn Burns
has  long  advocated:  integrating  subjects  leads  to  deeper
learning.  When children encounter math through stories,  they
develop several key skills simultaneously:
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Improved comprehension: Students must read for
understanding, not just decode words, because the math
depends on the plot. This strengthens both reading and
math skills.
Greater engagement: A well-told story captures attention
in a way that a worksheet cannot. Children are motivated
to solve the problem because they care about the
characters.
Reduced math anxiety: The pressure of finding the right
answer is lessened when the task is embedded in a
narrative. Students are more willing to take risks and make
mistakes.
Enhanced vocabulary: Technical math terms like
“perimeter,” “parallel,” or “product” become meaningful
when encountered in context. Children learn to use precise
language.
Development of mathematical reasoning: Stories often
present problems that require multiple steps or creative
thinking. This supports the development of critical thinking
and logical reasoning.

Moreover,  this  approach  naturally  supports  differentiated
instruction. In a mixed-ability classroom, a story can be explored
at  many levels:  some children  may focus  on  counting,  while
others  tackle  more  complex  problem-solving.  The  narrative
serves as a common language for all students.

CHALLENGES AND SOLUTIONS WHEN IMPLEMENTING

THIS APPROACH

Despite its  many benefits,  integrating math and literature is  not
without  challenges.  Teachers  may worry  that  they  lack  time,
resources,  or  training.  However,  the  Math  And  Literature
Marilyn  Burns  model  provides  practical  solutions  to  these
common obstacles.
Challenge 1: Time constraints.  With packed curricula, finding
time  for  read-alouds  can  be  difficult.  Solution:  Use  the  read-
aloud as your math lesson for the day. A single rich book can
cover multiple standards—for example, a story about area can
also  involve  addition,  multiplication,  and  problem-solving.
Combined with a follow-up activity, this can replace a traditional
textbook lesson.
Challenge 2: Limited access to books. Not every school has a
library stocked with math-related picture books. Solution: Start
with a few core titles by Marilyn Burns, which are widely available
and affordable. Many can be found in paperback or as read-aloud
videos online. Community libraries often have these books. Over
time, build a small collection.
Challenge 3:  Resistance from students  or  parents  who
expect traditional drills. Some families may question why their
child is “reading” during math time. Solution: Communicate the
research and intent. Send home a note explaining how stories
help children think mathematically. Share examples of students’
increased  confidence  and  understanding.  Most  parents  will
become  supportive  once  they  see  the  results.
Challenge 4: Lack of confidence in teaching math through
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literature. Many teachers are trained as reading specialists but
feel  less  secure  in  math.  Solution:  Use  Marilyn  Burns’
professional books, such as The Math and Literature Book Series
(co-authored  with  others),  which  provide  step-by-step  lesson

plans.  Start  with  one  book  and  one  lesson,  then  gradually
expand. Collaboration with a math coach or grade-level team also
helps.


