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Foreword

On three occasions in recent memory, I was engaged in the delightful activity of 
“Kid-watching” — observing children at play.

The first event involved my 20-month-old granddaughter. Playing on the liv-
ing-room rug with her new holiday toy, she began announcing the names of the 
letters appearing in random order on the illuminated face of the computer screen 
on the colorful plastic module. She knew the names of each letter of the alphabet, 
and although she has a limited speaking vocabulary, revealed great glee in speak-
ing them aloud as they flashed on the screen, unaided by any adult instructor. She 
could identify every letter of the alphabet.

On the second occasion, two-year-old Liam was putting away his toys and 
counting each one aloud as he placed it in the toy box: “one, two, . . . twenty.” The 
numbers were already in his head, ready to be employed at will.

The third situation concerned six-year-old Aidan, who was teaching me to 
play a video game that involved each of us holding a piece of gaming equipment 
that controlled an on-screen automobile speeding along a wildly curving road. I, 
of course, was unable to keep my car on the road and the car was crashing con-
tinually. Aidan whispered to me: “Don’t worry, Mr. Booth. You’ll improve as you 
play more.”

All of these events feature children learning through play, experimenting, 
constructing, testing, repeating, remembering, evaluating, improving, making 
sense — all the while completely engaged in the “real” activity. In Anne Burke’s 
approach to understanding the role of play in the learning lives of children, we 
come to recognize the power and necessity of this everyday process inherent in 
growing up; we also come to value the research and study that support the inclu-
sion of play in the curriculum of childhood. This book, then, presents us with 
both the research and the practice of play. It strengthens our resolve as teachers 
and as parents to see play as the heart of learning for youngsters, a significant 
component of our definition of learning in every part of the curriculum.

I find the framework of Anne’s book so helpful in presenting an overview of the 
contributions that play can bring to our experiences with children, incorporating 
so many cognitive and affective processes, and in a variety of dynamic venues. 
The integration of the curriculum areas becomes readily apparent as children 
behave as scientists, geographers, mathematicians, and readers and writers inside 
the constructs that teachers establish in the classroom. Children solve problems, 
conduct experiments, record results, dramatize stories, sing community songs, 
interact with technology, design a cityscape, build a cardboard castle, and role-
play heroes.

Play is real work; the thinking and languaging that occur during play represent 
authentic learning as children confront problems, construct realities, and com-
municate concerns and ideas through talking, writing, and taking part in the arts. 
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Teachers are extremely important to these experiences — observing behaviors 
and attitudes, encouraging exploration of different learning modes, promoting 
literacy awareness, deepening responses, and strengthening peer relationships. 
To observe an effective teacher in a classroom where play and learning are suc-
cessfully intertwined is to see education at its best: the participants are engaged 
in “deep learning,” establishing habits of mind and patterns of behavior that are 
the building blocks for their futures. As the narratives and examples in this book 
demonstrate, the structures supporting learning through play are vital in order 
for a classroom to function, and preparation is the hallmark of these programs 
both in establishing routines and resources and in knowing the strong expecta-
tions and outcomes that a fine program would strive towards.

Anne also brings to this book an awareness of the New Literacies that these 
children will encounter in their lives, the digital world of meaning making and 
the many modes and forms of texts that will confront our youngsters as they 
grow — some not even thought of as yet. We want strong, secure students who 
will meet these changes and challenges with energy and excitement, who will 
interpret and construct meaning in a variety of ways: risk takers, communicators, 
and researchers online, in print, and in the arts. Children need to be in charge of 
much of their learning, ready to jump in, try out and retry, hypothesize, regroup, 
brainstorm together, wonder, discuss, debate, reuse, discover — all the processes 
we find organically in play.

I especially like the snippets of classroom life that Anne embeds in her book: 
these are gleaned from her school visits and conversations with teachers who 
understand what play can do and why play matters to child development. There 
are also lists of suggestions for promoting play-based learning events that can 
strengthen so many aspects of the daily program in primary classrooms. They 
all draw upon the theoretical framework that Anne has developed in her own 
studies about how to help children grow into literate, thoughtful, and coopera-
tive adults.

Ready to Learn celebrates play and yet instructs us in its classroom functions 
and methods — we can see the holistic opportunities for learning that play 
enables. The book also urges us to support and encourage teachers and parents 
in promoting these meaningful learning experiences in their schools. Play is not 
a four-letter word in education; it is the heart of learning. Engagement is the true 
motivator for learning, and play, we know, does this from the inside out.

Thanks, Anne.

David Booth
Professor

OISE/University of Toronto
and Nipissing University
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