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A GUIDE TO BUILDING POWERFUL WORD WALLS 
What is a word wall?  Word Walls are organized collections of words displayed in  

  highly visible places in the classroom. Word walls usually   

  contain words that are considered “nonnegotiable,” which   

  students are expected to use and spell correctly in their writing.

What is its purpose?  Word walls provide visual scaffolding for students to assist them  

                                     in making the transition to more independent reading and writing 
                                     (Rycik, 2002). They serve as immediately accessible dictionaries 
                                     for the most troublesome words (Cunningham and Allington, 
                                     1999, p.140).
Why use word walls? Research on word walls indicated that students made significant  

                                     gains in reading when teachers used interactive 
                                     word walls in their classrooms (Cunningham, Hall & Defee, 1998; 
                                     Gaskins, 1998; Wagstaff, 2000).
TYPES OF WORD WALLS

· Portable/Individualized Word Walls
· Portable or individualized word walls can be constructed using file  

                  folders. Students transfer alphabets and corresponding words from the  

                  classroom word wall to their portable word walls. 
· For words with which students are having the most difficulty, students may write wall words on index cards and store them in plastic storage bags.
· Individualized word walls provide students with their own dictionary of            

                        words that they may use at their desks or at home. 
· Individualized word walls may be used to supplement (not replace)  

      classroom word walls.
· Content Areas 
· Useful for beginning a new unit in any content area (e.g., unit on 
            friendship or citizenry)
· Targets important vocabulary words unique to a particular content area
· High-Frequency
· High-frequency word walls are used to introduce the most common words that a beginning reader is likely to encounter. 
· Use lists of high-frequency words such as the Dolch list, Fry list, or words from basal readers.
· Name Word Wall (Pre-K/K)

· Group the first names of children on a word wall according to the first 

                  letter (e.g., A-Amy; B-Brian).

· Use children's names to help emergent readers make letter-sound                  

                        associations and strengthen phonemic awareness and beginning   

                        writing skills. For example, as students’ names are added to the wall,  

                        introduce the sounds of each corresponding first letter.
· Additional types of word walls:

· Current Events 
· Genre (e.g., Science Fiction, Mystery, Historical Fiction, Adventure,    

      Biographies, Fables)

· Common patterns (e.g., chunks, word families, rimes)

DISPLAYING WORDS ON THE WORD WALL

· At the beginning of the year, word walls should not display all words at once. The wall continues to grow and will not be complete until the second semester (around April). 

· If space is limited, some words that all or most students have mastered may be removed to make room for new words. Portable word walls may assist those students who may not have mastered certain words.

· Before displaying a word on the word wall, involve students in discussions about word features (e.g., beginning sounds, number of letters in words, spelling, prefixes/suffixes), meanings, connections to other words (e.g., word families), etc.

· Make certain all words are spelled correctly. When in doubt, use a dictionary!

· Words should be introduced and added gradually, approximately five per week. 
· Display words in a highly visible and clearly defined place in the classroom.

· Label the word wall. Visitors as well as students should be able to clearly see where the word wall is located in the classroom. Because print-rich classrooms often have words posted in many parts of the room, labeling the word wall may remind students of the words that are “non-negotiable.”
· Wall words should be displayed at students’ eye-level so they are able to easily see all words while reading and writing.
· For grades PreK-1, provide letters of the alphabet in linear form. This is particularly important for first grade students as they begin to learn alphabetic principles and focus on correct sequencing. 
· Cutting around the configuration (shape) of a word may assist emergent or struggling readers in distinguishing one word from another.
· Color-coding is optional and may benefit in a variety of ways.
· Words may be written neatly in black letters on different colored paper to help students distinguish easily confused words. For example, if students confuse homophones such as their and there, placing one word on a yellow card and the other on a light blue card may assist them with deciphering between meaning as well as spelling.
· Choose different colors for each subject area (yellow cards-math words; 

      green cards-Social Studies words, etc.)

SELECTING WORD WALL WORDS

· Select words from reading programs, high-frequency word lists, irregular words, and commonly used words that students use in their reading and writing.

· Use students’ ideas and suggestions in determining words to be used. 
· Content-area teachers (e.g., math teachers, science teachers, history teachers) should focus primarily on vocabulary specific to subject matter. 

· Self-contained classrooms should include terms from each of the core subject areas (i.e., reading, math, science, social studies) as well as high frequency/commonly misspelled words. The use of color-coding may benefit in cases where classroom space is limited.
KEY POINTS TO CONSIDER
Grades PreK-2
· For lower grade levels, the majority of wall words are typically sight or high-frequency words, not vocabulary words. Place words under each letter, matching the word beginnings with corresponding alphabets. 
· Teachers may include some content area words to reinforce important concepts.

Grades 3-5
· Words may include sight or high-frequency words, commonly misspelled words, and grade-level appropriate vocabulary or content area words.
· Check students’ writing to identify frequently misspelled words.

            Grades 6-12
· Select important vocabulary words and words frequently misspelled in students' writing. 
· Be selective when adding vocabulary words to the word wall. 

· Display grade-level appropriate vocabulary words.
· Limit the number of new vocabulary words students are expected to learn each week. (Suggestions: Grades 6-8: 10-15 words/week; grades 9-12: 12-25 words/week. The totals include all subjects, not each.) Vertical teaming may benefit to ensure students are not overloaded with terms.
THE WORD WALL AS A STUDENT-TEACHER INTERACTIVE PROCESS
· Use word walls daily. In order to be effective, word walls should be interactive and continuously in use.  
· Students should be instructed on how to use the word wall in their learning. 

· Provide explicit instruction for dyslexic students or those who possess other reading difficulties to assist them with effectively using the word wall.

· Word wall practice may occur during short periods several times a week.
· Vary activities for using words on the word wall (see sample activities).

· Encourage students to use the word wall when they are reading and writing independently.
· Encourage students to add new words that they encounter to the word wall. 
One option is to allow students to bring new words to class each week and  

“vote” on which words to add to the wall.

· Remember that "doing the word wall is not the same as having a word wall" (Cunningham, 2000, p. 58).
 “Words on a wall in the classroom will not greatly impact achievement if they are not used; it is the use of the Word Wall by students that increases learning and achievement.”                       ~Brewer and Gann (2003)
SAMPLE ACTIVITIES (Feel free to modify as needed—creativity is key!)
· “Mind Reader” or “Word Detective.” The teacher or student secretly selects a wall word and provides the class with five clues about the word. The first clue usually begins with “The word is located on the word wall.” Then, the clues become more specific such as, “The word begins with the digraph “sh.” Or, “The word has two vowels.” Students may number their papers from 1-5 and record their responses in writing journals. As each clue is given, the students either retain or erase their answers until they believe they have identified the correct word. 
· Clap, Chant, and Write. The teacher may call out each of the five words introduced, using each word in a sentence. The teacher or a student may point to one word at a time, as everyone claps and chants the spelling of each word before writing them. After students have written all words, have a volunteer spell each word as students check their papers.
· “Guess the Covered Word.” Cross checking involves students’ ability to use wall words correctly in sentences by doing two things—thinking about letters and sounds as well as what would make sense in the sentence.  For example, when using the “Guess the Covered Word” strategy, the teacher may write and read a sentence such as “Harry likes to play baseball,” covering the word “baseball.”  
· “Think Aloud” Technique. Model this technique when teaching the difference between wall words that are easily decodable and those that are irregular pattern high-frequency words. Articulate your thought processes by explaining to students that there may be times when they will need to use context clues while reading to figure out words that are not decodable (e.g., said, was).  
· I have . . . Who has? For content area wall words, write each word on    
                      separate cards. On the back of each card, write the definition of a different  

                      wall word. One student asks, “Who has [read definition]?” The student who  

                      has the answer states, “I have [vocabulary word], then asks, “Who has [read  

                      definition on his/her card]?” Students continue game until all words are  

                      used.
· Hangman. The teacher or a student may choose a wall word and put lines on  
         chart paper or the chalk board to equal the number of letters in the word. 
         Students guess possible letters and the teacher/student either writes the 
         correct letters on the lines or adds a feature to the hang man for incorrect 
         letters.
· Exit slips. On index cards, have students write sentences using newly introduced wall words. Students use their cards as “exit slips” to leave class.  
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