Teachers Say Word Walls Work! 

A word wall is not just a great primary-grade learning tool. Teachers across the grades use word walls throughout the curriculum. Many elementary and middle schools require teachers to include word walls in their classrooms; those teachers know firsthand the effectiveness of word walls.
Teacher Marion Dunkerley is wild about word walls. Walk into her classroom and you're bound to see a student using a pointer or fly swatter to "read the room," or students playing BINGO or tic-tac-toe or beanbag toss with their word wall words.

Walls covered with words are one "part of creating a print-rich environment for students," Dunkerley told Education World. "Being exposed to that kind of an environment is a critical component of emerging literacy."

WORD WALLS A "PRIMARY" FOCUS 
Dunkerley has used word walls with first graders for several years. Spelling words -- taken from lists of sight words students should know -- were added to the word wall each week. This year, she is teaching a family literacy program for preschoolers, so she included on her word wall all her students' names, as well as picture words they see in their world, such as McDonald's and Albertsons (a food store in the area).
In Raymond, Maine, teacher Patricia Allen would never give up her word wall, especially since her kindergarten program at Raymond Elementary went full-day four years ago. "Having a full-day kindergarten offers time to do so much more with literacy throughout the day," Allen told Education World. "The word wall is a great tool I would have little time to use in a half-day program. Now I can teach it and use it, and the children can really make use of it."

Young children are very visual learners, noted Allen. "Some might be stronger visual or auditory learners, but they all are affected by what they see. Daily, they show me their excitement and curiosity about new items, pictures, or words in their learning environment.

"Seeing words on the wall helps them become excited about words and understand that words are important and can be used over and over again. The word wall helps them learn the names of letters, ABC order, and letter-sound relationships. It provides extra exposure and challenge for students who are at many different skill and interest levels."

Throughout the day, Allen finds many uses for the word wall -- starting at the beginning of the day. "At our morning meeting, we have fun finding words in our 'morning message' on the word wall," she explained.

WORD WALL FOLDERS AND HOLDERS 
Allen's kindergartners also keep a word wall page in their writing folders, adding to the page as the year progresses. "When we were doing our Castles and Fairytales unit, we added words such as king, queen, castle, key, and gold to our word wall. Then they copied them onto their own word wall pages," she said.
Allen loves to watch as her students reference their personal word wall pages during writing projects or journal writing. "Last year, the children each made a collection of books by illustrating and writing about each fairytale I read aloud during story time," she explained. "They used our classroom word wall and their word wall pages to write their sentences. They were so proud!"

Maureen Foster sees that same sense of pride in her kindergartners at Sanford Street School in Glens Falls, New York. Her students' word wall is prominently displayed on a bulletin board that all children can see from the classroom Writing Center. Among the word wall activities her students most enjoy are Make a Word, in which they arrange letter cards in a special holder to spell word-wall words, and Rainbow Spelling, in which Foster dictates words and students write each word in a different color.

WORD WALLS ARE FOR ALL GRADES! 
"We use word walls throughout our school," said Larry Davis, principal of the K-6 Doctors Inlet Elementary School in Middleburg, Florida. "At the lower-grade levels, word walls display words students meet in their reading and other frequently used words. As students move up the grades, word walls begin to take on other forms and purposes.

"Fourth grade teachers use word walls for displaying words that can be substituted for more frequently used words," said Davis. "They call them 'million dollar words' because they are higher-level words that mean the same thing as the simpler synonyms. Our sixth grade teachers use word walls for science, social studies, and math words.

"Space is an issue in some classrooms," Davis added. "Some classrooms have their words on the ceiling -- they have 'word ceilings' instead of word walls."

Teacher Shari Medley has used word walls in fifth grade and in her current assignment as a third grade teacher at Wilson Elementary School in Neenah, Wisconsin. Her word wall is on permanent display. "My words come from our spelling curriculum, frequently misspelled words, and content area words," explained Medley, author of How to Use Word Walls in Your Writing Classrooms. 

"The word wall grows each week," Medley noted. "By the end of the year, we should have 450 words on the wall. My students always are amazed at the end of the year to see how many words they have learned."

The greatest benefit of the word wall that Medley observes is its convenience for students. "My students use the word wall as a huge dictionary," she told Education World. "They always look first at the word wall when they are unsure of how to spell a word." 

WORKING WORD WALLS 

"It's no longer enough for classroom walls to be attractive," says Dr. Darla Shaw, coordinator of the graduate reading program at Western Connecticut State University in Danbury, Connecticut, and a frequent workshop presenter on such topics as word walls. "A working word wall may be only an inanimate object, but if properly developed, it can bring real life to a [classroom]." 

For teachers who have not used a word wall before, Shaw has some "words" of advice: 

· Word walls should be student generated, not commercially prepared. 

· New information should be added on a regular -- even daily -- basis. 

· Content-area material from the curriculum rather than randomly selected words should be utilized. 

· Word walls should be referred to often so students come to understand and see their relevance. 

· Word walls are a group effort; allow students to make suggestions for content. 

"Children who learn in a classroom with a working word wall have a distinct advantage over students who don't have such a resource in their room," said Shaw.
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Word Wall "Active-ities" Build Vocabulary, Spelling, Writing Skills 

A classroom word wall has many uses. A wide variety of activities and games can be used to help reinforce vocabulary words that appear on the wall. Ask any teacher who has had success using a word wall to build vocabulary and spelling skills and you'll likely hear the same explanation as that provided by middle-school staff developer Melba Smithwick: The key to success with word walls, said Smithwick, is to refer to them often, so students get in the habit of using the wall throughout the day, in all their assignments.

Teacher Patricia Allen has seen her students benefit from the word wall that has a prominent spot in her kindergarten classroom, but she sees an added benefit for herself as well: "In all honesty," Allen told Education World, "I like the word wall because it offers a visual reminder to me to expose my students to words throughout the day, not just at writing time or other isolated occasions."

Smithwick and Allen are among thousands of teachers who agree that word walls can be a great source of fun and active learning. A classroom word wall can spark an unending variety of activities. Here we've highlighted just a few…

FIVE WORD WALL ACTIVITIES PROVIDE FUN AND LEARNING 
OOPS!
A fun game provides word recognition, vocabulary, and spelling practice. (Grades pre-K-8)This game requires that teachers add every word-wall word to a file box of word cards. Then, on separate cards, write the word OOPS! in big red letters. Insert the OOPS! cards randomly throughout the file box -- in a ratio of about one OOPS! card for every 15 to 20 word cards. 

The game is very simple. Gather students into a group. One at a time, have individual students come forward and pull a word card.  (Older students might pass the box of cards.) As a student pulls a card, (s)he turns to the other students, shows the card, and, depending on the grade level of the students, either 

*  says the word

*  spells aloud the word (without looking at it) 

*  gives a definition of the word 

*  uses the word in a sentence.

If (s)he is correct, she keeps the card.  If incorrect, (s)he puts the card back into the box. Continue the game in that way. Eventually, students might gather a handful of cards. A student who pulls one of the OOPS! cards, however, must give up all the word cards she or he has gathered to that point. A player who pulls an OOPS! card is back to square one!
When time is up – (10 to 15 minutes) -- the student holding the most word cards is the winner. . 
Extension Activity -Make the box of word cards available to students during rainy-day recesses so small groups of students can play the game on their own. 

Erasing Relay
A fast-moving game provides practice in recognizing grade-appropriate vocabulary. (Grades pre-K-8)
Arrange students into two teams. Write two columns of words that are approximately equal in difficulty on the chalkboard or whiteboard. Each column should list one word for each member of the team. All words should be drawn from the classroom word wall.
Position each team a few feet from the chalkboard or white board where you have written the word lists. At a signal, the first child on each team goes up to the board, points at the first word in the team's column of words, and and, depending on the grade level of the students, either 

*  says the word

*  spells aloud the word (without looking at it) 

*  gives a definition of the word 

*  uses the word in a sentence.
If the student is correct, she or he is allowed to erase that word. The student then moves to the back of his or her team's line. The first team to erase all the words on their list is the winning team.

Mind Reader

Students use clues to figure out the "mystery word" that appears on the classroom word wall. (pre-K-8). Provide each student with a small piece of paper; this is a great activity for recycling some of that scrap paper you have been collecting. Alternate idea: If you use mini-whiteboards or chalkboards in your classroom, this is an excellent opportunity to use them.

Have students number their papers or whiteboard from 1 to 5. Then select a "mystery word" from the word wall (or vocabulary or spelling lists) and give five successive clues to help students identify the word. Each successive clue should help students further narrow down the words on the word wall to the special mystery word. As you give each clue, students should select one word from the word wall that matches all the clues given to that point in the game. The last clue should be the most obvious one. 

After you have given the five clues, have students show their papers or slates. Which student(s) guessed the mystery word with the fewest possible clues? Each student who guesses the correct word at the earliest possible clue earns a point. Tally points at the end of the game to determine which students are the winners.

Hot Seat

A student in the "hot seat" asks questions to discern the secret word. (Grades pre-K-8) This activity can be used as a whole-class activity. If you teach students who can work independently, you might use it as a small group or pair activity once students are familiar with the activity's rules. 

In this activity, one student is selected to come to the front of the class and take the "hot seat." The hot seat is located a few feet in front of a chalkboard, whiteboard, or chart. The student sits in a chair facing his or her classmates and with his or her back to the board or chart. The student also should have a clear view of the class word wall.

The teacher or a classmate selects a word from the word wall and writes that word on the board or chart. The student in the hot seat is unable to see the word, but it is his/her job to guess the word by asking questions that help to narrow down the possibilities. For example, the student in the hot seat might ask.

Keep a tally of the number of questions/clues it takes for the student to guess the word. 

Vocabulary Toss

Reinforce vocabulary with this game combining reading and basketball skills. (Grades pre-K-8) Purchase and set up in the classroom a mini basketball hoop that comes with a small sponge "basketball." Use masking tape to create on the floor a foul line that shots will be taken from.
Prepare in advance a vocabulary activity employing words that are included on the students' word wall. Prepare at least one question for each student in the class. Following are some suggestions: 
*  Provide a definition and ask students to identify the word-wall word that matches the definition. 
*  Provide a sentence that has one word missing; that word can be found on the word wall. 
*  Provide a synonym or an antonym, and have students identify the word. 
*  Provide a rhyming word and ask students to identify the word-wall word. 

Arrange the class into 2 to 4 teams. Ask one of the questions you of the first student on the first team. 
*  If a student identifies the correct word-wall word, that student earns a point and a chance to double his or her 
score (earn two points for the team) by trying to shoot a basket. A successful shot earns that second point;
there is no penalty for a missed shot. 
*  If the student does not identify the correct word-wall word, pass the question to the first player on 
the next team. 

At the end of the game, the team with the most points is declared the winning team.
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