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Heighten Spelling Skills with Word Walls

Word Walls

· Are tools to help students learn word patterns and high frequency words for reading and spelling

· Are organized collections of words selected from the everyday reading and writing in the classroom

· Provide instruction in phonemic awareness, phonics and spelling in a whole/part/whole approach

· Support the students in becoming independent and responsible for their own accuracy and spelling development

· Are references for reading and spelling 

· Provide spelling support for all the students at whatever level of development

· Are useful across all curricula at all grades

· Support the auditory, visual and kinesthetic aspects of spelling development

· Are works in progress throughout the whole school year
Why Should Word Walls Be Used?

· Too often, students who scored high marks on the traditional Friday spelling tests misspelled those same words when the students used the words in everyday writing.

· Individual letter-sound correspondences, especially vowels are highly unreliable.  There are more than 40 sounds in spoken English, but only 26 letters in the alphabet!  Therefore, some of the letters have more than one sound; plus, some sounds can be spelled in different ways.  (For example, /f/ as in for, phone, enough; /u/ in bun, tough, done, blood; /a/ as in day, they, eighty, game, pain.)

· Theodore Clymer and other researchers have proven that common ‘phonic rules,’ or generalizations, are often more wrong than right. 

· Brain research is suggesting that the human brain is better at finding patterns than it is at applying rules.
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Whole-Part-Whole Instructional Sequence

1. Begin with a shared language context such as a poem, song, chant, story or a writing piece of one of your students (with the student’s permission).

2. Together, choose the words that will be placed on the word walls.  These words can be high frequency words, words that follow a pattern, or words that have connections to other words such as homonyms, antonyms, or theme words, etc.

3. Write the words on individual cards.  For each word, discuss its connections to other words, its tricky parts, its configuration and any other notable points.  Discuss or create strategies to remember the spelling of the words.

4. Finish by putting the words back into the context by rereading the shared passage.

5. The words are revisited, practised and applied in shared writing experiences throughout the week.
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Kinds of Word Walls
· Names

· Alphabet or ABC

· High Frequency Words (can also be called Glue Words, No-excuse Words, Words We Know)

· Chunking Wall (can also be called Pattern Words, Word Families Wall)

· Word Play (can also be called Connections, Working with Words, Exploring Words)

Name Wall and Alphabet Wall
· Used in Kindergarten and grade one classrooms

· Teaches letter recognition, phonemic awareness as well as the names of everyone in the classroom

· Check out Janiel Wagstaff’s book Teaching Reading and Writing with Word Walls to see how to build this wall and how to make it an integral part of your reading and spelling instruction
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High Frequency Word Wall
· Is used to teach those common functional words that appear frequently in the English language but which often do not have predictable spelling patterns

· Contains the words that become the “no-excuse words.”  In the older grades, once the words are placed on the word wall the expectation is that the students will spell the words correctly in all writing in every subject

· Is made by pulling words from the everyday reading and writing in the classroom

· Has a varying number of words added each week depending on the students’ needs and abilities

· Should be sorted alphabetically with spaces between each alphabet letter so new words can be added.  Strips of chart paper may work for you.  High frequency words that become mastered by everyone can be ‘retired’

Building the High Frequency Word Wall
· Share a poem or passage containing high frequency words.  Your morning message or a piece of writing from one of your students can be used.

· Together with the students, pull out two to six words that will be placed on the word wall.

· Write the words on individual word cards.  Discuss the words and draw the students’ attention to any tricky parts.

· Have the students do the following

· Read the words.

· Chant the spelling of the words.

· Write the words on paper or individual chalkboards.

· Draw the configuration around the words to emphasize the shape of the words.

· Find the word in the students’ own writing.

· Place the words on the word wall in alphabetical order under the word’s initial consonant.
There are numerous lists available to help you choose the most common high-frequency words.  Dolch and Fry are probably the most well known authors of such lists.  However, a good list to start with is the list of 38 words that Wagstaff cross-referenced from the American Heritage Word Frequency Book and Rebecca Sitton’s Spelling Sourcebook 1.  The words are listed in order of frequency.
1.  the

2.  of

3.  a

4.  to

5.  you

6.  was

7.  are

8.  with

9.  they

10.  from

11.  have

12.  one

13.  what

14.  were

15.  there

16.  your

17.  which

18.  their

19.  said

20.  do

21.  some

22.  many

23.  some

24.  these

25.  two

26.  been

27.  who

28.  people

29.  only

30.  use

31.  very

32.  where

33.  through

34.  any

35.  come

36.  because

37.  does

38.  here

39.  again
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Chunking Wall
Important terms for Chunking Wall:

· An onset is the portion of a syllable that precedes the vowel.

· A rime is the portion of the syllable including the vowel(s) and any consonant(s) that follow.

st  ump

   onset     rime
Every syllable has a rime, but not necessarily an onset.  Choose rimes for the word wall carefully.  They must be useful and should appear in a large number of words.  For example, “ight” is a good rime to choose because it is seen in “night”, “light”, “tight”, “might”, “lightning”, “eyesight”, etc.  The rime “esk” is not as good because it appears in few words.
To demonstrate how useful rimes are, read the list of words below and think about the following questions.  What does your brain do when you read these nonsense words?  Does it attempt to apply sounds to individual letters or does it look for familiar chunks or word patterns?

hampsandor

fitterous
kentopper
tairmin

mallerdinning

This same principle can be used for spelling.  What about “tough”, “cough”, “dough”, “through”, “hiccough” and “bough”?  Because of the structure of English, no perfect way is possible.

Though not perfect, rimes are far more consistent and reliable than applying vowels sounds and phonic rules.`

Wylie and Durrell found that the vowels contained in a list of 286 rimes were pronounced the same way 95% of the time!

The Chunking Wall
· Is made of key words containing common word families or spelling patterns

· Is organized under the five vowels,”a”, “e”, “i”, “o”, “u” plus “y”

· Reinforces phonemic awareness such as the ability to identify and generate rhymes

· Has the rime underlined in each of the key words

· Encourages the students to spell or read unknown words by using analogy to known words with the same rime

Choosing which word patterns or rimes will be placed on the Chunking Wall is up to you and your students.  Having students choose the rimes from the shared reading passage gives the students a sense of ownership and involvement.  However, the teacher can also help choose the rimes.  The professional magazine, The Reading Teacher (1998, p. 61), featured a rime list by Edward Fry.  Fry identified 38 rimes that can make over 650 different one-syllable words and that are useful for countless multisyllabic words.  
The 38 rimes are listed according to their frequency:

1.  ay

2.  ill

3.  in

4.  at

5.  am

6.  ag

7.  ack

8.  ank

9.  ick

10.  ell

11.  ot

12.  ing

13.  ap

14.  uck

15.  ail

16.  ain

17.  eed

18.  y

19.  out

20.  ug

21.  op

22.  in

23.  an

24.  est

25.  ink

26.  ow

27.  ew

28.  ore

29.  ed

30.  ab

31.  ob

32.  ock

33.  ake

34.  ine

35.  ight

36.  im

37.  uck

38.  um
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A Typical Analogy Lesson

Snow in the City

It’s a wonder to see

In the early morning light

How the world has changed

After snowing all night

Snow on the houses,

Fluffy and white 

Snow on the trees,

Soft and bright

Snow on the cars

Slippery and wet

Snow on the streets

It’s icy, I bet! 

After sharing the poem “Snow in the City,” the discussion between the teacher and the students may follow this pattern.

T:  Do you see a word or word pattern that you like?

S:  I like the word “wet.”

T:  Good word!  Remember that a chunk is the vowel and the consonants that follow it in each beat or syllable.  The chunk in “wet” is “et”.  How many words can we come up with that have the “et” chunk?

S:  “get”, “bet”, “set”, “yet”, “jet”, “pet”, “met”, “net”, “sweat”

T:  Yes, “sweat” sounds like “wet” but it has a different spelling pattern.  How about “forget”, “clarinet” and “sunset”?   Wow, we’ve thought of a lot of words.  “Wet” is a good word for our Chunking Wall.  (Teacher prints the word “wet” on a card, underlining “et” and cutting or drawing around the configuration.)  Are there other words in our poem that have useful chunks?

S:  “Night”, “bright” and “light” all end the same.  Is that a good chunk?

T:  It sure looks that way.  Let’s think of some other words that have the “ight” pattern. . .

(At the end of the word pattern discussion, remember to return to the poem to complete the whole-part-whole sequence.)
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Word Play Wall
The Word Play Wall highlights connections in the English language.  The Word Play Wall also promotes the enjoyment of language in how it looks and sounds.  The lists or items on the Word Play Wall can come from literature shared in the classroom, from Writers’ Workshop mini lessons or from shared writing experiences.  The lists can be interactive by allowing the students to add to the list as the students discover more examples.

The Word Play Wall can highlight the following

· Theme words

· Figurative language like similes, idioms, clichés

· Prefixes, suffixes

· Homonyms, antonyms, synonyms

· Onomatopoeia (words that sound like the sounds they represent; (e.g. “quack”, “clang”)

· Word explosions (e.g. “sign” – “design”, “signature”, “signal”, “designate”, “co-sign”, “assign”, “assignment”, “designing”, etc.)

· Function clues such as past tense (e.g. If students were to rely only on sound, they would spell “walked”, “waited”, and “warned” as “walkt”, “waitid” and “warnd.” Having a list of –ed words on the Word Play Wall will help the students see the pattern)

· Compound words

· Contractions

· Synonyms for said and went (especially useful for Writers’ Workshop)

· etc.
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Tips for Word Walls
· The word wall should be visible to all students. 

· Use lower case letters except in names or when initial capitals are necessary.

· Write the words in thick dark marker or type on the computer, using a bold font.

· Drawing or cutting around the configuration may be helpful for some students.
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Promoting Student Responsibility:
· Model the use of word walls often.

· Encourage the use of the word walls both in the rough draft stage as well as in the editing stage of any writing done by the students in every subject area.

· When the students ask how to spell a word, help the students problem-solve through using the word walls (if an appropriate clue or list exists).  If help is not yet available on the word wall, have the students attempt the word.  Often the students may surprise themselves and get the word right.  If the word is still incorrect, focus on the positive by telling the students which letters were correct and then help with the tricky parts.

· Create mini word walls with file folders or duotangs so that the students can refer to them in different school settings and at home.

· When doing a teacher edit, use a highlighter on the words that students should correct from the word walls.  For other words, use spelling cloze to focus on the positive and to help students focus on the tricky part.  (For example, if they spell the word “together” as “tgither”, above the word, put “t_g_ther.”  This clue tells the student that 6 of 8 letters were correct and puts the responsibility of thinking through the missing letters on the student.) 

· Teach the students to use Have-a-Go sheets as a way to experiment with sounds and clues from the word walls.  For more information on Have-a-Go sheets, check out Regie Routman’s book called Invitations.

· Play games to promote a positive attitude towards spelling.  Encourage parents to play word games at home as well.
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