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ABSTRACT 

The following study was conducted to determine if there is a significant difference in 

performance on the Map Communication Arts Scores and Star Reading Lexile scores for 

the classrooms who implemented Interactive Word Walls into their core instruction and 

those classrooms who did not. The Map assessment is an important performance measure 

of student growth over time based on achievement standards that are aligned with the 

Common Core State Standards. Whereas the Star Reading Assessment is one of the main 

screeners for students in my district to determine their reading level, and instructional 

needs. Differences between the student MAP and Star scores who conducted an 

Interactive Word Wall in their classroom, and those students who did not will be 

highlighted. Research shows strong relationships between vocabulary and academic 

achievement. Additionally most struggling readers’ comprehension breaks down due to 

gaps and misunderstandings of high frequency words and content specific vocabulary. 

This study interprets the effectiveness of Interactive Word Walls as an instructional tool 

to improve vocabulary. After reviewing and interpreting the findings of the study, current 

research and literature, and statistical data from my district, it was found that the 

implementation of Interactive Word Walls in the classroom has a positive impact on Star 

Reading scores. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Background Issues and Concerns. 

 

According to the study conducted in 2003 by the U.S. Department of Education 

and the National Institute of Literacy, “32 million adults in the United Sates cannot read.” 

This represents 14 percent of the population. While 21 percent of adults in the U.S. read 

below a 5th grade level, and 19 percent of high school graduates cannot read.” These 

statistics should be alarming considering that our nation’s illiteracy rate has not really 

shown any decrease in the past ten years. Clearly our nation must approach reading from 

a different or more invasive prospective. Furthermore the racial and ethnic make-up of 

our country continues to change with 22 million people representing the Hispanic 

population, and 7.2 million from Asian or Pacific Islander decent. Furthermore a crucial 

component to literacy is vocabulary. Moreover vocabulary is especially significant for 

English Language Learners. In order for students to be able to comprehend a text, they 

must be able to recognize at least 90 percent of the words. Without a high level of a 

vocabulary base, students’ comprehension suffers. Unfortunately with the demands of 

high stakes testing, and the rigor of the Common Core State Standards less and less time 

is being allocated for meaningful vocabulary instruction to assist in student’s literacy 

development. This raises future concerns about continued gaps instead of gains in student 

comprehension, and their overall literacy as a whole. The demand for advanced literacy 

continues to increase. Students are now expected to be able to read to become 

knowledgeable of the world around them, synthesize multiple sources of information, and 

evaluate the effectiveness of the sources. Literacy instruction needs to move away from 

http://www.statisticbrain.com/number-of-american-adults-who-cant-read/
http://www.statisticbrain.com/number-of-american-adults-who-cant-read/
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only the skill and drill of high frequency words or content specific words in isolation. 

Students need to be immersed in authentic vocabulary experiences through context within 

the text (Hansen 2009). Without a clear knowledge base, students will not be able to be 

successful with the advanced literacy skills that are required of them in the workforce. 

 
Practice Under Investigation 

 
The practice under investigation looked at STAR Reading Performance Scores, as 

well as the MAP Communication Arts scores results from the control group and the 

independent variable group.  The investigation was conducted to see if there is a 

significant difference in Star Reading Lexile scores and MAP Communication Arts 

scores based on the implementation of Interactive Word Walls in the classroom. If there 

is a difference, vocabulary research will be studied to see how improvements in 

differentiated instruction could be applied to a classroom to increase reading 

comprehension and vocabulary development. 

 
 

 
School Policy to be Informed by Study. 

 

Every school district in the state of Missouri must meet the Common Core State 

Standards based on the end of the year assessments. In our district the Star Reading 

Assessment is used to drive instructional practices throughout the year to prepare for the 

end of year assessments like the Missouri Assessment Program (MAP).  So if there is a 

significant difference in test scores based on the classrooms who are using interactive 

word walls to increase vocabulary and those who aren’t, careful planning should take 

place to implement this as a tool in all classrooms to scaffold vocabulary development. 
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Conceptual Underpinning. 

 

Students who interact with and are exposed to a greater amount of higher level 

words will have an increased level of vocabulary and reading comprehension. This is 

supported through John Jackson’s (2013) research findings that “maximum instructional 

potential and efficiency are achieved when interactive word wall construction is aligned 

with lessons and students are allowed to participate in the process.” (p. 46). In addition in 

the article, Interactive Word Walls: More Than Just Writing on the Walls, Harmon (2014) 

further supports the benefits of using interactive word walls to increase vocabulary in that 

they must have multiple exposures to the words in a variety of contexts, and understand 

how and why some words are used in certain contexts while others are not. Using 

Interactive Word Walls in this manner increases literacy in students by improving their 

vocabulary, which is their knowledge base. Dalton’s (2011) article, Evoc Strategies: 10 

ways to use technology to build vocabulary, further supports that research shows a “high 

correlation (0.6 to 0.8) between vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension” (p. 

310).  Furthermore the researchers Jackson and Tripp (2011) found that “maximum 

instructional potential and efficiency are achieved when interactive word wall 

construction is aligned with lessons and students are allowed to participate in the 

process” (p. 49). Therefore by strengthening students’ vocabulary base assisted in gains 

in student comprehension, and overall literacy as a whole. 

Statement of the Problem. 

 

As a result of the percentages of students who fall in the Below Basic and Basic 

categories on the Communication Arts test of the Missouri Assessment Program, teachers 
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need to know how to tailor instruction methods, and resources to best meet the needs of 

all learners in regards to their literacy development, especially in the area of vocabulary. 

 
Purpose of the Study. 

 
The purpose of this study is to research whether implementing interactive word 

walls as a tool in the classroom has a positive correlation with vocabulary development 

and overall reading comprehension growth for all readers.  

 
Research Questions. 

 
 

RQ #1: Is there a significant difference in student vocabulary development, and 

overall reading achievement, based on STAR Reading and Communication Arts MAP 

scores, between students who participated in incorporating an Interactive Word Wall and 

students who did not? 

 
Null Hypothesis. 

 
 There is not a significant difference in student vocabulary development, and 

overall reading achievement, based on STAR Reading and Communication Arts MAP 

scores, between students who participated in incorporating an Interactive Word Wall and 

students who did not. 

 

 
Anticipated Benefits of the Study 

 

If using interactive word walls does have a positive correlation with vocabulary 

development and overall reading comprehension, then teachers will need to start 
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rethinking how it can be used as a beneficial tool to increase reading levels and 

vocabulary development at their school. 

 
Definition of Terms 

 
Interactive word wall- A dynamic display that is focused on the display and study of 

words based on students continually referencing, and manipulating the words to increase 

vocabulary growth. 

Star Reading- An online research based reading assessment that gives educators data in 

these four major skill areas: Foundational Skills, Reading Informational Text, Reading 

Literature, and Language. 

Lexile- a measure that is given to help match a child’s reading level to just right books 

based on developmental appropriateness, reading difficulty, and common or intended 

usage. 

MAP- The state of Missouri’s end of year assessment to determine if schools are meeting 

their annual yearly progress goals. MAP stands for Missouri Assessment Program. 

Common Core State Standards (CCSS)- The Common Core State Standards (CCSS) are a 

set of high quality academic expectations in English-language arts (ELA) and 

mathematics that define the knowledge and skills all students should master by the end of 

each grade level in order to be on track for success in college and career.  

Summary 

 

A study was conducted to see if there was a significant difference in Star Reading 

test scores and MAP Communication Arts scores of those students who used Interactive 

Word Walls and those who did not.  If the t-test concludes there was a significant 
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difference, teachers should differentiate instruction in using tools like interactive word 

walls to increase vocabulary development so every student can perform at an increased 

reading level. After this study is completed, school districts can benefit by looking at the 

performance data and providing professional development to teachers on tools and best 

practices to increase vocabulary if needed. 
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REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The understanding of words and accurate usage of words in real world situations 

is the foundation of knowledge and expression. Sedita (2005) explains this foundation 

well when he states, “Vocabulary is the glue that holds stories, ideas, and content 

together making comprehension accessible for children” (p. 36). Research shows strong 

relationships between vocabulary and academic achievement (Jackson, 2013). In order 

for students to comprehend a text, they must be able to recognize at least 90 percent of 

the words (Sedita 2005). Additionally most struggling readers’ comprehension breaks 

down due to gaps and misunderstandings of high frequency words and content specific 

vocabulary. Interactive word walls consist of cumulative developmentally appropriate 

words that are selected for specific purposes (Yates, 2011). In addition, instruction should 

consist of engaging activities for students to explore, evaluate, reflect, and apply word 

meanings in meaningful concepts (Harmon, 2009).  As opposed to traditional word walls 

that just list important words for students. Bradford’s (2010) article, Interactive Word 

Walls: Dynamic Teaching Tools, highlights similar tips for implementing word walls 

reinforcing that students should be able to make connections with the words, use new 

words frequently, consider visibility, use multiple exposures, and reinforce content 

objectives. Research shows that educators should move towards the interactive word wall 

approach because it has promoted higher levels of understanding of vocabulary. 

The structure and creation of interactive word walls is vital for successful 

implementation. While there have been some differences in approaching the structure, 

there have been some key themes that research supports with the structure and creation of 

interactive word walls. For instance, the academic words should be aligned with current 
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instruction. Also the words should be visible from a distance and arranged in ways that 

show connections between words with arrows, color coding, or fonts (Jackson, 2013). 

More importantly, incorporating visual drawings, photos, or objects have been 

highlighted as being crucial to aid in students’ understanding of the words (Jackson, 

2011). Research has shown two different approaches to structuring the use of interactive 

word walls. Neither approach is better than the other, it just all depends on the personal 

preferences of the teacher and students. The first approach is to have teachers select the 

words based on the criteria mentioned above, and make concept maps to understand and 

foresee the connections and relationships between the words ahead of time (Jackson, 

2013). These words will be added throughout the unit and the students will be involved in 

a variety of activities to aid in their understanding of the words. The second approach to 

structuring an interactive word wall centers on students being explicitly taught to self-

select words for the word wall. Jackson (2013) provides one idea for a set of criteria for 

students to follow when selecting words. For this criteria students must evaluate the 

usefulness of the word in contexts, if the word is used frequently, if the word’s meaning 

is easy to use in everyday language, if the word refers to something concrete or abstract, 

if it has multiple meanings, and if it has a prefix, suffix, or identifiable root (Harmon, 

2009). This approach allows students to make intelligent selections for the words to be 

added as well as taking ownership for their own learning. Thus teaching style, age level, 

and the desired end goal are important factors to consider when choosing which approach 

to take when structuring an interactive word wall.  

 After structuring and creating the interactive word wall, choices need to be made 

on the manner in which students are going to be actively engaged with the words. 
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Research shows how important it is to move beyond the basic level of finding the 

definition of a word, into being able to use the words in a variety of contexts (Yates, 

2011). Some examples of how students can actively participate with the word walls are to 

have them color code the word to match the meaning, find three different definitions, find 

synonyms and antonyms of the words, and create a symbol or picture to represent the 

meaning. In addition, students can identify a situation where the word would be used in 

real life contexts, and celebrate those students who incorporate word wall words into their 

conversations and in their writing. Lastly students could answer inquiry questions that 

can be answered by explaining connections and relationships between the words. The 

activities of engagement paired with the explicit instruction of these words are the 

essential components for a greater potential of vocabulary growth. Hansen’s (2009) 

review of literature in the article, Vocabulary instruction, reading comprehension, and 

student retention, spotlights the most meaningful findings on the study on comparing 

which vocabulary instruction was more effective, definition or context instruction. 

Through her experimental study the findings suggested that contextual vocabulary 

instruction increases students vocabulary knowledge of those students with a limited 

vocabulary base, and by using the contextual method students retained the skills longer 

than in the definitions group. Therefore reiterating the importance using vocabulary in 

context instead of just basic memorization of the definitions. 

 Evidence from the studies conducted on students attitudes towards the 

effectiveness of interactive word walls resulted in positive feedback. For instance, some 

students discussed how the color codes, and visuals helped them remember the word 

meaning, while others used the arrows to help them remember the connections between 
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the content when studying for tests. In conclusion it is important to note that the word 

wall by itself will not teach vocabulary, but when paired with effective instructional 

practices it has the potential  for enhancing vocabulary development and achievement as 

a whole (Harmon, 2009). Interactive word walls are empowering for both teachers and 

students, because it allows them to review content and skills used throughout the year. 

Furthermore it allows teachers to make sure there are no gaps in their planning of the 

curriculum and standards (Harmon, 2009). Also teachers reported that students were 

more self-sufficient during instruction, because they would use the word wall as a 

reference for their questions (Jackson, 2011). Thus when looking to improve vocabulary 

development, interactive word walls should be a tool used in instruction to scaffold 

growth in enhancing overall comprehension (Yates, 2011). 

Dalton’s (2011) article, Evoc Strategies: 10 ways to use technology to build 

vocabulary, further supports that research shows a “high correlation (0.6 to 0.8) between 

vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension” (p. 310). Next the article goes on to 

discuss the strategies that teachers can use to close the gap of having limited time to teach 

vocabulary. One of the strategies was Learn from Visual Displays of Word Relationships. 

In this strategy the authors recommend using word mapping tools like Wordle and 

Wordshift to create visual representations of the vocabulary of a given text, and 

distinguish between words that are prominent and those that need to be emphasized less. 

The next strategy that was given was Take a Digital Field Trip. The authors 

recommended that teachers use the program TrackStar, where a series of websites can be 

put together and linked into a digital path. This can be used to gain knowledge of words 

in multiple exposures in different contexts using different media. These two strategies 
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among the others that were given provide engaging opportunities for students to increase 

their vocabulary in a meaningful way. Whichever strategies educators choose for 

vocabulary instruction, these foundational components need to remain: students need to 

be reading as much as possible, and when direct instruction occurs educators need for 

students to be immersed with the words through interactions as much as possible, and 

students must have multiple opportunities to see the different meanings of words in text 

rich environments (Moore 2005). 
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RESEARCH METHODS 

Research Design 

 

A quantitative study was conducted to see if there was a positive correlation 

between using interactive word walls and the increase in vocabulary and reading 

comprehension.  The independent variable being tested was using interactive word walls 

as a tool, while the dependent variable tested was the Star Reading Lexile scores, and 

MAP Communication Arts scores.  If the difference is found significant in scores based 

on the Communication Arts MAP assessment and Star Reading, teachers should be 

informed and implement differentiated instruction for implementing interactive word 

walls as a tool to increase vocabulary development and reading comprehension.   

 
Study Group Description 

 

A group of 42 students were surveyed and their baseline and posttest Star Reading 

scores were monitored to evaluate vocabulary growth from using Interactive Word Walls.  

Demographically, the students consisted of 34 Caucasians, 3 African-American, 1 Asian, 

and 4 Hispanic students were in the study group. Of the 42 assessed, seven were 

participating in the free and reduced lunch program. The students assessed were all in the 

same level of classes and similar in academic background. Of the 42 students assessed, 8 

students are on 504 plans and 5 students have IEPs.   

Data Collection and Instrumentation 

 

The data consisted of the scores from their Baseline Star Reading scores, the 

results from the end of the year Communication Arts MAP assessment, and the results 

from their pre and post vocabulary tests. This data collection was used to determine the 

overall effectiveness of an interactive word wall on vocabulary development. 
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Statistical Analysis Methods 

 
A statistical analysis was given in the form of conducting a t-test to find if there is 

a significant difference in Star Reading test scores and pretests and posttests based on 

classrooms who used interactive word walls for vocabulary instruction and those who did 

not.     
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FINDINGS 

 

A t-test was conducted to decipher whether there was a difference in performance on the 

2014 STAR Reading Assessment, and the end of the year MAP Communication Arts 

scores from my classroom that implemented the use of an Interactive Word Wall and the 

classroom that did not.  The following tables, graphs, and charts will depict the organized 

findings based on the statistical raw data found from our district’s website, and our 

assessment Star Reports.   

 

 

 

t-Test Analysis Results for Star Reading Lexile Scores 

 

 

    

Source Mean Mean D t-Test df p-value 

Control Classroom  871.19       

 101.57      1.51       40 1.4E-1 

Word Wall Classroom 972.76         

Note: Significant when p<=0.25 

Two classrooms from the same elementary school were selected to determine if 

there was a difference in Lexile scores from the Star Reading Assessment based on the 

implementation of using Interactive Word Walls in the classroom. The data collected 

from our district website contains the average Lexile scores of students from the control 

classroom, and the classroom that incorporated the use of an Interactive Word Wall. The 

mean of the control classroom was an 871.19 Lexile. The mean of the classroom that 

incorporated the Interactive Word Wall was 972.76. The Mean D, or difference between 

the two is 101.57. The t-test result was 1.51 and the df was 40. The null hypothesis was 
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rejected because the p-value, 1.4E-1, is lower than the alpha level, 0.24. This shows that 

the use of Interactive Word Walls does have a significant impact on students Lexile 

scores on the Star Reading assessment. Student’s Lexile scores are significantly higher in 

the classroom who used the Interactive Word Wall compared to the classroom who did 

not. 

 

 

Figure 2 

 

 
 

The graph above shows the data collected from our district website contains the 

mean Lexile scores of students from the control classroom, and the classroom that 

incorporated the use of an Interactive Word Wall. As you can see from the bar graph 

above the average Lexile score from the classroom that used the interactive word wall is 

significantly higher than the classroom that did not. With the classroom who incorporated 

the word wall receiving a mean Lexile score of 972.76 and the control classroom scoring 

a mean Lexile score of 871.19.       

 

Figure 3 
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Figure 4 

 

 The mean percentage of students who used Interactive Word Walls scored a 53% 

out of the total Lexile scores for the Star Reading Assessment. While the control 

classroom scored a 47% of the Lexile score on the Star Reading Assessment. Based on 

the Lexile percentages, there is a 6% difference, therefore Interactive Word Walls do 

have a significant impact on Star Reading Lexile scores. 

 

t-Test Analysis Results for MAP Communication Arts Scores 

 

 

    

Source Mean Mean D t-Test df p-value 

Control Classroom  2525.19       

18.85 0.796    40 4.31E-1 

Word Wall Classroom 2544.04         

 

Note: Significant when p<=0.25 

 

Two classrooms from the same elementary school were selected to determine if 

there was a difference in the MAP Communication Arts scores based on the 

47%
53%
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implementation of using Interactive Word Walls in the classroom. The data collected 

from our district website contains the average MAP Communication Arts scores of 

students from the control classroom, and the classroom that incorporated the use of an 

Interactive Word Wall. The mean of the control classroom was a 2525.19. The mean of 

the classroom that incorporated the Interactive Word Wall was 2544.04. The Mean D, or 

difference between the two is 18.85. The t-test result was 0.796 and the df was 40. The 

null hypothesis was not rejected because the p-value, 4.31 E-1, is higher than the alpha 

level, 0.25. This shows that the use of Interactive Word Walls does not in itself have a 

significant impact on students’ scores on the Communication Arts MAP Assessment. 

Student’s Communication Arts MAP scores are not significantly higher in the classroom 

who used the Interactive Word Wall compared to the classroom who did not. 

 

Figure 5 

 

 
 

Figure 6 

 The pie chart above shows the average MAP Communication Arts scores and of 

students who used Interactive Word Walls, and those students who did not. The students 

who did incorporate the Interactive Word Wall scored an average score of 2544.05. 
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While the control classroom scored an average of 2525. 19. Based on the average 

Communication Arts MAP scores, there is an 18.85 difference, therefore Interactive 

Word Walls do not have a significant impact on MAP Communication Arts Scores. 

 

 
 

  

The graph above shows the data collected from our district website contains the 

mean MAP Communication Arts scores of students from the control classroom, and the 

classroom that incorporated the use of an Interactive Word Wall. As you can see from the 

bar graph above the average Communication Arts Map score from the classroom that 

used the interactive word wall is not significantly higher than the classroom that did not. 

With the classroom who incorporated the word wall receiving a mean MAP 

Communication Arts score of 2544.05 and the control classroom scoring a mean 

Communication Arts MAP score of 2523.19.  Based on the average Communication Arts 

MAP scores, there is an 18.85 difference, therefore Interactive Word Walls do not have a 

significant impact on MAP Communication Arts Scores.     
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

The conclusions from the completed study show that incorporating Interactive 

Word Walls in the classroom does have a positive correlation on students Star Reading 

Scores and Communication Arts MAP Scores, at least for the selected group that was used 

to collect the data. The findings show that there is a significant difference between the 

performance of the Star Reading assessment scores from the students who used an 

Interactive Word Walls in the classroom, and the classroom who did not. The t-test results 

from the 2014-2015 testing year indicated that the p-value was 1.4E-1 for the Star Reading 

Lexile Scores which was lower than the alpha level set at 0.25. Therefore the null 

hypothesis is rejected. There is a difference between the use of Interactive Word Walls for 

classrooms who incorporated it, and those who did not based on the Star Reading Lexile 

scores. 

 The improvement of the Star Reading Lexile scores is expected with the students 

who participated in the Interactive Word Wall classroom receiving an average of a 972.76 

Lexile score. Whereas the average Lexile score for the control group was 871.19. The 

difference in the means between the two classes was 101.57, this is a significant difference 

in the scores. The most beneficial information that the Star Reading Assessment measures 

is vocabulary, and therefore based on the sample size analyzed, the use of incorporating 

Interactive Word Walls does have a significant impact on students’ vocabulary growth. 

 Unfortunately the Communication Arts MAP scores did not show a significant 

difference, with the p-value of 4.31E-1 being higher than the alpha level of 0.24. This could 

be due to a variety of factors. Last year was the first year that the assessment was online 

and adaptive. This was a learning experience for all students, including how to use higher 
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level online testing tools to be successful with the assessment. Both classrooms performed 

very well across the board on the Communication Arts MAP Assessment. 

 The conceptual underpinning of Harmon and Bradford indicates that 

instruction should consist of engaging activities for students to explore, evaluate, reflect, 

and apply word meanings in meaningful concepts (Harmon, 2009).  As opposed to 

traditional word walls that just list important words for students. Bradford’s article, 

Interactive Word Walls: Dynamic Teaching Tools, highlights similar tips for 

implementing word walls reinforcing that students should be able to make connections 

with the words, use new words frequently, consider visibility, use multiple exposures, 

and reinforce content objectives. Research shows that educators should move towards the 

interactive word wall approach because it has promoted higher levels of understanding of 

vocabulary. The data from the performance scores on Star Reading and MAP 

Communication Arts scores supports these beliefs. It is important to note that simply 

incorporating a Word Wall itself is not enough to improve student’s vocabulary and 

reading comprehension; students must be involved in the process in meaningful ways. 

When implementing Interactive Word Walls into the classroom careful thought must 

occur on the approach to take in structuring and implementing an Interactive Word Wall. 

For this study, the Interactive Word Wall was structured on students being the 

driving force behind the creation of the word wall.  Students were explicitly taught to 

self-select words for the word wall. Students had to follow the following criteria when 

selecting words: evaluate the usefulness of the word in contexts, if the word is used 

frequently, if the word’s meaning is easy to use in everyday language, if the word refers 

to something concrete or abstract, if it has multiple meanings, and if it has a prefix, 
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suffix, or identifiable root (Harmon, 2009). This approach allowed students to make 

intelligent selections for the words to be added as well as taking ownership for their own 

learning. This approach, and the ways students meaningfully interacted with the words on 

a weekly basis, assisted in their vocabulary growth.  

Further research could be conducted over comparing which approach in the 

structuring of Interactive Word Walls has the greatest impact on vocabulary development 

and reading comprehension: student selection of words based on set criteria, or to have 

teachers select the words based on similar criteria, and make concept maps to understand 

and foresee the connections and relationships between the words for the unit ahead of 

time. It would be beneficial to determine which structure approach results in the most 

gains on the Star Reading Assessment and MAP Communication Arts scores. In the 

future it would be helpful to collect data from a larger sample size, since this study only 

compared two classrooms over one school year. Implementing Interactive Word Walls as 

a pilot study within a district could provide large scale data on the effectiveness of the 

word wall on vocabulary and reading achievement.  

Regardless of which method teachers use for vocabulary instruction, it is a vital 

skill that is often lacking within a curriculum. More focus needs to be placed on weaving 

vocabulary, and having students make connections with words in meaningful ways in 

order to have a deep conceptual understanding of language. The use of Interactive Word 

Walls should be used as an effective instructional tool to build vocabulary and reading 

comprehension. 
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