THE SoLaR LAB
Grades 4–12 Literacy
Classroom Checkup
A practical reflection tool for grades 4–12 educators across content areas


	TEN-MINUTE CHECKUP
Examine how your classroom supports adolescents in accessing complex language, building knowledge, making meaning, and participating in disciplinary learning.



This is a reflective planning tool, not a teacher evaluation or validated assessment.
Heather Blackwell, PhD
Purposeful Literacy  •  Research, professional learning, consulting


How to complete the checkup
Think about one course, class period, or unit. Mark the response that best reflects what students typically experience. Choose “consistently” only when the practice is planned, observable, and repeated.
	RESPONSE SCALE
Not yet: The practice is not currently visible or intentional.
Sometimes: The practice occurs, but it is inconsistent or lesson-dependent.
Consistently: The practice is routinely planned and experienced by students.



1. Provide access to grade-level literacy
	Classroom indicator
	Not yet
	Sometimes
	Consistently

	Students regularly engage with worthwhile grade-level texts, problems, sources, or disciplinary representations.
	☐
	☐
	☐

	I anticipate the reading, language, and knowledge demands that may create barriers to the lesson.
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Scaffolds help students enter the work without replacing the grade-level concept or task.
	☐
	☐
	☐



2. Build language and knowledge
	Classroom indicator
	Not yet
	Sometimes
	Consistently

	I intentionally build the background knowledge students need to understand new content.
	☐
	☐
	☐

	I select and explicitly teach high-value academic and discipline-specific vocabulary.
	☐
	☐
	☐

	When useful, I connect meaningful word parts, word families, examples, contrasts, and concepts.
	☐
	☐
	☐





Continue the classroom checkup
3. Support meaning-making across disciplines
	Classroom indicator
	Not yet
	Sometimes
	Consistently

	Students use a small set of comprehension practices to monitor, question, summarize, and connect ideas.
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Discussion and writing require students to explain thinking with evidence and disciplinary language.
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Students learn how experts in the discipline read, reason, communicate, and evaluate information.
	☐
	☐
	☐



4. Respond to varied literacy needs
	Classroom indicator
	Not yet
	Sometimes
	Consistently

	I use formative evidence to distinguish barriers involving word reading, fluency, language, knowledge, or comprehension.
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Students needing targeted reading intervention receive support in addition to meaningful content learning.
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Important ideas and language are retrieved, revisited, and applied across lessons and contexts.
	☐
	☐
	☐



Quick pattern profile
Count your marks within each section. Do not combine them into one “grade.” The useful information is the pattern across four dimensions.
	Dimension
	Not yet
	Sometimes
	Consistently

	Grade-level access
	_____
	_____
	_____

	Language + knowledge
	_____
	_____
	_____

	Meaning making
	_____
	_____
	_____

	Responsive support
	_____
	_____
	_____




Choose one practical next step
Begin with the dimension that would most improve access to an upcoming lesson. Select one action small enough to implement within seven days.
	IF GRADE-LEVEL ACCESS NEEDS ATTENTION
Name one essential literacy demand and add one scaffold that preserves the grade-level goal.



	IF LANGUAGE AND KNOWLEDGE NEED ATTENTION
Identify one concept and one to three high-value words. Connect them through explanation, morphology, examples, and prior knowledge.



	IF MEANING MAKING NEEDS ATTENTION
Plan one discussion or writing prompt requiring students to connect ideas, explain reasoning, and use evidence.



	IF RESPONSIVE SUPPORT NEEDS ATTENTION
Use a formative check to distinguish the barrier, then plan classroom support or a targeted intervention connection.



My seven-day commitment
The word or concept I will address:
________________________________________________________________________________
The practice I will strengthen:
________________________________________________________________________________
The evidence I will look for from students:
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________


One practical entry point: vocabulary
Vocabulary is one high-leverage place to begin because language carries disciplinary knowledge. The SoLaR Lab WORD process moves from reflection to instruction.
W — Weigh the word
Why does this word deserve instructional time?
O — Open its structure
Which meaningful parts and related words offer useful leverage?
R — Relate meaning and context
Which explanation, examples, contrasts, and knowledge connections clarify the concept?
D — Distribute practice
When will students retrieve and reuse the word?
	READY TO GO DEEPER?
Making Adolescent Vocabulary Stick is a 90-minute SoLaR Lab masterclass that helps grades 4–12 educators use morphology, knowledge building, retrieval, and spacing to design a routine for an upcoming lesson.



About the SoLaR Lab
The SoLaR Lab, developed by Heather Blackwell, PhD, helps educators translate the sciences of learning and reading into practical, evidence-informed instruction. It is an initiative of Purposeful Literacy.
For professional learning leaders
Use responses to support reflection rather than evaluation. Teams can discuss one dimension, identify a shared need, test one small practice, and revisit the checkup.
Teach fewer words. Build deeper knowledge. Plan the return.
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