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Part I:
Teachers’ Guide to Jacob’s 

Ladder Gifted Reading 
Comprehension Program

Rationale

Constructing meaning of the written word is one of the earliest tasks 
required of students in schools. Th is skill occupies the central place in 
the curriculum at the primary level. Yet, approaches to teaching reading 
comprehension often are “skill and drill”, using worksheets on low-level 
reading material. As a result, students frequently are unable to transfer 
these skills from exercise pages and apply them to new, higher-level reading 
material.

Th e time expended to ensure that students become autonomous 
and advanced readers would suggest the need for a methodology that 
deliberately moves students from simple to complex reading skills 
with level-appropriate texts. Such a learning approach to reading skill 
development ensures that students can traverse easily from basic 
comprehension skills to higher-level critical reading skills, while using the 
same reading stimulus to navigate this transition. Reading comprehension 
is enhanced by instructional scaff olding, moving students from lower-order 
to higher-order thinking, using strategies and processes to help students 
analyse passages (Villaume & Brabham, 2002). In addition, teachers who 
emphasise higher-order thinking through questions and tasks (like those 
applied in this program) promote greater reading growth (Taylor, Pearson, 
Peterson & Rodriguez, 2003).

Jacob’s Ladder Early Primary (Years 1–2) was written in response to 
teacher fi ndings that students at the early primary level who were already 
reading needed more rigorous materials and scaff olding to consistently 
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Jacob’s Ladder Gifted Reading Comprehension Program Early Primary Years 1–2

work at higher levels of thinking in reading (VanTassel-Baska & Stambaugh, 
2006a). Th is teacher insight is buttressed by fi ndings from cognitive 
science that suggest that students need to have purpose and direction for 
discussions of text to yield meaningful learning and that scaff olding is a 
necessary part of enhancing critical reading behaviour (Bransford, Brown 
& Cocking, 2000). Similarly, Tivnan and Hemphill (2005) studied reading 
reform curricula in schools and found that none of the reading programs 
emphasised skills beyond basic phonemic awareness, fl uency or limited 
comprehension. Th erefore, supplementary programs that focus on higher-
level thinking skills are needed.

Th e Jacob’s Ladder Gifted Reading Comprehension Program is a 
compilation of the instructional scaff olding and reading exercises necessary 
to aid students in their journey toward becoming critical readers. Students 
learn concept development skills through generalising, predicting and 
forecasting skills through delineating implications of events, and literary 
analysis skills through discerning textual meaning (VanTassel-Baska & 
Stambaugh, 2006a). Th e questions and tasks for each reading are open-
ended, as this type of approach to responding to literature improves 
performance on comprehension tests (Guthrie, Schafer & Huang, 2001). 
Progressing through the hierarchy of skills also requires students to reread 
the text, thereby improving metacomprehension accuracy (Rawson, 
Dunlosky & Th iede, 2000).

Introduction

Jacob’s Ladder Early Primary (Years 1–2) is a supplemental reading 
program that implements targeted readings from picture books, fairytales 
or fables, and poetry that link reading comprehension and analysis with 
content disciplines. With this program, students engage in an inquiry 
process that moves from lower-order to higher-order thinking skills. Starting 
with basic literary understanding, students learn to critically analyse texts 
by determining implications and consequences, generalisations, main ideas 
and/or creative synthesis. Th is book is suggested for gifted students in the 
primary years (years 1–2) who are already reading or show advanced levels 
of understanding. It is used to enhance reading comprehension and critical 
thinking if stories are read aloud. Tasks are organised into six skill ladders, 
A–F, and each ladder focuses on a diff erent skill. Students “climb” each 
ladder by answering lower-level questions before moving to higher-level 
questions (or rungs) at the top of each ladder. Each ladder stands alone and 
focuses on a separate critical thinking component in reading.
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Teachers’ Guide

Ladder A focuses on implications and consequences. By leading students 
through sequencing and cause and eff ect activities, students learn to draw 
implications and consequences from readings. Ladder B focuses on making 
generalisations. Students fi rst learn to provide details and examples and 
then move to classifying and organising those details in order to make 
generalisations. Ladder C focuses on themes. Students begin by identifying 
the setting and characters and then make inferences about the literary 
situation. Ladder D focuses on creative synthesis by leading students 
through paraphrasing and summarising activities. Ladder E focuses on 
students’ emotional responses to the literature read by understanding 
emotion, expressing it and then channelling it productively. Ladder F 
provides an emphasis on word play by engaging learners in understanding, 
applying and embedding new vocabulary and literary devices in both their 
own and others’ creative writing.

Table 1 provides a visual representation of the six ladders and 
corresponding objectives for each ladder and rung.

Th e Jacob’s Ladder series consists of seven levels in three sections: Early 
Primary, Primary and Secondary. Th e series contains short stories, poetry 
and nonfi ction selections including biography, with commensurate ladders 
for each selection. Jacob’s Ladder Early Primary (Years F–1) and Jacob’s 
Ladder Early Primary (Years 1–2) diff er from the rest of the series in that 
the majority of the short stories are Caldecott Medal or Caldecott Honor 
picture books. Many of the stories are intended to be read aloud for the 
fi rst reading. In addition, Jacob’s Ladder Early Primary (Years 1–2) contains 
a section on poetry and a section on interdisciplinary reading connections.

Teachers may fi nd that they want to vary usage beyond the recommended 
year levels specifi ed on each book, depending on student abilities. Evidence 
suggests that the program can be successfully implemented with gifted 
learners and advanced readers, as well as promising learners, at diff erent 
year levels. Th us, the levels vary and overlap to provide opportunities for 
teachers to select the most appropriate set of readings for meaningful 
diff erentiation for their gifted, bright or promising learners.
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Teachers’ Guide

Who Should Use Jacob’s Ladder?

Although the program is targeted for gifted learners and for promising 
students who need more exposure to higher-level thinking skills in reading, 
the program may be suitable for other learners as well, including those 
who are twice-exceptional, students from poverty and those from diff erent 
cultural backgrounds (VanTassel-Baska & Stambaugh, 2006b). Th e reading 
selections in the program include classic and contemporary literature that 
has been used at various year levels with various groups (VanTassel-Baska 

Table 2
Jacob’s Ladder Early Primary (Years 1–2) Selections by Genre

Short Stories Poetry
Interdisciplinary 

Connections
Owl Moon by Jane Yolen 
(Author) and John Schoenherr 
(Illustrator)*

“Where Go the Boats?”
by Robert Louis Stevenson

Rosa by Nikki Giovanni (Author) 
and Bryan Collier (Illustrator)**

Sylvester and the Magic Pebble by 
William Steig*

“Sea Shell” by Amy Lowell Emily by Michael Bedard 
(Author) and Barbara Cooney 
(Illustrator)

Th e Stinky Cheese Man and 
Other Fairly Stupid Tales by Jon 
Scieszka (Author) and Lane 
Smith (Illustrator)**

“Who Has Seen the Wind?”
by Christina Rossetti

Pocahontas by Ingri and Edgar 
Parin d’Aulaire

Anna Sewell ’s Black Beauty 
adapted by Cathy East and 
Christina Wald (Illustrator)

“Th e Rusty Spigot” by Eve 
Merriam

Math Curse by Jon Scieszka 
(Author) and Lane Smith 
(Illustrator)

Red Sings From Treetops: A 
Year in Colors by Joyce Sidman 
(Author) and Pamela Zagarenski 
(Illustrator)**

“Th e Caterpillar” by Author 
Unknown

Th e Tiny Seed by Eric Carle

Jumanji by Chris Van Allsburg* “Th e Microbe” by Hilaire Belloc How I Learned Geography
by Uri Shulevitz**

Snowfl ake Bentley by Jacqueline 
Briggs Martin (Author) and 
Mary Azarian (Illustrator)*

“Cradle Song” by William Blake

Th e Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing 
originally told by Aesop

“Puppy and I” by A. A. Milne

Th e Princess and the Pea by Hans 
Christian Andersen

“Halfway Down” by A. A. Milne

Th e Frog Prince by Th e Brothers 
Grimm

“Th e Duck and the Kangaroo”
by Edward Lear

*Denotes Caldecott Medal Winner, **Denotes Caldecott Honor Book
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Focus on Implications and Consequences

O
W

L M
O

O
N

Consequences and Implications

A
3 What are the benefi ts and liabilities of 

going owling, according to the author?

Cause and Eff ect

A
2 What eff ect does the view of the owl have 

on the girl? Explain your answer.

Sequencing

A
1 Outline the steps the little girl takes 

when owling with her father.©
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Focus on Themes

O
W

L M
O

O
N

Theme/Concept

C
3 Th e author uses the words hope and brave frequently 

throughout the story. Do you think this story is 
more about hope or bravery? Explain your answer.

Inference

C
2 What does the author mean on the last page 

when she writes: “When you go owling you don’t 
need words or warm or anything but hope”?

Literary Elements

C
1 Why do you think the author 

titled the story Owl Moon?©
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Focus on Creative Synthesis

A
N

N
A

 SEW
ELL’S BLAC

K
 BEAU

T
Y

Creative Synthesis

D
3 Select your favourite illustration of Black Beauty 

and write a poem that describes the scene.

Summarising

D
2 Summarise the major events in Black 

Beauty’s life. Why did he remember life with 
Squire Gordon as a favourite time?

Paraphrasing

D
1 In your own words, describe the 

best time for Black Beauty.©
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How I Learned Geography
by Uri Shulevitz

Caldecott Honor Book

One day when his father brings home a map rather than food for dinner, a young boy 
is furious. However, as he comes to spend hours studying it, the map provides him an 
escape from the hunger and misery of refugee life. How I Learned Geography is based on the 
author’s childhood in Kazakhstan, where he lived as a Polish refugee during World War II.
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