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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 F–1) 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 F–1

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 F–1) is a supplemental reading 
program that implements targeted readings from picture books, 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 early primary year levels (years F–1) 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, on the next page, 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, although Jacob’s Ladder Early Primary (Years F–1) does 
contain poetry, it does not contain nonfi ction selections.

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 
& Stambaugh, 2006a). Students do not have to read fl uently to engage in 
the Jacob’s Ladder Early Primary (Years F–1) activities. It is recommended 
that the teacher read many of the selections aloud and promote ongoing 

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

Short Stories Poetry

Ella Sarah Gets Dressed by 
Margaret Chodos-Irvine**

Noah’s Ark by Peter Spier* “Daff odowndilly” by A. A. Milne

Flotsam by David Wiesner* Th ere’s a Nightmare in My Closet 
by Mercer Mayer

“Th e Crocodile” by Lewis Carroll

Th e Red Book by Barbara 
Lehman**

Ox-Cart Man by Donald Hall 
(Author) and Barbara Cooney 
(Illustrator)*

“Swing Song” by A. A. Milne

Kitten’s First Full Moon by Kevin 
Henkes*

Th e Man Who Walked Between 
the Towers by Mordicai Gerstein*

“Th e Four Friends” by A. A. 
Milne

A Sick Day for Amos McGee by 
Philip C. Stead (Author) and 
Erin E. Stead (Illustrator)*

Paul Bunyan by Steven Kellogg “Fire in the Window” by Mary 
Mapes Dodge

Th e Hare and the Tortoise 
originally told by Aesop

Th e Girl Who Loved Wild Horses 
by Paul Goble*

“A Kitten” by Eleanor Farjeon

Owen by Kevin Henkes** Make Way for Ducklings by 
Robert McCloskey*

“My Shadow” by Robert Louis 
Stevenson

Anno’s Journey by Mitsumasa 
Anno

Th e Polar Express by Chris Van 
Allsburg*

“Little Th ings” by Ebenezer 
Cobham Brewer

Doctor De Soto by William 
Steig***

Th e Ants and the Grasshopper 
originally told by Aesop

“Mummy Slept Late and Daddy 
Fixed Breakfast” by John Ciardi

Come Away From the Water, 
Shirley by John Burningham

Where the Wild Th ings Are by 
Maurice Sendak*

“Whether the Weather” by 
Anonymous

*Denotes Caldecott Medal Winner, **Denotes Caldecott Honor Book, *** Denotes Newberry Honor Book
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Ella Sarah Gets Dressed
by Margaret Chodos-Irvine

Caldecott Honor Book

Although her mother, father and older sister advise her to dress in a more conventional 
manner, Ella Sarah persists in wearing the striking and unusual outfi t of her own choosing. 
Her friends arrive at her house also wearing their hand-picked, fl amboyant outfi ts, 
showing Ella Sarah that she picked the perfect ensemble.
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Focus on Implications and Consequences

ELLA
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R
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Consequences and Implications

A
3 What are the positive and negative consequences 

of selecting your own clothes? How do 
those compare to Ella Sarah’s situation?

Cause and Eff ect

A
2 What caused Ella Sarah to want to wear her 

special outfi t? Explain your answer.

Sequencing

A
1

Sequence the events in the story that led to 
Ella Sarah getting to wear what she wanted. 

Include no more than four events. Be prepared 
to share your reasons for choosing the events.©
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Focus on Emotional Development
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Using Emotion

E3

Draw a picture that shows how Kitten must have felt 
before and after she got her bowl of milk. Use special 

colours to show what her mood might have been. 
Write or dictate a sentence to explain why you chose 
the colour you did to illustrate Kitten’s two moods.

Expressing Emotion

E2

Th ink about a time when you failed at something 
you tried. Tell a partner what happened and how 

you felt. Draw a picture that shows your emotions 
and write or dictate a sentence to explain them.

Understanding Emotion

E1

What emotions do you think Kitten felt when she 
kept failing at her attempts to lick the moon? Use 

examples from the book to share your ideas.©
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Focus on Creative Synthesis

W
H

ETH
ER

 TH
E W

EATH
ER

Creative Synthesis

D
3 Use the words weather, weather and whether (or 

another word set of your choice) to write a tongue-
twister that makes sense for your friends.

Summarising

D
2 Explain in your own words and no more than 

one sentence what the poem is about.

Paraphrasing

D
1 In your own words, explain the following phrase 

“We’ll weather the weather.” How are the two words 
diff erent even though they are spelled the same?©
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