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Part I: Teachers’ Guide 
to Jacob’s Ladder Gifted 
Reading Comprehension 

Program

Introduction

Jacob’s Ladder Primary (Years 4–5) is a supplemental reading program that 
implements targeted readings from short stories, poetry and nonfi ction 
sources. 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. Suggested for students to enhance reading 
comprehension and critical thinking, Jacob’s Ladder Primary (Years 4–5) tasks 
are organised into four skill ladders: A–D. 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.

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, 
then move to classifying and organising those details in order to make 
generalisations. Ladder C focuses on themes. Students begin by identifying 
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. Table 1 provides a visual 
representation of the four ladders and corresponding objectives for each 
ladder and rung.
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Jacob’s Ladder Gifted Reading Comprehension Program Primary Years 4–5

 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.

Table 1
Goals and Objectives of Jacob’s Ladder by Ladder and Rung

A3: Consequences 
and Implications

B3: 
Generalisations

C3:
Th eme/Concept

D3: Creative 
Synthesis

Students will be able 
to predict character 

actions, story outcomes, 
and make real-world 

forecasts.

Students will be 
able to make general 
statements about a 

reading and/or an idea 
within the reading, 

using data to support 
their statements.

Students will be able 
to identify a major 

idea or theme common 
throughout the text.

Students will create 
something new using 

what they have learned 
from the reading and 

their synopses.

A2: Cause
and Eff ect B2: Classifi cations C2: Inference D2: Summarising

Students will be able 
to identify and predict 
relationships between 

character behaviour 
and story events, and 

their eff ects upon other 
characters or events.

Students will be able 
to categorise diff erent 

aspects of the text 
or identify and sort 

categories from a list of 
topics or details.

Students will be able to 
use textual clues to read 

between the lines and 
make judgments about 
specifi c textual events, 

ideas or character 
analysis.

Students will be able to 
provide a synopsis of 

text sections.

A1: Sequencing B1: Details C1: Literary 
Elements D1: Paraphrasing

Students will be able to 
list, in order of impor-
tance or occurrence in 

the text, specifi c events 
or plot summaries.

Students will be able to 
list specifi c details or 

recall facts related to the 
text or generate a list 

of ideas about a specifi c 
topic or character.

Students will be able 
to identify and explain 
specifi c story elements 

such as character, 
setting or poetic device.

Students will be able to 
restate lines read using 

their own words.

 Ladder A Ladder B Ladder C Ladder D
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Teachers’ Guide

 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 (Fielding 
& Pearson, 1994; Villaume & Brabham, 2002). In addition, teachers who 
emphasise higher-order thinking through questions and tasks such as 
those at the higher rungs of each ladder promote greater reading growth 
(Knapp et al., 1995; Taylor, Pearson, Peterson & Rodriguez, 2003).

Jacob’s Ladder was written in response to teacher fi ndings that students 
needed additional scaff olding to consistently work at higher levels of 
thinking in reading. In addition, an analysis of reading reform curriculum 
by the American Federation of Teachers (AFT, 1998) shows that only two 
of the recommended curricula posit a research base and a focus on critical 
thinking skills in reading. Similarly, Tivnan and Hemphill (2005) studied 
reading reform curricula in schools and found that none of the reading 
programs studied 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 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 learning to generalise, predicting and forecasting skills 
through delineating implications of events, and literary analysis skills 

Table 2
Reading Selections by Genre

Short Stories Poetry Nonfi ction
Androcles A Bedtime Story Th e Exploration of Space
Arachne and Athena Cousin for Sale Graphic Ice-cream
Th e Blue Heron Grapefruit It’s Electric
Clay Marbles, Alexei and Me Lift Every Voice and Sing Systems of Measurement
Th e Fox and the Cat My Shadow
Th e Lost Wig My Sister Is a Sissy
Mary Poppins’s Secret Occupant of Room # 709
Th e Myth of Athena Overpopulation
Th e Myth of Heracles (Hercules) School House Is A-Rockin’
Th eseus and the Minotaur Untitled
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Focus on Themes

TH
E FO

X A
N

D
 TH

E C
AT

Theme/Concept

C
3

A sample concept map 
is started for you about 
how the story illustrates 
the concept of “success”. 
Complete the concept map 
here and then create a 
concept map of your own 
on “change”, “right and 
wrong” or another idea.

Inference

C
2 What inferences can you make about the kind of people the fox and the 

cat would be if they were human? What evidence from the text supports 
your inferences?

Literary Elements

C
1

Using a Venn diagram, compare and contrast the fox and the cat.

success

fox Many 
methods

cat
enemies

escaped
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 Th e owners of Crema decided to use a circle graph, or pie chart, to 
display the data gathered from their employees. Pie charts are particularly 
helpful when looking at how a part relates to a whole. In this case, Tim 
and Lauren wanted to see how the time spent on each chore related to the 
workday as a whole. Th e pie chart is presented in Figure 3.

12 Hour Work Day at Crema

Closing
8%

Register
4%

Transactions
8%

Preparing 
Orders

42%

Taking Orders
30%

Opening
8%

Closing
Register
Transactions
Preparing Orders
Taking Orders
Opening

Figure 3. Work Day Breakdown
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