caffolding as an educational strategy is sometimes

thought to be reserved only for students below grade

level. However, students who are grappling with con-

tent that is advanced beyond their current readiness
level need a support structure in place in order to attain higher
levels of achievement and continue on their path toward devel-
oping expertise.

What is scaffolding? A scaffold is “a supportive frame-
work” or “a temporary or movable platform to stand or sit on
when working at a height above the floor or ground” (Merriam-
Webster.com, n.d., para.1). In education, instructional scaffolds
serve as a framework to support learning when students are
working at a “height” that is above their readiness. Instructional
scaffolds allow students to perform a skill or a task they would
not otherwise be able to do without that support. In general
education, instructional scaffolding approaches can take
on many forms, such as providing exemplars before engag-
ing students in a task demand, asking lower to higher level
questions to guide problem solving or critical thinking, mod-
eling thinking, reviewing vocabulary or providing background
knowledge before discussing a difficult text, or adjusting the
level of difficulty of a task over time—slowly building to more
advanced levels of content and understanding (IRIS Center,
2005). Scaffolds can be created for content, material, or tasks
(IRIS Center, 2005).

Scaffolds are not intended to be a huge jump, but a gradual
climb. The amount of scaffolding a child needs is dependent
upon his or her readiness, experience, and the complexity of
the required task. Scaffolding is not permanent. Once students
can consistently and successfully perform the intended task,
the scaffolds are removed. This concept may be likened to
training wheels on a bicycle. As students become more com-
petent riders, the training wheels are removed, yet students
continue to ride their bike successfully without the support.
Hammond and Gibbons (2005) explained that the decisions
to add or remove instructional training wheels take thoughtful
practice. They cited specific criteria that necessitate the need
for scaffolding:

- Students could not succeed without the teacher’s
intervention.

The teacher aims for some new level of independent com-

petence on the students’ part.

The teacher has the learning of some specific skill or con-

cept in mind.

There must be evidence of students successfully complet-

ing the particular task at hand.

There must also be evidence that learners are now able to

go on to deal independently with subsequent related tasks

or problems. (Mercer, 1994, as cited in Hammond & Gibbons,

2005, p. 1)

The authors identified two objectives of scaffolding, including
(a) to empower students to work independently and success-
fully on their own given a particular task and (b) to apply scaf-
folding techniques to newly encountered situations, tasks, or
problems (Hammond & Gibbons, 2005).




Scaffolding of instruction is more
commonly cited as a strategy for strug-
gling learners, even though scaffolds
are important for any student who
needs assistance climbing to higher
levels of achievement. Once students
consistently and successfully perform
tasks at an independent level with-
out the need for scaffolds, they need
to move to a higher platform. As this
occurs, more scaffolding is necessary
to obtain a new level of content acqui-
sition. Many of us are familiar with
Vygotsky and the Zone of Actual and
Proximal Development (Vygotsky,
1978). Vygotsky (1978) argued that a
student who solves a problem or task
independently has already learned that
task—it is his or her Zone of Actual
Development. It is yesterday’s learning.
A student is in the Zone of Proximal
Development when he or she requires
support from a “more knowledgeable
other” as he or she is unable to perform
the task or meet the intended goal inde-
pendently. As such, if gifted students
are consistently provided tasks that they
can easily and independently perform
without support, are they learning?
Maybe not. We want to celebrate stu-
dents” independence when accomplish-
ing tasks but if students rarely require a
scaffold, then perhaps the tasks are not
at a level that is high enough.

In order for gifted students to
continue learning, the content, pro-
cesses, and tasks need to be advanced
enough that the student actually needs
an instructional support in order
to successfully and independently
achieve the intended goal. This means
that we must accelerate the content
and adjust the concepts and think-
ing models or processes (VanTassel-
Baska & Little, 2017). Although
gifted students show higher levels of
critical thinking in general (Kettler,
2014; Stambaugh, 2007), they still
benefit from the explicit teaching of
thinking models (Rogers, 2007) and
the deliberate use of frameworks and
models over time (VanTassel-Baska &
Stambaugh, 2007). One such frame-

work to support deliberate scaffold-
ing is the Jacob’s Ladder Reading
Comprehension Program. This
framework was originally designed
to support skill development for stu-
dents from low-income households
who, with intentional support and
scaffolds, could attain higher levels of
achievement and thinking. Since its
inception, the framework has been
successfully used in a variety of con-
tent domains and with students from
a variety of backgrounds and ability

question stems for each rung of a lad-
der are provided in Figure 1. Ladder A
focuses on critical thinking and asks
students to determine implications and
consequences of various issues or ideas.
By leading students through sequenc-
ing and cause-and-effect activities,
they learn to draw implications and
consequences from readings, science
experiments, or historical analyses.
Ladder B focuses on making gener-
alizations and developing concepts.
Students first learn to provide details

As such, if gifted students

are consistently provided

tasks that they can easily and
independently perform without
support, are they learning?

levels. Although there are many dif-
ferent methods of scaffolding, research
shows that applying the Jacob’s Ladder
framework as one approach yields
positive academic gains for students.
Research from a quasi-experimen-
tal design study in reading with just
under 500 students suggests that when
teachers were provided with the appro-
priate professional development and
modeling of the framework, students
in the experimental group showed
significant and important gains in
reading comprehension and critical
thinking (Stambaugh, 2007).

The Jacob’s Ladder program is a
compilation of instructional scaffold-
ing models or ladder skills, intended
to move students to higher levels of
critical thinking, concept develop-
ment, inference-making and the devel-
opment of thematic ideas, or creative
production. Each ladder stands alone
and focuses on a different thinking
component. Students “climb” each
ladder by answering lower level to
higher level questions as they move
toward deeper understanding of a
content area. Examples of ladders and
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and examples, and then move to clas-
sifying and organizing those details
in order to make generalizations or
statements about a concept or idea
that would be true in most situations
or disciplines. Ladder C focuses on
main ideas, themes, and conceptual
understandings. Students begin by
considering facts, details, or elements
of a literary text, problem, situation,
or task and, then, make inferences
about the findings, events, or text as
they determine thematic ideas and
deeper content-specific understand-
ings. Ladder D focuses on creative
synthesis by leading students through
paraphrasing or retelling facts, events,
or plotlines, and summarizing key
ideas before asking new questions or
creating original products. Although
the Jacob’s Ladder model was origi-
nally intended for use with reading
comprehension, teachers can expand
this framework to implement the key
elements of each ladder across multiple
content areas to differentiate instruc-
tion for gifted and advanced learners,
thus applying accelerated content and
scaffolding as a way to support learn-
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LADDER A:
Implications and Consequences
(Reasoning and connecting)

LADDER B:
Concept Development
(Abstract connections within
and across disciplines)

LADDER C:
Content Within a Discipline
(Content understanding
and inference-making)

LADDER D:
Products or Discussions
as a Synthesis of Learning
and Creativity

Implications/Consequences

+ What are the short- and
long-term effects of x on y?
What are the positive
outcomes of x? Negative?
What might happen if
x was changed?

+ What are the consequences
of x ony?

What are the implications of ... ?
« Should...? Why?

Cause/Effect Relationships

What caused xto __?
How do you know?
+ What caused x, and how
does x impact...?
What effect does x have on y?

Create a timeline of
x that shows . ..
- Sequence the events
thatledto...
Explain, step by step how ...

+ What does this passage say
about changes over time? The
use and abuse of power?

+ What are two true
statements about based
on this passage/lecture/
experiment/ problem set?

What generalizations can
you make about x from y?

« What is the relationship
between concept A and
concept B in this (problem,
experiment, story, time period)?

Classifications

How would you classify ... ?
How would you classify the
problems into categories?
Organize the xxx into a
chart that shows . ..

« Create a T chart/Venn
diagram that shows . ..
Examine multiple perspectives
on the issue and ...

Sequencing Details

What details in the passage/
lecture/experiment/document
support the idea that .. .?
What do the details from
x tell us about y?

- List examples that show
different rules of . ..

Themes/Concepts/Big Ideas

e Is___or____abetter__?
How do different perspectives
support or deny the idea that
... ? What do you think?

How does the author use
tone and mood to support
the idea that...?

How is the theme

of x demonstrated/
revealed through y?

What is meant by . ..
How do we know that . ..
+ What is the point of . ..
What can you infer
about x based on y?
+ What evidence do you
have to suggest that . ..

Creative Synthesis

+ Create/design/write/develop
a__ that__and__.

What are the most important
or key ideas ____that__?

« This __ was about __because. ..
Summarize the main idea of ...
This is important because . ..

Facts/Elements/Factors Paraphrasing
What isthe ... ? Explain ...
What elements support ... ? Retell ...
+ What factors might + What does...

we consider...?

What is meant by ... ?
What are __facts that ...

- Explain how you would solve . ..

LADDER A:
Reasoning and Critical Thinking

A3: Implications/Consequences

Students will be able to argue for
or against an idea or make real-
world applications, forecasts, or
predictions based on evidence.

A2: Cause/Effect Relationships

Students will be able to identify
and predict relationships
among multiple texts, ideas,
problems, solutions, or events.

Students will be able to list specific
events, ideas, or summaries in
order of importance or occurrence.

LADDER B:
Generalizations, Rules,
Concepts, Big Ideas, Theories

B3: Generalizations

Students will be able to make
or defend general overarching
statements about a reading,
event, concept, idea, rule,

or theory using data.

B2: Classifications

Students will be able to categorize
different aspects of a text,

topic, person, event, or specific
details into broader ideas.

Al: Sequencing B1: Details

Students will be able to list
specific details, facts, applications,
scenarios, or ideas about a

topic, person, text, or event.

LADDER C:
Content-Specific Ideas
Within a Discipline

C3: Themes/Concepts

Students will be able to identify

a major idea or theme that is
common throughout a given
scenario, idea, event, prompt, text,
or problem as well as relationships
among multiple events.

Students will be able to use
clues and previous information
to make judgments about events,
ideas, people, texts, or issues.

LADDER D:
Creative Products,
Ideas, or Discussions as a
Synthesis of Learning

D3: Creative Synthesis

Students will be able to
create something new using
what they have learned.

Students will be able to provide
a synopsis of events, ideas,
rules, theories, problems, or
applications by citing the most
critical evidence and factors.

C1: Facts/Elements/Factors

D1: Paraphrasing

Students will be able to identify
and explain specific elements or
facts specific to a discipline.

Students will be able to restate
ideas, problems, solutions, theories,
or facts in their own words.

FiGURE 1. Ladder rungs and question examples for the Jacob’s Ladder framework.

Note. Adapted from Jacob’s Ladder Reading Comprehension Program: Nonfiction, Grade 3, by T. L. Stambaugh and J. L. VanTassel-Baska (pp. 4, 6-7), 2016,
Waco, TX: Prufrock Press. Copyright 2016 Prufrock Press. Adapted with permission.
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ing. A few examples are included in
the next section.

This framework can be adapted in
a variety of ways to differentiate and
scaffold instruction as students are
presented with accelerated content and
processes that require them to draw
upon the expertise of others to obtain
higher levels of thinking and content
acquisition. After determining which
ladder and rung best matches the stan-
dard and student content acquisition,
teachers can adjust the complexity of
the questions and tasks by providing
activities that move students to higher
levels (i.e., rungs) of instruction as they
show mastery of lower level rungs. For
example, if a standard requires stu-
dents to list or sequence the events that
led to the signing of the Declaration
of Independence, we might plot this as
a Ladder A sequencing task. Students
who know or could perform this task
quickly would be provided with a
replacement task at the next rung of
the ladder (i.e., cause and effect). They
may be asked to discuss the cumula-
tive effects of two or three key events
(e.g., Stamp Act, Intolerable Acts,
Boston Tea Party) before moving to
the highest rung of the ladder in which
they debate the positive and negative
long-term implications of these events
on future decisions. If differentiating
in math and the standard requires stu-
dents to understand ratios and frac-
tions, one might begin with Ladder
B because definitions may be seen
as details or elements of a problem
or concept. After defining ratios and
fractions and providing examples of
each (bottom rung), students could
defend whether or not all ratios are
fractions (categorization/classifica-
tion) by explaining the similarities
and differences between 2 and 1:2.
Then, they would move to the high-
est rung of Ladder B and create a rule
about the relationship between ratios
and fractions that could be used in a
mathematics textbook. By plotting
where a standard fits on a ladder rung
and then adjusting the instruction by

differentiating questions and tasks,
teachers have a guide for scaffolding
up or down as necessary to support
student learning,

Scaffolding accelerated content
or advanced processes is another way
to use the Jacob’s Ladder framework.
This use was the original intent of
the framework. Using this method,
teachers present accelerated content,
tasks, or questions that are above the
student’s level of readiness. Students
then climb up and down the ladder,
building upon previously learned
skills to reach the most accelerated or
advanced content at the highest rungs.

Student readiness
is a critical
consideration
when using the
framework.

For example, if students are expected
to make inferences and determine how
a writer develops a theme, Ladder C
could be applied because of the focus
on determining and justifying themes
being the highest rung. Teachers would
first select a more advanced text based
on each student’s reading level (e.g.,
accelerate the resource first). Assuming
the text is sophisticated enough that
students need additional support,
they would begin at the bottom rung
of Ladder C, examining literary ele-
ments such as symbols, metaphors,
images, and structure. Then students
would make inferences based on key
passages before discussing how the use
of literary elements and key phrases
develop the theme. In this way they
would climb the ladder with a chal-
lenging text, breaking it down from
literary elements, to inference-making,
to how elements and inferences inter-
act to support a theme.

Similarly, in science, if students
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are asked to create an experiment for
a science fair project (Ladder D—cre-
ative synthesis), they first need to read
informational texts and gain an under-
standing of the construct they want to
pursue by paraphrasing multiple arti-
cles and reviewing ideas about their
topic (bottom rung). Then, moving
up to the second rung of the ladder,
students summarize the information
they acquired from multiple articles
and determine new questions from
the literature that need exploration,
including patterns and issues that have
emerged. Finally, at the highest rung
of Ladder D, they would create a test-
able question (creative synthesis) and
design an experiment. As illustrated in
Table 1, the sentence stem for the top
rung of the Creative Synthesis ladder
states: ‘create a that _and

____” (Stambaugh, 2013). These cri-
teria are set based on the standards,
outcomes, or purposes of the task or
product. This stem is designed to focus
a task, add depth, and support the
development of expertise—as criteria
and parameters still need to be met as
part of creative production. Therefore,
instead of simply asking students to
design a science experiment, parame-
ters or criteria would be added so that
students would be asked to design an
experiment that solves a problem, such
as overpopulation of invasive species,
that is scalable, affordable, and does
not negatively affect the balance of the
ecosystem. In social studies, if students
are reading the Gettysburg Address
and need support interpreting the text
(assuming they are unable to accom-
plish the highest rungs without scaf-
folding), then they would paraphrase
certain selections of the speech (Ladder
D, bottom rung), summarize key ideas
(Ladder D, middle rung), and then cre-
ate an editorial response to the speech
that provides an accurate interpreta-
tion of the meaning given the context
of the day and includes at least two
different perspectives (Ladder D, top
rung), thereby demonstrating a deeper
level of understanding than they could
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LADDER B

Standard: Explain the difference between
ratios and fractions.

B3: Generalizations

Design a rule about the relationship
between rations and fractions that
could be used in a mathematics
textbook.

B2: Categories

Are all ratios fractions? Are all
fractions ratios? Provide examples to
support your thinking using - and 1:2
as an example.

B1: Details (Standard fits here)

What is the difference between a
ration and a fraction? Provide an
example.

FIGURE 2. Examples of how the
Jacob’s Ladder framework can be
adapted to multiple subject areas.

have obtained without support. Figure
2 provides an example of how ladders
can be modified for other content area
standards.

Student readiness is a critical con-
sideration when using the framework.
If students do not need scaffolding and
they can independently and success-
fully perform the most advanced tasks
from the ladder without support, then
accelerated content or more complex
tasks need to be considered. Likewise,
just as teachers can adjust questions to
differentiate using the ladder frame-
work and mapping standards to the
rungs, students can internalize the lad-
der processes and apply the processes
to their own learning. For example, if
they know they are uncertain about
the implications and consequences of
a given problem or scenario (Ladder
A), then they can apply the ladder
structure on their own and go back to
sequence events, determine cause and
effect relationships, and, then, using

that information, consider short and
long-term consequences.

Whether standards are mapped
to ladders as part of a differentiated
approach or accelerated content and
processes are scaffolded, students
and teachers are applying deliberate
approaches to guide student thinking.
As new information is learned and
scaffolds are no longer necessary, the
process begins again with more chal-
lenging tasks, resources, and acceler-
ated content. In this way, all students
can learn something new every day
and have opportunities to work in
the Zone of Actual and Proximal
Development as they continue on a
path toward developing expertise.
Thus, as noted in the headline of this
article, scaffolding of instruction is
necessary for gifted students, too.

Note: Portions of the article were adapted from Jacob’s
Ladder Reading Comprehension Program: Grades K-1
(2nd ed., pp. 1-34) by T. Stambaugh and J. VanTassel-
Baska, 2017, Waco, TX: Prufrock Press. Copyright 2017
by Prufrock Press. Adapted with permission.
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