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What are mixed-ability classes, and why do they happen?

A mixed-ability class refers to a group of learners whose English skills vary greatly, not just in
small, expected differences, but a wide range in proficiency. In such classes, teachers need to
adapt their lesson planning and teaching strategies to suit this diversity in ability. (Ur, 2023).

Why do these classes occur?

In most state schools, students are usually placed in classes based on their age. But age isn’'t a
reliable indicator of how well someone knows English. On the other hand, private language
centres often sort students by skill level, using placement tests. Still, these tests can’t always
reflect each student’s full ability. For example, someone might perform well on a grammar quiz
but have difficulty speaking.

Are mixed-ability classes a 'problem'?

Not necessarily! In fact, they mirror real-life situations, where we use English with people who
speak better or worse than we do - in the workplace, during travel, or in school. So, although
they come with some difficulties, mixed-ability classes also provide useful, realistic practice.

What is differentiation, and why use it?

Differentiation means designing and delivering lessons in ways that provide varied learning
experiences to suit individual student needs. It benefits everyone in the classroom, regardless
of their language level, and is especially useful when working with mixed-ability groups. For
instance, learners who need more support might complete simpler tasks, while more advanced
students can be challenged with longer or more complex activities. Differentiation can also
involve varying your classroom interactions, such as offering extra help to some students,
tailoring your questions, or giving customized feedback.
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Rather than aiming your teaching at the ‘average' student, which often fails to support either end
of the ability spectrum, differentiation allows all students to engage meaningfully. Teaching to
the middle may seem like an easy option, but it risks boring stronger students and
overwhelming those who struggle, leading to frustration and loss of interest.

By adjusting lesson content, task complexity, and how you communicate with students, you can
meet a wider range of learning needs. For example, you might provide multiple versions of a
text or worksheet at different difficulty levels. You can also adapt tasks by offering shorter and
simpler tasks for those who need them and more extended or challenging ones for higher-level
learners. This approach helps create a more inclusive and motivating learning environment.

How to adapt language tasks for different levels

Sometimes, simply using the tasks from a coursebook isn’t enough, especially in a mixed-ability
classroom. To better meet learners’ needs, we often need to adapt these activities, either to
make them more accessible for students who need support or to stretch and engage more
advanced learners. This is particularly important with grammar and vocabulary-focused tasks.

To simplify or 'adapt down' a language task, you might use an Al tool such as

e shorten the task

e give sample answers or model examples

e offer more scaffolding or support with the language

e or limit the number of decisions students have to make

To challenge or '‘adapt’ up a task for higher-level learners, you could:

e expand the task or add steps

e offer more open-ended options

e ask students to explain their answers or give reasons

e orturn the activity into a pair or group task to encourage communication

By tailoring tasks in this way, you ensure that all learners stay engaged and work at an
appropriate level.

Activities using Al tools that you may want to explore with mixed-ability classes are:

- Using the CEFR profiler www.vocabkitchen.com/ to find out the level of a text, then
asking an Al tool such as https://chatgpt.com/ to lower/increase the level.

- Using Skybox Al https://skybox.blockadelabs.com/ to do a ‘guess the prompt’ activity.
This lets learners choose the vocabulary at their level that they want to practice
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A recording of Hamed’s webinar is here: www.teachingenglish.org.uk/news-and-
events/webinars/webinars-teachers/ai-inclusion-webinars
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