
 

CLIL COURSE - Mixed Ability Classes – Cork 2017 

Mixed ability or ‘heterogeneous’ classes are terms used to describe classes made up of students 

of different levels of proficiency.  They may have different strengths, weaknesses and 

approaches to learning. They may respond differently to various teaching methods and 

classroom situations.  

 

Mixed Ability Factors 

 

There are many factors that influence the characteristics of the learners that make up one single 
class. Some of these factors include:  
 
 Age or maturity  

 Intelligence and multiple intelligences 

 Learning style 

 Language aptitude 

 Language levels  

 Mother tongue 

 Learner autonomy 

 Motivation or attitude towards the subject 

 Cultural background 

 

 

Possible problems teachers may face 

 

 
 

Advantages of teaching mixed ability classes: 

- Mixed ability classes provide a rich pool of human resources 

- Learners come to class with different knowledge, experiences opinions, ideas and interests which 

can be drawn on to provide interesting, varied student-centered lessons 

- Students can help and learn from each other (Peer teaching) 

 



 
 

Ways of differentiating: 

 

  + - 
1    Differentiation by 
outcome. 

By the end of the lesson all 
students will be able to.. most will 
be able to..some will be able to.. 

It is a reminder that what you 
are teaching is not what it 
being learnt. 

This sets up an atmosphere of competition 
and leads lower achieving students to 
conclude that they are failing 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2    Differentiation by 
teaching method 

An activity which involves active 
learning and group or pair work is 
likely to differentiate more 
effectively because 
–          Students can work at their 
own level. 
 
–          Students can support each 
other and learn from each other. 

The stronger student 
consolidates their knowledge 
by explaining to the weaker 
student and the weaker 
student feels supported 

Sometimes, however, the stronger student 
dominates or resents the role and/or the 
weaker student feels embarrassed or says 
nothing. 
 

Ways of getting round this: 
 

If the strongest student is the 
scribe, this will prevent them 
from dominating, but still give 
them an important role and a 
chance to shine at the end. If a 
weaker student takes this role, 
the pressure is taken off them 
to produce language 
spontaneously, but they can 
prepare something to say at 
the end, which will provide a 
sense of achievement. 

Questioning techniques can also be 
modified to provide better differentiation. 
Give students enough time and space to 
answer and nominate, by asking the 
question before you name the student, so 
it doesn’t always fall back to stronger 
students. Consider how easy the question 
is and don’t choose students who can’t 
answer. Use monitoring while students are 
working in pairs or groups to identify who 
can answer which question. 

Diplomatic questioning: 
Ask stronger students first 
Ask weaker students to repeat 

 

 

3. Differentiation by task.  The table below gives some examples: 

Activity Type Extension activities Support strategies 

Reading Select 3 new items of vocabulary, look them up in 
their dictionaries and write them up on the board, 
with definitions. Write 3 questions about the text. 
These can then be given to another early finisher to 
answer and then passed back to the original student 
for marking. 

Pre-teach vocabulary students will need to do the task and leave it on the 
board. Activate their previous knowledge of the topic before reading. Give 
students the answers in a jumbled order, with a few distractors. Make 
open questions multiple choice. 
Break the text into sections with questions after each section and give the 
option of only reading 1 or 2 sections.  

Listening When students listen for the second time to confirm 
their answers, give some optional extra questions as 
well. When taking answers on a true/false activity, 
ask why/why not? 

Pre-teach vocabulary and activate knowledge as above. Give students a 
chance to discuss answers before feeding back to the class. Monitor and 
play again if necessary. Give students the tapescript on second listening. In 
a gap-fill, provide some of the words needed. 
  

Writing Make use of creative tasks that students can do at 
their own level. Use a correction code to give 
students a chance to self correct. Increase the word 
limit. 

Give a model or example before they start writing. Correct the draft with 
the student or in pairs before rewriting.Reduce the word limit. 

Speaking Ask students to justify their opinions. Pair higher level 
students together so they can really stretch 
themselves. 

Give students time to rehearse or plan their ideas. Pair weak and strong 
together. Elicit and practise the language they will be using beforehand 



 
 

U2    Song sample – differentiated tasks: 

A) What do you need to do I each one? 

B) Which is the easiest/ hardest? 

 

 

Answers: 

A)     You need to fill in the past participle 
B)      You need to fill in the auxiliary, past participle, put the lines in order and eliminate the 

lines you don’t hear 
C)      You need to put the lines in order 
D)     You need to put the lines in order and fill in the auxiliary and past participle. 

 
B is the hardest obviously. C or A is the easiest. But the point here is that the outcome is the same 

whichever task you do (getting the song lyrics, in the right order). 
 

Useful links: 

http://www.witslanguageschool.com/NewsRoom/ArticleView/tabid/180/ArticleId/58/Teaching-

Tips-Mixed-Ability-Classes.aspx 

http://www.witslanguageschool.com/NewsRoom/ArticleView/tabid/180/ArticleId/58/Teaching-Tips-Mixed-Ability-Classes.aspx
http://www.witslanguageschool.com/NewsRoom/ArticleView/tabid/180/ArticleId/58/Teaching-Tips-Mixed-Ability-Classes.aspx


 
http://larryferlazzo.edublogs.org/2011/09/05/the-best-resources-on-teaching-multilevel-eslefl-

classes/ 

http://eltlearningjourneys.com/2017/06/27/practical-tricks-for-mixed-ability-classes/ 

https://elt-resourceful.com/2012/02/17/ideas-for-providing-differentiation-that-dont-involve-

writing-different-materials-and-a-different-plan-for-each-student-in-the-class-2/ 

 

 

credits: 

http://www.witslanguageschool.com/NewsRoom/ArticleView/tabid/180/ArticleId/58/Teaching-

Tips-Mixed-Ability-Classes.aspx 

https://elt-resourceful.com/2012/02/17/ideas-for-providing-differentiation-that-dont-involve-

writing-different-materials-and-a-different-plan-for-each-student-in-the-class-2/ 

http://eltlearningjourneys.com/2017/06/27/practical-tricks-for-mixed-ability-classes/ 

https://www.teachingenglishgames.com/Articles/ESL_Multilevel_Activities.htm 

 

http://larryferlazzo.edublogs.org/2011/09/05/the-best-resources-on-teaching-multilevel-eslefl-classes/
http://larryferlazzo.edublogs.org/2011/09/05/the-best-resources-on-teaching-multilevel-eslefl-classes/
http://eltlearningjourneys.com/2017/06/27/practical-tricks-for-mixed-ability-classes/
https://elt-resourceful.com/2012/02/17/ideas-for-providing-differentiation-that-dont-involve-writing-different-materials-and-a-different-plan-for-each-student-in-the-class-2/
https://elt-resourceful.com/2012/02/17/ideas-for-providing-differentiation-that-dont-involve-writing-different-materials-and-a-different-plan-for-each-student-in-the-class-2/

