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Abstract
The presentation analyses solutions to the issues which arise from teaching EFL to mixed-level groups. It examines the advantages and disadvantages of various teaching techniques e.g. homogeneous vs. heterogeneous groups. It also gives tips and examples of how to run differentiated activities, open-ended tasks, task-based and problem-based activities as well as a selection of ideas for adapting course book materials. 
Summary
Students are often taught English as a Foreign Language (EFL) in groups organized by age, not stage. This means that in the same class, teachers are often faced with a huge range of levels, and the material dictated by their syllabus is only appropriate for a fraction of their students. Even when teachers have the freedom to design their own syllabus, whatever level they pitch their classes at, will only be right for a portion of their students.

This paper details the results of a survey conducted by the author about the impact of mixed-level groups on teaching and learning. The respondents were EFL teachers from around the globe, whose experiences confirm the detrimental effect this situation can have on students’ learning. For example, many teachers report frustration and lack of motivation from both higher level students (who get bored when the material is too easy) and lower level students (who get discouraged as they cannot access the material because it is too difficult).

The paper then examines the advantages and disadvantages of various teaching techniques that could be used to tackle this problem in order to begin to find solutions that will allow all students, no matter what their level, to progress in their EFL lessons. The proposed solutions include differentiated activities, homogeneous vs. heterogeneous groups, open-ended tasks, task-based and problem-based learning as well as a selection of ideas for adapting materials in order to better meet individual students’ needs.
Introduction

A few years ago I was teaching in a private high school in Ecuador. In my Year 9 group, I had 25 students; most of them in the lower intermediate range, but I also had five complete beginners as well as three or four upper intermediate students and one native speaker; a boy who had lived all of his 13 years in Miami and had just returned to his family’s country of origin. It was a challenge to say the least. I often felt like a large proportion of the class had learned very little if anything; either because the material was too difficult or because they already knew it all and were bored during the lesson. To make matters worse, both these groups of students displayed disruptive behaviour, which in turn affected even those students’ learning for whom the material was roughly of the right level. 

In most schools, students get lumped together by age rather than stage for their English lessons, and my research shows that my experience is typical of many classrooms around the world. Even when we are lucky enough to teach in an establishment where students are streamed according to level, there will still usually be a wide range of ability among the class.

This article will explore the advantages and disadvantages of various solutions to this problem by going through a number of practical ideas and activities for EFL teachers to try in their own classrooms.
Problems encountered while teaching mixed-level groups

In order to better understand the nature of the problem faced by EFL teachers when teaching mixed-level groups, I decided to survey teachers teaching English in many diverse contexts around the globe. 
Method:

During an IATEFL (International Association of Teachers of English as a Foreign Language) webinar that I presented in February 2017 entitled “Differentiation: Practical ideas for teaching mixed-level groups”, I asked attendees to describe the problems they face when teaching mixed-level groups. The survey was conducted online, and respondents typed their answers into the chat box in real time.
Respondents: 

There were 172 attendees, all of whom are currently working as EFL teachers around the globe. 88 teachers disclosed their country, 84 did not. The 88 participants who shared their location came from 40 different countries. The number of participants per continent was as follows; Europe: 46, Asia: 22, The Americas: 17, Africa: 2, Oceania: 1. 
Results: 
The results showed that teachers all over the world had very similar experiences when working with mixed-level groups. The most common responses, which were repeated by a number of respondents, were the following:

· Lower level students get left behind / get lost / discouraged / frustrated / feel ignored / intimidated

· Higher level students get frustrated / bored
· Difficult to keep students engaged and maintain motivation / interest 
· Difficult to reach the same objectives

· Disruptive behaviour

· Difficult to get everyone involved

· Difficult to keeping group together in terms of timing; some have finished, others barely started / some bored, some struggling

Analysis

One of the reasons these problems arise is that students in many schools around the world are taught English as a Foreign Language in groups organized by age, not stage. This means that in the same class, teachers are often faced with a huge range of levels, and the material dictated by their syllabus is only appropriate for a fraction of their students. Even when teachers have the freedom to design their own syllabus, whatever level they pitch their classes at, will only be right for a portion of their students. The results of the survey show that this leads to boredom and frustration for students for whom the work is too easy, and feelings of discouragement and confusion for those for whom the work is too difficult. Both groups may resort to disruptive behaviour; the former possibly because of boredom when they finish early and have nothing to do, and the latter possibly because they cannot access the material, and are unable to participate in any meaningful and productive way in the class, so they prefer to act out. This can then result in disruption even for those students for whom the material is roughly of the right level. This in turn, can mean that very little actual learning takes place in such lessons, and few students make progress in their language proficiency.
What is differentiation?

Our fundamental goal as teachers is to ensure that all students make progress in our lessons, in other words, that all students learn something or can do something better after being in our lesson, no matter what their starting point or level. From the analysis of the problem, it is clear that in order to reach this goal what is needed as a solution is a teaching strategy that takes students’ individual differences into account. Tomlinson (2001) calls this differentiation, namely, the practice of planning and delivering lessons where different students do different activities that are in some way matched to their level / ability / preferences or individual needs. 
Differentiation is a basic requirement of teachers in secondary education in the UK. When school inspectors in the UK come to inspect a school, teachers cannot obtain an “outstanding” or even “good” grade for their observed lesson unless they demonstrate that they have differentiated the material and activities to meet the various needs of their students. While this is standard procedure in UK secondary schools, differentiation seems to be a somewhat neglected area in EFL. It is not on the syllabus of international EFL teacher training courses like the CELTA and the Delta, and the standard key books recommended for EFL teachers (e.g. A-Z of ELT by Scott Thornbury or Learning Teaching by Jim Scrivener or Teaching and Learning in the Language Classroom) give very little if any advice about how to tackle mixed-level groups. This is a pity, since differentiation – when done effectively – can have a huge impact on students’ progress, motivation and enjoyment of English lessons, and for that reason I believe it is an important area for EFL teachers to focus on more.
Possible solutions using differentiation 

This section contains practical ideas and examples of how EFL teachers can differentiate their lessons. There are many different types of differentiation; here I will cover differentiation by task, grouping and outcome as well as offer other simple ideas on how to differentiate almost any classroom or homework activity.
Differentiation by task
The basic idea behind differentiating by task is that students do different tasks or different versions of the same task with broadly the same objective. An efficient way to design differentiated tasks is to take a medium-level activity or worksheet that is of the right level for the average students in a group and then add scaffolding for weaker students and add challenge for the more advanced students, resulting in 3 levels of worksheets.
Example Lesson
What follows is a description of a lesson plan using differentiation by task where the objective of the lesson is to revise and practise the present continuous and improve listening skills.
Step 1: Explain that you have 3 worksheets, all 3 contain the lyrics of the classic EFL present continuous song “Tom’s Diner” with gaps in the lyrics, but that the worksheets are of different levels of difficulty: 

· Level 1 Worksheet: Added scaffolding: The worksheet is made easier by having fewer gaps than the others. This gives students extra processing time in between gaps. The words missing are all verbs in the present continuous and they are all common verbs which even lower level learners will likely to be familiar with. There is also a word bank of the missing verbs in their base form for students to choose from. There are fewer comprehension questions, which are very basic. 

· Level 2 Worksheet: Medium difficulty: This worksheet has more gaps than level 1 and fewer gaps than level 3. The words missing are all present continuous verbs but include less common verbs too. There are more comprehension questions than in level 1 and they are more difficult, relating to both the grammatical form of the lyrics as well as the meaning. 

· Level 3 Worksheet: Added Challenge: There are many more words missing, almost 50%. Students will need near native level competence to catch the words and write them in the gaps fast enough on the first listen. The words missing are verbs in the present continuous, present simple and also nouns. The comprehension questions require higher-order thinking skills such as inference, deduction, creativity, analysis and evaluation.  

Step 2: Ask students to choose a worksheet each depending on their level of English in general and their level of listening competence in particular, and to sit together with other students who chose the same worksheet so they form homogeneous groups of students with roughly the same English level as themselves. 

Step 3: Ask students to read through the lyrics, discuss any new vocabulary in groups and try to guess what might go in the gaps. Monitor carefully, giving level-appropriate input where necessary.

Step 4: Play the song 3 times, students fill in the gaps as they listen, in between each listen students within the same group compare answers and discuss their hypotheses about what they heard.

Step 5: Check the answers by eliciting each line from a different student and then playing the corresponding line on a youtube video of the song which also shows the lyrics to the song.

Step 6: Get students to sing along to the song. This is fun and aids pronunciation as well as assimilation of collocations, vocabulary, etc.

Differentiation by task deals efficiently with almost all of the problems which respondents mentioned in the survey. Higher level students are unlikely to finish early and get bored since their worksheet provides them with sufficient challenge (more gaps, complex comprehension questions) to keep them occupied while lower level students work at their own pace to fill in the gaps on their own less challenging worksheets. This means that the teacher can keep the group together in terms of timing; listening 3 times and then proceeding to feedback. Lower level students are much less likely to experience the negative feelings of frustration, being left out, or discouragement, because their worksheet is accessible and appropriate for their level. At the same time, all students should make progress and reach the same broad objective of revising and practising the present continuous and practising and improving their listening skills.
Alternatives when choreographing differentiation by task
One potentially sensitive issue when setting up a differentiated activity like this is how to allocate students to levels. Alternatives include; a) the teacher openly allocating students to levels, b) students choosing their own level, or c) the teacher allocating the levels without the students being aware of it. All of these alternatives have advantages and disadvantages. 
If the teacher allocates the levels, s/he knows that all students will be doing work at the appropriate level for each of them. On the other hand, however, there is a danger that the students allocated to the lowest level will feel various negative emotions; they may be embarrassed in front of their peers to be placed in the lower level, they may feel labelled by the teacher as “weak” or “bad” at English, all of which can lead to demotivation and would be counterproductive to the whole exercise which is meant to improve students’ confidence and motivation, not sap it. For this reason, teachers might opt for the other two options instead.
Allowing students to choose their own level is one of Penny Ur’s 100 teaching tips (Ur, 2016) and has been, in my experience, the most effective alternative. It respects and foments students’ autonomy, gives students responsibility for their own learning and thus creates a mature, purposeful learning environment. It also gives students the freedom to choose different levels depending on the skill to be practiced in each activity, since, as Scrivener (2005) points out, one individual student may “have a range of levels over the different language systems and skills” (p. 68). For example, a student might have a higher level of reading comprehension than listening. The disadvantage of this option is the possibility that students will choose a level that is either too easy for them, possibly owing to laziness, or a level that is too difficult, possibly in order to show off in front of their peers. While this may happen, the detrimental effects of such choices are not as serious as the negative psychological effects associated with labelling, moreover, if differentiation and level choice are a regular occurrence in one’s classroom, students soon learn that they are better off choosing the right level for themselves. 

Teacher allocation of levels without students being aware of it seems like an ideal solution as it avoids both of the major disadvantages associated with the other two options; students do not feel labelled and they cannot choose inappropriately. Teachers can allocate students to different groups (seemingly randomly) and then give each group a different worksheet. Students tend not to pay much attention to what is happening in other groups, especially if they assume everybody has the same worksheet, so it is possible that students will happily go through the whole lesson oblivious that they are working at different levels. However, there are two drawbacks to this approach, one is obviously; what if they do realise that different groups are doing different work? Secondly, some teachers, like myself, feel inherently uncomfortable about tricking their students in this way, even if it is for their own benefit.

For these reasons, it may be preferable to allow students to choose their own level and try to mitigate the effects of inappropriate choices by guiding or encouraging rather than tricking or coercing.

Differentiation by grouping
In a communicative EFL classroom, students often work in pairs or small groups on an activity or task. In a mixed-level class, the teacher needs to make decisions about how to form these groups; should we group similar ability students together (as in the example above) or should we have students work in mixed-level groups? Below I discuss the advantages and disadvantages of both options.
Heterogeneous groups
Heterogeneous (mixed-level) groups have the major advantage that the higher level students can help the lower level students who thereby have the opportunity to enter the ‘zone of proximal development’, which is a how Vygotsky (1978) referred to a metaphorical place where students can do more than they would be able to do on their own through supportive interaction with someone of a higher level of knowledge or competence. The same idea was expressed by Krashen (1988) when he spoke of the importance of ‘comprehensible input’. According to this hypothesis, learners improve and progress when they receive second language 'input' that is one step beyond their current stage of linguistic competence. Higher level classmates are ideally placed to provide this type of input. In a study on learner interaction, Michael Long and Patricia Porter (1985) found that when intermediate EFL students spoke to advanced students, they talked more and conversations lasted longer than when they spoke to intermediate students.
However, there are also disadvantages to grouping students in this way. Higher level students might feel used and/or that they are not learning. Some higher level students may feel that it is not their job to always be explaining things to their lower level classmates, and they may feel that their own learning is suffering as they are not able to improve their English if they are always being used to help the weaker ones.

In fact, a number of research studies show that heterogeneous groups are not only beneficial for the lower level students, but are actually mutually beneficial. For example, Faust and Paulson (1998) found that when higher level students have to teach or explain something to their peers, this helps them to learn the material even better themselves, helping them to become more accurate in the process. So, it might be an idea for teachers to share this with students in order to encourage higher level students to see that they are also benefitting from this type of set up. 
Another problem with heterogeneous groups which respondents mentioned was that the stronger students tend to take over and dominate the conversation or activity and the weaker students might feel embarrassed when speaking and say very little. Yule and Macdonald (1990) found that for heterogeneous groups (or pairs) to be truly beneficial for the lower level learner, it is important for the higher level student to be placed in a less dominant role than the lower level student, otherwise the more proficient students tend to just take over the task. 
Moreover, by using heterogeneous groupings, we run the risk of replicating all the problems which arise form teaching mixed-level classes, just on a smaller scale. Many of the problems mentioned by respondents in the survey might well be experienced by the students working in these smaller mixed-level groups. 

Owing to the possible negative feelings associated with heterogeneous groups, (e.g. higher level students feeling used and lower level students feeling embarrassed to contribute), it is important to vary the groupings, and to sometimes have students working in homogeneous groups too. 
Homogeneous groups
Forming homogeneous groups (i.e. seating students of a similar level together) has the flipside of the advantages and disadvantages of using heterogeneous groups. As illustrated above with the song example, when students work in homogeneous groups, it is possible to differentiate by task, thereby having all students working on an activity appropriately challenging for them. This way higher level students aren’t held back, and lower level students don’t feel embarrassed for knowing much less than their higher level classmates, because they are sitting with students who are of a similar level. Thus, everyone can work at their own pace and make progress. However, this also means that lower level students do not receive the higher level input from their more advanced counterparts, which would help them develop faster, and it is still possible that lower level students’ self-esteem is affected simply by having been placed in a “weaker” group.
For these reasons, I recommend that teachers alternate between using heterogeneous and homogeneous groups within their classroom. This way, students receive the benefits of both approaches over a sequence of lessons.

Other differentiation ideas

Course book adjustments
What follows are some tips about how to differentiate typical EFL course books activities. Often, even small adjustments to the way such tasks are presented, can provide each student with a suitable level of challenge. Some of the following ideas are loosely based on Penny Ur’s ideas (Cambridge University Press ELT, 2015).
Matching activities

When students are asked to match something up (e.g. pictures with vocabulary, vocabulary with definitions, etc.) removing one set of options adds challenge to the task. For example, teachers can create 3 levels of challenge from the same vocabulary-definition matching activity by having lower level students work on the original activity; matching items from two given lists, for medium level students, removing the vocabulary items for students to write in themselves adds one level of challenge. Finally, for higher level students, keeping the vocabulary items and removing the definitions for students to write themselves, makes the task even more challenging. Limiting the number of items to be matched can help lower level students further, and thereby also helps to keep the class together in terms of pace.

Fill in the gaps type grammar activities

Course books often have many gap fill activities for students to complete; e.g. an example sentence is provided with a gap for the verb and the verb in its base form in brackets after the gap and students are expected to fill in the gap using the correct form of the verb given. A simple way to make such activities more challenging is to remove the verb from the brackets. This also gives higher level students the opportunity to be more creative and focus on meaning as well as form. If teachers ask their higher level students to think of as many verbs as they can to fit the gap, this can help expand their vocabulary and build awareness of collocations, which in turn will keep higher level students challenged and occupied while lower level students work at their own pace focusing exclusively on form.
Reading activities 
In order to support lower level students with reading texts, I have found jigsaw reading (e.g. as described by Thornbury, 2006) and flipping the classroom to be the most effective strategies. Jigsaw reading is when each member of a small heterogeneous group of students reads a different part of the same text and then explains (in English) what they have read to each other. This way, each student only has to read a shorter section rather than the whole text, and each is responsible for the global understanding of the other members of their group. Differentiating a jigsaw reading activity is easy, since the teacher can allocate a shorter and relatively simple section of the text to their lower level students, and a longer section including the most challenging section to their higher level students.
Telling students what you plan to cover in the following lesson can be a very powerful technique to support lower level students since it provides them with the opportunity to read ahead (in the case of a reading lesson) and thus familiarize themselves with the reading text to be covered in class, looking up new vocabulary etc., this can help them save face in the lesson in front of their more advanced peers, and can help them feel included and motivated, instead of lost and frustrated. This can work equally well for a grammar or listening lesson too and is a variation on the flipped classroom technique where students read a text or watch a video on the following lesson’s topic before the lesson. 
Differentiation by outcome

Another effective differentiation technique involves setting all students the same broad task, usually in heterogeneous groups, where each student is free to contribute to the task in the way that best fits their level and their individual strengths.
Project Work
One example of differentiation by outcome is project work, where students work together on creating a final product (video, text, newspaper, blog, webpage, theatre play, etc.). Groups decide on how to allocate various tasks to members of the team, so that everyone is able to contribute. This way, each student is able to access the task and to make a contribution to the final product at their own level. 
One project I have used with excellent results in a mixed-level group of secondary school students in Ecuador is the “Movie Project”. The steps of the project were as follows: Students formed groups of 4-6 and then they had to: think of story, write the script in English, rehearse it, act it out, film it and edit it. We screened the films in class and they had to vote for the best actress, best actor, best film etc. following categories from the Oscars. Then all those nominated had to write acceptance speeches in case they won an Oscar, then the class had to organise the Oscars ceremony, writing the hosts’ scripts etc., then we held the Oscars ceremony where the hosts (students) announced the winners and the winners delivered their acceptance speeches. The students enjoyed the project enormously, and all students, no matter what their level, got involved and improved their English in the process.
Conclusion
When faced with mixed-level groups, teachers can often feel overwhelmed by the daunting task ahead of them, and it can seem impossible to reach the goal of having all students progress, since they have such different levels, and such diverse needs. However, differentiation techniques like differentiation by task, by grouping, by outcome and adapting course book materials to match students’ level can go a long way to solve these problems. Occasionally breaking up the regular routine with task-based or project based work can also allow students to improve their English no matter what their current level.
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