
 

 

 

 

 

 

Multi-level classes have always been a source of difficulty in English Language Teaching. 

The differences between individuals can sometimes give us a mountain to climb as we try 

to balance the needs of stronger and weaker learners. This shouldn't really be so 

surprising, though, because as soon as we have more than one learner, we have a multi-

level class. 

 

But levels of what? In this article, we'll identify some of the many types of difference 

between learners. We’ll also look at some things that are rarely spoken about – the 

positive aspects of multi-level classes, how different learners enrich our lessons, and how 

we can provide a supportive and inclusive atmosphere that increases and maintains their 

interest and motivation. 
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Differences between learners 

So what are the differences in multi-level classes and how do they impact on teachers? 

Firstly, there's more to these differences than just varying levels of ability. They may 

include different reasons for learning, backgrounds, learning styles, experience and 

expectations, as well as levels of interest, aptitude, confidence and motivation. Students’ 

reasons for learning English can differ immensely and generally include things such as 

making new friends, getting out the house, gaining entry qualifications for university study, 

enhancing career prospects, hobbies – sometimes, they’re not even sure themselves why 

they want to learn! Motivation levels also vary – not everyone is in love with learning 

English right from the start. As a result, creating interest and presenting language in an 

enjoyable way is crucial to changing students' perceptions, and there is often a close 

correlation between liking the teacher and enjoying the subject.  

 

Learners' ability and aptitude for language learning also tend to vary greatly and this 

sometimes alters the 'flow' of lessons. (We’ll return to this subject later). The terms ‘ability’ 

and ‘aptitude’ are often confused but ‘aptitude’ generally refers to our potential to do 

things, while ‘ability’ describes our capabilities, what we can do at a point in time. This is 
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an important distinction, and is often overlooked in student assessment, which generally 

focuses on ‘ability’ – what students are – rather than ‘aptitude’ – what they might be given 

time. Other factors obviously include the learners' background and level of exposure to the 

language. Previous language learning experiences also tend to shape expectations – for 

instance, if students are used to a transfer model of education, shifting from deductive to 

inductive learning can be both uncomfortable and confusing. 

Students also display a variety of different learning styles even though they are not always 

aware of it themselves. Consequently, we should vary the way we present language and 

practice activities, so that they have the opportunity to access information more easily. 

 

Two of the most important factors are levels of confidence and motivation. Students often 

start language courses full of hope and good intentions but sometimes lose heart, hide in 

the background or even drop out completely. Confidence is easy to lose and hard to get 

back: if learners become nervous and stressed, they'll generally be unwilling to try the 

language out and take chances. Confidence also has a direct effect on motivation, which 

as Dörnyei points out, is probably the most important aspect as 'without it, nothing much 

happens'.  
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Positive aspects 

It may be better to view these differences and inconsistencies as challenges rather than 

problems. And we shouldn’t forget that multi-level classes have many positive aspects. 

Firstly, if there are more students in the class, there are more possibilities for learner 

interaction in pair and group work. As a result, the teacher should spend less time talking, 

giving students more opportunities for speaking practice. Sometimes teachers miss 

chances to utilise this opportunity out of fear of losing control. Though this fear is 

understandable, it is still disappointing that the opportunity is missed. In addition, larger 

classes generally provide more ideas and variety. They can also promote more 

independent learning through peer teaching and correction. This offers a socially-

constructed environment, with stronger students helping weaker ones, and reflects 

Vygotsky's 'zones of proximal development'. And for teachers themselves, mixed ability 

classes are always interesting and offer a natural source of professional development.  
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Although many courses at private language schools are arranged according to level, 

learners’ ability levels mat still vary considerably. So what can we do to maintain levels of 

interest and motivation? I don’t have any definitive answers but there are three things we 

can try. 

 

The first possibility relates to affect and flow. Alternatively, we can also make intuitive 

adjustments to lesson activities, or leave the students to find their own level in a supportive 

atmosphere. 

 

Affect and flow 

One of the most important aspects in learning is affect and flow. Put simply, ‘affect’ relates 

to learners’ feelings of emotional well-being, security and happiness. In a sense, it sets the 

foundations for cognitive learning. Without it, learners’ chances of success are diminished, 

and self-confidence, self-esteem and self-actualisation are lost. Though it might seem like 

a basic concept, ‘affect’ is often overlooked by teachers who take a transfer approach to 

learning and do not involve students in a personalised way. Consequently, educational 

psychologists such as Jane Arnold and Carl Rogers have been generally critical about 
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western education. Claiming that students 'have been educated from the neck up for the 

last 50 years', they suggest that education has focused only on cognitive aspects and not 

considered the whole learner, and their feelings, opinions and needs. 

 

The idea of 'flow' (Csikszentmihalyi) is also important. This aims to create good learning 

conditions through activities that are carefully graded and achievable. Activities that do not 

fulfill these criteria will result in lessons involving some kind of loss. If the lesson content is 

too difficult, learners will often lose heart and become anxious. On the other hand, if our 

activities are too easy, they may lose interest and get bored. Aims should be clear so that 

learners can understand the rationale and if the content is well graded, they will feel in 

control and confident. Learning should also feel rewarding, so it's vital to offer immediate 

feedback, correcting mistakes in a supportive way and giving praise and encouragement 

so that the learners feel valued. Too often the pursuit of perfection and correction can have 

a disastrous effect on communication, and leads to what Swan calls 'error-free silence'. 

The students make no mistakes, because they say nothing at all. However, if activities are 

suited to their abilities, students are happy and focused and the lesson will seem to pass 

quickly and enjoyably, as in the English expression 'time flies when you're having fun'. 
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There are therefore essentially two ways we can deal with multi-level classes. We can 

adjust content to their level or we can give students the room to find their own level from 

the same material. 

 

Tiered tasks, bias tasks and complementary tasks 

Editing the lesson content can be beneficial in three ways. Firstly, we can use a 'tiered 

task' to change the level of grammar and vocabulary. Secondly, we can use a 'bias task' 

that adjusts the amount of material to retain an element of challenge for stronger students 

and provide assistance for lower-level learners. Thirdly, we can also use 'complementary 

tasks' to promote pairwork and set up activities that require students to work together in 

order to complete tasks successfully. Let's look at tiered tasks first to see how they can 

help students, keep them involved and motivated, and build confidence through achievable 

activities in class. 

 

(In all of the following examples, the lower-level materials with a red border are for student 

A, and the higher level worksheets with a green border are for student B). 
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The Bermuda Triangle 

 
Student A 
 
From 1945 to the present day, more than one thousand people have disappeared 
in the area of the 'Bermuda Triangle'. In the days of sailing ships, some people 
believed that ships in this area __________ __________ (destroyed) by sea 
monsters. Other people think that the disappearances __________ __________ 
(caused) by something else.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Bermuda Triangle 

Student B 
 
From 1945 to the present day, more than a hundred people and planes and over 
one thousand people have mysteriously disappeared in the 'Bermuda Triangle' 
area. However the 'Bermuda Triangle is not just a recent phenomenon. In the days 
of sailing ships, people believed that the ships in this area __________ 
__________ (destroy) by something terrible. Some people __________ (think) that 
the disappearances __________ __________ (cause) by devils. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Adjusting lesson content through tiered tasks  

If we use a tiered task, we can adjust the level of difficulty in terms of both grammar and 

vocabulary. The first activity below shows how we can create a two-level text for students.  

 

Mixed Feelings
Maintaining interest and motivation in mixed ability classes

by Terry Prosser
© Cambridge University Press 2012



The content is similar in each case – learning the passive voice in a text about the 

Bermuda Triangle. However, there are slight changes that provide an appropriate level of 

challenge in proportion to different levels of ability. Text A is slightly easier than text B, in 

that the past participles are already provided for the students. All they have to do is add 

the auxiliary verb to complete the text. However, student B has more to think about, and 

has to decide on the active or passive form, and also add both the auxiliary and past 

participle verbs. The verbs are provided in parentheses but could also be displayed in a 

word bank for lower-level learners if needed. The second text also helps to develop 

vocabulary with the inclusion of words such as 'phenomenon', and 'terrible'. Furthermore, it 

introduces contrast clauses such as 'however' and offers synonyms ('think' - 'believe') in a 

clear context.  

 

Another example, 'An Evening at the Cinema', highlights how we can grade lesson content 

by using a short dialogue. This time, there's no difference in the grammar, but text B 

includes more natural language for higher level learners.  

Mixed Feelings
Maintaining interest and motivation in mixed ability classes

by Terry Prosser
© Cambridge University Press 2012



 
An Evening at the Cinema 

 
Student A 
 
Kate.     Hello! Kate speaking. 
Tim.      Hello. It's Tim.  
Kate.     Oh, hello Tim! How are you? 
Tim.      I am fine thanks. How are you? 
Kate.     Yes, I'm fine. 
Tim.      Would you like to come to the cinema with me tonight? 
Kate.     No thanks. 
Tim.      Oh, please. There's a great film on at the Odeon Three. It's the Bourne 

Ultimatum. I know you'll love it. You like action thrillers, don't you?  
Kate.     I do but I have lots of work to do. Can we go out tomorrow. We could go to 

the cinema or go to the new cafe in town. 
Tim.      Ok, that's a good idea. I'll call you tomorrow at about 7pm. Bye. 
Kate.     Bye Tim. 
Kate.     See you Tim. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
An Evening at the Cinema 

 
Student B 
 
Kate.     Hello! Kate speaking. 
Tim.      Hi. It's Tim.  
Kate.     Oh, hi Tim! How you doing? 
Tim.      I'm fine thanks. How's it going? 
Kate.     Yeah, I'm fine.  
Tim.      Do you fancy coming to the cinema with me tonight? 
Kate.     Oh that's nice of you. Thanks, I'd love to but I can't make it this evening. 
Tim.      Oh, come on, please. There's a brilliant film on at the Odeon Three. It's the 

Bourne Ultimatum. I know you'll love it. You're into action thrillers, aren't 
you?  

Kate.     I am but I've got loads on tonight. I'm free tomorrow though. Can we get 
together tomorrow evening instead? We could go to the cinema or check 
out that new cafe in town. 

Tim.      Ok, that's a great idea. I'll give you a call tomorrow at about 7pm. See you. 
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This maintains an element of challenge and growth for stronger students and helps to 

create flow. Moreover, the use of ellipsis and words and phrases such as  'hi', 'how's it 

going', 'fancy', 'you're into', 'loads on tonight', 'check out' and 'see you' can be identified 

afterwards and concept checked for lower-level students. This could also easily be done 

through a follow up worksheet (see below) and pairwork, which puts stronger and weaker 

students together to compare the two texts. This helps to introduce new phrases for lower-

level learners and simultaneously reinforces them for higher level students.  
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Natural English 

 
Work with a partner. Compare the conversations.  

Find a word or phrase that means: 
 
 

Hello                                      How are you?                              Would you like...? 
 

 
You like...                                               I'm busy. 

 
 

Meet                                              Go to / see...                                               Bye 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Adjusting lesson content through bias tasks 

Of course, editing the content into tiered tasks is fairly easy when we are writing our own 

materials. But what do we do when the students are working from a coursebook? Well, 

although we can't change the text, we can alter the task by including bias activities and 

adjusting the amount so that stronger students do more. The activities below show how we 

can adjust coursebook content to create complementary tasks with different levels of 

difficulty, as well as setting up information gaps and learner interaction.  
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Making Movies 

Student A 
 
1. Where was the first public film shown? 
2. What was the first talking movie called? 
3. When did the first colour movie appear? 
4. How long did it take to make 'Toy Story?' 
5. What was the owl's name in Harry Potter? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In the first activity, student A has to find the answers to the questions. Student B has a 

more complex task – constructing questions from answers – though they can receive 

support and feedback from the lower-level student. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Making Movies 

Student B 
 
1. In Paris. 
2. 'The Jazz Singer'. 
3. In the 1930s. 
4. It took 800,000 hours. 
5. Its name was Hedwig. 
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The next activity is essentially a 'dual choice, multiple choice' activity, and once again the 

second handout is more challenging. Student A has only two possible choices while the 

higher level student has more distractors to deal with. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Making Movies 

Student A 
 
1. Which film took 800,000 hours to make? 
 

A. The Lord of the Rings 
B. Toy Story 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Making Movies 

Student B 
 
1.  Which film took 800,000 hours to make? 
 

A. Treasure Planet 
B. The Lord of the Rings 
C. Toy Story 
D. Harry Potter and the Philosopher's Stone 
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If we sense a more considerable difference in ability levels between students, tiered and 

bias tasks can easily be combined. The Brad Pitt biography below highlights how we can 

rewrite a text to match different levels of ability. Text A has been simplified and shortened 

for the weaker students, while text B provides more challenging vocabulary and lexical 

density for the stronger learners. This includes lexis such as 'early years', 'unique', 'hopped 

in', 'wallet', 'escorting', 'whatever', 'salvage', 'cast', 'role', memorable', 'launched', 'success 

followed', 'high-profile relationship', 'starred' and 'continues to be'. 

Moreover, the grammar in text B is more complex, with examples of the present perfect 

simple and continuous, modal verbs and also relative clauses. Text B also includes more 

comprehension checking questions and reflects the speed and ability of higher level 

students. 
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Brad Pitt 

 
Student A: 
 
Brad Pitt was born on December 18th, 1963 in Shawnee, Oklahoma. His mother was 
a school counsellor and his father owned a trucking firm. His family moved to 
Springfield, Missouri and Brad went to school at Kickapoo High School. He had a 
very happy childhood. 
 
Brad studied journalism at the University of Missouri but he left a few hours before 
graduation and drove to California. Brad arrived in Los Angeles and he has been 
living there ever since. 
 
Brad found work quickly – standing outside ‘El Pollo Loco’ restaurant in a chicken 
outfit and driving people around in a limousine. He also worked as a swimming pool 
attendant and saved his money for his acting lessons. In 1991 Brad was in the movie 
'Thelma and Louise' and it started his successful film career. 
 
Afterwards Brad was in films like 'Seven Years in Tibet' and also 'The Devil's Own' 
with Harrison Ford. In 1998 he met Jennifer Aniston and they got married in July 
2000. Later he divorced and he is now with Angelina Jolie.  
 
Brad has received two Oscar nominations so far and a Golden Globe for his 
performance in ‘Legends of the Fall’. He has also been in 'Ocean's Eleven', 'The 
Mexican' and ‘Troy’ and continues to be one of the most popular and well-known 
actors in Hollywood.  
 
 
 
1. What did Brad love when he was a boy? 
2. What was Brad's car called? 
3. How much money did Brad have when he arrived in California? 
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Brad Pitt 

Student B: 
 
 
Brad Pitt was born on December 18th, 1963 in Shawnee, Oklahoma. His family 
moved to Springfield, Missouri and it was there that Brad spent his early years. His 
childhood was a happy one, but there was one thing about Brad that made him 
unique, he loved movies, really loved them. 
 
After high school, he studied at the University of Missouri. However, Brad left a few 
hours before graduation, hopped in his car named "Runaround Sue" and went to 
California. Brad arrived in Los Angeles, young and ambitious and with $325 in his 
wallet. He has been living there ever since. 
 
Brad found work quickly – standing outside ‘El Pollo Loco’ restaurant in a chicken 
outfit and escorting people around in a limousine. He also worked as a swimming 
pool attendant and whatever money he could salvage paid for his acting lessons. In 
1991 Brad was cast in the role of 'J.D.' in the movie 'Thelma and Louise' and his 
performance was so memorable that it launched a long and successful film career.  
 
More success followed with the epic 'Seven Years in Tibet' and also 'The Devil's 
Own'. In July 2000 he got married to Jennifer Aniston. He later divorced and is now 
in a high-profile relationship with Angelina Jolie who he met on the set of 'Mr and Mrs 
Smith'. 
 
Brad has received two Oscar nominations so far, as well as a Golden Globe. He has 
also starred in 'Ocean's Eleven', 'The Mexican' and the epic ‘Troy’ and continues to 
be one of the most popular and well-known actors in Hollywood. 
 
 
 
1. What jobs did Brad's parents do? 
2. Where did Brad go to school when he was a boy? 
3. What did Brad study at University? 
4. Who worked with Brad in the film The Devil's Own? 
5. When did Brad meet Jennifer Aniston? 
6. What film did Brad win a Golden Globe award for? 
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Brad Pitt 

Student A 
 
Work together with a partner and ask them the following questions: 
 
 
1. What jobs did Brad's parents do? 
2. Where did Brad go to school when he was a boy? 
3. What did Brad study at University? 
4. Who worked with Brad in the film The Devil's Own? 
5. When did Brad meet Jennifer Aniston? 
6. What film did Brad win a Golden Globe award for? 
 
 

Adjusting lesson content through complementary tasks  

So what else can we do? We can change the amount of content for different students and 

set up complementary tasks to encourage learner interaction. One way of doing this is to 

set up pair work through an information gap such as a jigsaw reading activity. In this 

situation, students need to work together to complete activities successfully. These could 

be in the form of incomplete texts that require them to share information or by answering 

comprehension checking questions together. Once again, these ideas can be used in bias 

tasks by adjusting the amount of questions each student has to answer. For example, we 

could alter the number of questions slightly as shown below, so that student A has to ask 

more questions than before. 
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At first glance, it looks as though the lower-level student has more to do. However, the 

fact that they are asking more questions means that the stronger student is being 

challenged and needs to skim and scan the text for more information. At the same time, 

student A practises question formation incidentally and has a more achievable, 

confidence-building task with fewer questions to answer.  

 

Although changing coursebook content requires more preparation from the teacher, editing 

texts and activities isn't too time consuming and tends to produce good results in the 

classroom. I’d also recommend that you let students choose their task level rather than 

assigning them a level every time. They usually prefer to do achievable things rather than 

being out of their depth, and if we change pairs around from the first day of class, they 

don't really question working with different partners on a regular basis.  

 

Providing support - alleviating anxiety 

Although changing lesson content can be really useful in providing achievable activities for 

students, letting students find their own level can be just as effective. Though there might 
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be difficult grammar or vocabulary in certain sections of coursebooks, potential problems 

can often be overcome if we anticipate difficulties and present things in a contextual way. 

Warmers and ice breakers tend to relax students, even if they have no real connection to 

the main focus of the lesson. The first five minutes of a class are quite important: if we 

begin in a positive way, the students will usually be more open to the lesson content. Pre-

teaching vocabulary can also be helpful. Setting the scene can help to involve the 

learners, activate their background knowledge and prepare them for reading and listening 

in a more integrated way. Clear models and identifying certain features of different text 

types guide their writing. Providing useful phrases tends to help learner interaction and 

fluency in speaking activities. In terms of grammar, presenting things in a natural context 

and using the content inductively are often effective. Similarly, a clear, deductive 

explanation can also save time and provide a framework for controlled and freer activities.  

 

One of the most crucial aspects of teaching multi-level classes is an awareness of how the 

learners are doing. Maria Montessori once said that we teach too much, and should 

observe more. By setting up and fostering learner interaction, we can take the focus away 

from teachers, freeing them to monitor, and offer praise, guidance and correction in a 
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supportive environment. Too often we fall into the trap of taking answers from stronger 

students, and this sends the wrong message out to lower-level learners. If we want an 

inclusive classroom, we have to encourage lower-level learners to take chances, and we 

must value their contributions too. 

 

Finding their own level 

We must accept that we can't do everything for learners – their development largely 

depends on their own motivation. Nevertheless, we can offer opportunities for learning 

outside the classroom – through multimedia and graded readers, for example. The internet 

in particular seems to be intuitively appealing for most students. Providing Webquests, 

allowing students to surf the internet for information, create PowerPoint presentations, and 

use online dictionaries, often alters their perception, alleviates anxiety and gives them 

room to learn at their own pace away from the demands of the classroom.  

 

Similarly, the use of graded readers gives students the chance to choose books that they 

are interested in, and to select their own level and read at their own pace. Graded readers 

offer further exposure to the language and generally increase syntactic control, lexical 
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development and incidental learning. They encourage a personal and meaningful 

response, allowing learners to take an inferential walk through the text, without the 

pressure of answering endless comprehension checking questions and being forced to 

read in a referential way. 

 

In the end, though, nothing that we do can promise success, and we have to be realistic. 

We can do our best to encourage successful learning, though, by offering a supportive 

atmosphere for multi-level classes. Using clear teacher language, modelling activities, 

providing the language learners need, open-ended questions and encouraging a personal 

response, will all help. If students are interested and motivated they'll usually learn 

anyway, so an affective environment, achievable activities and flow are key conditions for 

success. And if you tell them that what they think is impossible, is really possible, 

sometimes they believe you. 
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