
Mixed-ability classes 

Supporting the individual 

Edmund Dudley 



In this session  

 

• What do we mean by mixed ability? 

• Challenges and opportunities 

• Using materials flexibly 

• Designing your own activities 
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A day out on the river 

What can you do on the river in the summer in Oxford? 

 

 

 

Which punt would you choose? Why? 

 

 

Are students the same as punts?  
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punts 



Mixed-level classes 

 

 

Grouping students by level: does it really give us same-level 

groups? 
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Every learner has an individual range of levels. 

Every class is a mixed-level class. 

         Scrivener (1994/2005:69) 



Mixed classes 

More than just ‘ability’  

• Work in small groups. 

 

• Think about your learners. How do they differ from each 

other? 

 

• Continue the list 
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- language-learning ability 

- language knowledge 

- learning style 

- attitude to the language 



Mixed classes 

Differences between learners 

• language-learning ability 

• language knowledge 

• learning style 

• attitude to the language 

• cultural background 

• mother tongue 

• intelligence 

• world knowledge 

• learning experience 

• knowledge of other languages 
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• age or maturity 

• gender 

• personality 

• confidence  

• motivation 

• interests 

• independence   

• self-discipline  

• educational level 

    Ur (1996:304) 

 



Heterogeneous groups 

The pros and cons 

 Pros:  

• Diversity and variety 

• Promoting tolerance and 

acceptance of differences  

• Co-operation and peer-

teaching 
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 Cons: 

• Keeping everyone interested 

• Catering to different needs 

• Finding suitable materials 



Using materials flexibly 

Compulsory and optional 

• Can you think of two more words to add to each group? 

 

 

 

 

 

• Now you have 30 seconds.  

  Write as many different fruits as you can! 
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Using materials flexibly 

Compulsory and optional 

 

 

What are the strengths of this activity? 

 

• Everyone gets a chance to contribute 

• Stronger students do not dominate 

• Students need to listen to one other 

• Students can learn from one other 
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Using materials flexibly 

Open-ended prompts 
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Using materials flexibly 

From closed to open prompts 

 Where would you write these words 

on the map?  

 

- football 

- music 

- love 

- beauty 

- food 

 

Now explain your choices. 
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Using materials flexibly 

Extra options 
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Vocabulary 

puzzles 

Curriculum 

extra 

Extra listening 

and speaking 
Culture 



Using materials flexibly  

Graded workbook activities 
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Designing your own activities 

Five activity types – Penny Ur 

Brainstorm 

Recall 
and 

share 

Doing 
your own 

thing 

Fluid 
pairs 

Passing it 
round 

Professional Development 14 



Brainstorm 

Using pictures 

 Free association 

 List at least seven words you associate with this picture. 

 

 

 

 

 

Now show your list to a partner.  

Can you agree on three words? 
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Brainstorm 

Using pictures 
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Recall and share 

Penny Ur on ‘recall and share’ 

‘The class is exposed to some kind of material, written, spoken 

or graphic – for example, a set of words or phrases. The 

material is then withdrawn, and students are asked to write 

down as much as they can remember of it.  Subsequently they 

come together in twos or threes to share results. Finally, the 

teacher may re-present the original material or initiate a pooling 

of results.’ 1996:312 
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Recall and share 
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Doing your own thing 

Penny Ur on ‘doing your own thing’ activities: 

‘In these activities each student writes or says a totally different 

response to a stimulus. They may share responses with each 

other later for the sake of interest or to get to know each other’s 

ideas, but there is no attempt to reach a common goal or 

consensus.’ (1996:313) 
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Doing your own thing 

Writing storms 
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Choose a country. Write 

as much as you can 

about it in two minutes!  



Fluid pairs 

Penny Ur on ‘fluid pairs’ activities: 

‘This is another way to activate the members of a large class 

simultaneously. They are given a task which involves short 

exchanges with as many other members of the class as they 

can find: a survey of opinions, for example. The students move 

around the class, finding out the desired information from one 

peer before moving to another.’ (1996:313) 
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Fluid pairs 

Speech-free zone 
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Passing it round 

Penny Ur on ‘passing it round’ activities: 

‘This is a collaborative activity, but it involves reading and 

writing and is done quietly. Each student (or pair of students) 

writes something on a large piece of paper and passes it on to 

their neighbour(s), who adds a further word or sentence, or so 

on.’  
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Passing it round 

Fortunately, unfortunately  

 

It started to rain. 

Fortunately, we had an 

umbrella. 

Unfortunately, it broke. 

Fortunately… 
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Can you remember? 

• Brainstorm 

 

• Recall and share 

 

• Doing your own thing 

 

• Fluid pairs 

 

• Passing it round 
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Over to you 

Design your own activity for a mixed group 

Can you think of a teaching idea using this photo? 

You might want to use one of these techniques: 

• Brainstorm 

• Recall and share 

• Doing your own thing 

• Fluid pairs 

• Passing it round 
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Providing variety 
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What do you think happened?  

Differentiation 
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C. Choose the best explanation: 

- He might have left it there to collect later. 

- He could  have been kidnapped by somebody. 

 

A. What do you think happened? 

He might have … 

He could have …  

B. What do you think happened to the 

businessman?  

… 



Activities based on mediation 

A Police interview 

 

 

• Student A: The Businessman 

 

• Student B: The Police Officer 

 

• Student C: The interpreter  
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Providing resources 

Language 
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Providing resources 

Language 

 

"My grandmother always says…" 
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In this session  

 

• What do we mean by mixed ability? 

• Challenges and opportunities 

• Using materials flexibly 

• Designing your own activities 
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