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Working with mixed-ability groups

There are no perfect materials

this text will be

• too challenging for 

some

• not challenging enough 

for others

• interesting for some

• boring for others

What can done?
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Differentiating the input

Jigsaw reading / peer dictation 

• take a short extract from a SB reading text

• create three gapped versions of the text (e.g. red, green, 

blue)
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Pros and cons

Pros

• interactive

• co-operative

• multi-skilled

Cons

• requires preparation

• not easy to manage

• not a realistic option to prepare for each class

Edmund Dudley



8

Differentiating the process

Instructions with options

• Look at the task 

instructions

• Could we add 

further options in 

the instructions to 

make the task 

– more 

challenging?

– less 

challenging?
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Differentiating the process

Instructions with options

• less challenging: List or draw five animals. Your partner 

guesses which one you are afraid of

• standard prompts  

• more challenging: Imagine you are afraid of kittens. Explain 

why!
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Differentiating the output

Open-ended options

Tasks with open-ended prompts work well:

Are there any ways to make this task more accessible?
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Differentiating the output

Ways to make it more accessible

give the option of 

pair work
find L1 web pages

let sts use L1 to 

plan

encourage peer 

teaching

do project work

use Simple English 

wikipedia
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Simple English Wikipedia

simple.wikipedia.org

List of phobias (selected)
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Exploring a variety of working modes

Some simple techniques 

• recognising differences between individuals

• pair work and group work

• giving students more of  a say

• encouraging a spirit of enquiry 
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Recognising differences between individuals

Time limits and word limits

Different students work at different speeds.

 Give time limits for writing tasks instead of word limits.
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Pair work and group work 

Put different skills to the test

Students have different skills 

and strengths, e.g.

- vocabulary skills 

- observation skills

When working with mixed pairs, 

do activities that exploit these 

differences
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Pair work and group work 

Collaborative work

Bring in other skills, such as artwork and presentation skills
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Giving students more of a say

A less linear approach

When doing exercises in 

the SB or WB:

give students choices 

about:

• which exercise they do 

• how many items they do 

• the sequence followed 

when checking answers
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Giving students more of a say

Speak, pass, or nominate

After pair work, give students the option of not speaking;

instead, they can choose to pass or nominate their 

partner

• builds trust

• is face-saving

• increases confidence

• works well try it and see for yourself!
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Encouraging a spirit of enquiry 

Helping students to speculate

Fear of being wrong 

Students are often reluctant to speculate

 Praise guesses as well as correct answers

Give students useful language:

I have no idea but I’ll say...

It could be...

I think it’s...

I’m pretty sure it’s...

I know this one, it’s...
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Shaping attitudes and beliefs

Teachers have an impact

Don’t think of differentiation as a ‘cure’

for some kind of ‘problem’.

There is nothing wrong with mixed 

groups.

Over time, students will prosper or 

struggle partly in response to the 

feedback they get from us. 
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Shaping attitudes and beliefs

A checklist for modelling helpful attitudes

Teachers should:

• accept that students are heterogeneous

• look beyond language when appraising students

• reinforce effective habits

• be a role model for positive attitudes and beliefs

• be a guide and a warden

• give the students – and themselves – time to grow better 
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For further practical ideas...
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