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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 be done?
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Differentiation: a conventional view

Modify the text 

For example:

• Take an extract 

from the text

• create three 

gapped 

versions of it
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Differentiating the input

Jigsaw reading / Peer dictation
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Differentiating the input

Pros and cons

Pros 

• interactive

• co-operative

• multi-skilled

Cons

• requires preparation

• not easy to manage

• time-consuming
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Differentiating process and outcome

Instead of trying to improve 

the input materials

• accept their imperfections

• formulate a variety of 

possible goals

• look for open-ended 

prompts 

• get students collaborating 

and co-operating
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Collaborative and co-operative skills

What is the difference?

collaboration

• a way of working together

• involves pair work and group work

• can be project work  

co-operation

• a way of learning together

• can result from pair work and group work

• students learn from each other
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Collaboration and co-operation

Why do everything yourself?

• give students options; let 

them choose what to 

answer

• there is no need for each 

student to answer all the 

questions

• gaps create opportunites 

for peer-learning
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Collaboration and co-operation

Getting on with others

• teachers can facilitate peer learning by staying out of the 

way

• let students learn from each other

• review how effective it is

Edmund Dudley



13

Collaboration and co-operation

Mediation activities with L1

Try this:

Student A: asks the questions in English

Student B: translates

Student C: answers the questions in Czech
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The limitations of talent and ability

In addition to IQ, we also need soft skills:

• Emotional intelligence (EQ)

• Social skills

• Life skills

• Non-cognitive skills

(curiosity, determination, courage, growth mindset…)
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Do you recognise this person?

Chris Langan
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What makes Chris Langan extraordinary?

Talk to your partner.

Complete the sentence below:

Chris Langan has one of the

highest ____________in the world.IQs
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What was his job for 20 years? 

Blue collar? White collar?

Construction worker Teacher

Farmer Doctor

Taxi driver Physicist

Firefighter Tech company CEO

Bouncer in a bar Neuroscientist
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I ♥ Brno

The Top Student Cities in 2018 – According to Students

Based on ratings of more than 50,000 uni students worldwide

Factors include:

Brno =  9th

Choose what to see next: the cities 

ranked just above or just below Brno?
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I ♥ Brno

Prague = 4th

Vienna = 5th

Berlin = 8th 

Brno =  9th
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I ♥ Brno

Buenos Aires = 10th

New York = 11th

Edinburgh = 12th 

Brno =  9th
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I ♥ Brno

What does your choice reveal?

Prague = 4th

Vienna = 5th

Berlin = 8th

Buenos Aires = 10th

New York = 11th

Edinburgh = 12th 

https://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings-articles/qs-best-student-cities/top-10-student-cities-

according-students-2018

Brno =  9th
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Fixed mindset v growth mindset

Carol Dweck

Fixed mindset Growth mindset

ability is fixed ability can be developed

talent matters hard work matters

be better than others be better than you were

avoid challenges enjoy challenges
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Growth mindset

The importance of effort, the power of yet

“your basic qualities are things you can cultivate through your 

efforts.” Dweck

I can’t do this. I can’t do this yet.

Edmund Dudley
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Growth mindset

What can teachers do?

Evidence suggests it is hard to teach growth mindset

However, it can be learned. What we can do:

• praise students for effort, not intelligence 

• remember the power of yet

• turn I don’t know into an opportunity to learn

• encourage speculation

Edmund Dudley
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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...

Edmund Dudley
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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...

Will Champion

(the drummer 

from Coldplay)
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Grit

The importance of effort

Two components:

passion (staying focused)

perseverance (bouncing back from setbacks)

talent  

skill 

Angela Duckworth Grit

x  effort = skill

x  effort = achievement
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Joint hardship

The issue: low-quality homework assignments

The writing tasks we set for homework are often:

• not handed in 

• poorly written

• copied or nearly new

• done at the last-minute

• or done in ‘solitary confinement’
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Joint hardship

The solution: do it in class

Do writing tasks in class, not for homework

• students can foster a sense of joint hardship (Dörnyei)

• they work together, practising important skills

• pain is inevitable; suffering is optional 
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How many words?

The issue: students work at different speeds

• we often set word limits for written tasks

• this is not as fair as we think it is

• writing x words is easy for some students, difficult for others
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Time limits

The solution: use time limits instead

• works well with flexible, open-ended writing tasks 

• effective in mixed-ability groups

• students agree on a time and set the timer
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No need to speak

The issue: sometimes they don’t want to speak

After paired tasks:

• Do you ask students to share their thoughts with the class?

• Do your students ever resist?

• Yeah, so do mine. Why do you think that is?

• What do you usually do?
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No need to speak

The solution: let them 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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Shaping attitudes and beliefs

A checklist for modelling helpful attitudes

As teachers, we should:

• 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 ourselves – time to grow better 
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