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THE PROBLEMS OF TEACHING MIXED ABILITY CLASSES
: Ekram Jabreel Khalil

ABSTRACT

Working as a teacher in English provides challenges every day. The
teacher has to face 25-30 students  at a time who are all at different
- 510 -
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levels of ability, have varying motivation for working with English and
have their own special interests and experiences. The teacher meets these
mixed-ability classes each day.

I am going to write about what mixed-ability classes are and the
challenges they present but most of all how a teacher should work in these
classes in order to help all the students, especially the weaker ones.

I have chosen to write about this because | feel it is a problem that all
teachers are faced with. | myself have encountered this each time | have
been out on my school placement, and most teachers | have met on those
occasions have talked about the difficulty of teaching large mixed
abilityclasses. | have found it difficult to know how to motivate all the
students in each class, especially the weaker ones.

Chapter one: Introduction
Background :

I have been a teacher for more than five years and during these years I
noticed that there are a

lot of problems faced me as a language’s teacher because of mixed-ability
classes some

of examples of these problems are :

-While some students follow the lesson and are able to answer questions
and do

well in tests, others fall behind, don’t seem to understand and do
badly in tests.

-While some students pay attention and are cooperative, others
‘misbehave’ and

seem disinterested.

-Teachers feel concerned that they are not challenging the high-achievers
enough

- 511 -
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and at the same time are not giving enough help to those who are
not doing as

well.

-Teachers find it hard to “pitch’ their lessons at a level where all students
can be

engaged.

So; | decided to write about “ problems and solutions in teaching mixed-
ability classes

in Libyan schools”. The importance of this research is in defining this
problems and

finding solutions which can be apply in Libyan schools.

Research problem :

As a teacher my aim is to reach to all of my students; however, it is well
known that

every student has different ability to understand, different way of learning
and learn at

different speed, so the problem of the research is the difficulties in
teaching mixed-ability class in Libyan schools?

Research questions :

1. What is the extent of mixed-ability classes in Libyan schools in
Alkhumscity ?

2. What are the reasons for having mixed-ability classes ?

3. How can teachers effectively help students to learn in mixed-
ability classes?

4. What are the advantages and disadvantages of having mixed-
ability classes?

- 512 -
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5. Why learn to manage mixed-ability classes?
The objectives of the research :

In this research I will try to count the most effective problems in mixed-
ability classes

and find solutions to these problems. Then I’'m going to make comparison
between two

mixed-ability classes, one of them I will apply solution to the problems
and the other |

won’t, and see if the results are different or not .
The significance of the research :

The problem of having mixed-ability classes is a very common Most, if
not all, language

classes contain students of mixed abilities. This happens for a number of
reasons, but

mainly because of different learning styles, different learning speeds,
variations in

motivation and, very frequently, as a result of logistic decisions.

The importance of this research is in finding solutions to the problems
and see if these

solution can be applied in Libyan schools or not .
The scope of the research :

The school which I chose to be my sample is in Alkhums city. It is
FatmaAlzahraschool,

the two classes which I will work with are my classes, they are in second
preparatory

year, every class has 25 students.

- 513 -
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The definitions of the terms :

Mixed ability or ‘heterogeneous’ classes are terms used to describe
classes made up of

students of different levels of proficiency. These terms are misleading as
no two learners

are really alike and ‘homogeneous’ classes do not actually exist (Ur,
1991).

Methodology
In my research | will use two methods; interviews with five English
teachers and tests ( pretest —
post test ) both are in FatmaAlzahra school. The interviews will be with
one male teacher with
25 years of experience in teaching, one female teacher with 15 years and
three females with 5
years of experience.
The reasons why | chose interviews are to discover other opinions about
mixed ability classes
and to see if teachers have enough information about mixed ability class,
its problems and how
they solve the problems.
The other method which is tests ( pretest-post test) | will test two classes
which are my classes
they will be class A and class B. after doing the test | will use peer
teaching method with class A
ask strong students to help the weak students to understand the
comparative and superlative
adjectives then I will test both classes A and B and compare the results of
the two classes see if

this method suitable or not .
Chapter 2 : literature Review

Introduction

Mixed ability teaching is related to working with students who

- 514 -
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have different personalities, skills, interests and learning needs.
Though most classes are usually multi-level, teachers (especially
those with little or no experience), find teaching such classes a
very difficult and demanding task as it involves planning lessons
which include a rich diversity of tasks corresponding to a variety
of learning styles and abilities. The differences which cause
problems in such classes are in language learning ability,
language knowledge, cultural background, learning style, attitude
towards language, mother tongue, intelligence, world knowledge,
learning experience, knowledge of other languages, age, gender,
personality, confidence, motivation, interests, and/or educational
level. However, these variations may occur in different degrees in
different classes. Thus, if the teacher wants to ensure that all
students perform to their maximum potential, the teacher must
identify these problems and deal with them accordingly.

(Haward Gardener.)

Mixed ability classes are a fact of not only language classes but all
courses. Since no two

students can be the same in terms of language background, learning
speed, learning ability and

motivation, it is a utopian view to think that our classes could be
homogeneous in terms of these

aspects. In private and public teaching institution, with students from all
levels and background a

common problems faced by teachers is often unavoidable mixed ability
class.

Lilian Katz says, "When a teacher tries to teach something to the whole
entire class at the same time, chances are, one-third of the kids already
know it; one-third will get it ; and the remaining third won't".

We should avoid this. As educators we need to ask ourselves, “What do 1
need to do so that | do

not waste anyone’s time and so that each of my students gets the support
- 515 -
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that he or she needs and

deserves?” We must realize that some of our students may need extra
support in terms of

understanding the English language.
What is mixed ability class ?

e A class or a system in which pupils are taught a subject
together in the same class, even though some very clever at
the subject and others are not

( CollinsCobuild English Language dictionary )

e The term mixed ability is defined as "involving students of
different levels of ability".
(Cambridge Dictionary)

e "All classes are, of course, mixed ability. Although there
are mild and acute cases of mixed ability, all classes are
made up of individuals who differ in any number of ways".

(Prodroman1992:7)

e A class is mixed ability because children have different
strengths and weaknesses and develop at different
rates...... teaching mixed ability class will work if all
pupils are allowed to experience success and to learn as
individuals

(Ireson&Hallam 2001)
Mixed ability, heterogeneous and multilevel class

There are two terms which are used to describe classes with uneven
languageabilities. The first

one is mixed ability. The term mixed ability as mentioned above defined
as“involving students

of different levels of ability” (Cambridge Dictionary). Thesecond one is

- 516 -
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heterogeneous, which

is, by the same dictionary, defined as“consisting of parts or things that are
very different from

each other”. Both terms areused when speaking of classes with different
language abilities.

However, differentauthors prefer different terms. Whereas Luke
Prodromou refers to these

classes asmixed-ability, Penny Ur (302) favours the term heterogeneous.
She finds the term

“mixed-ability” confusing, because it does not cover all aspects of
heterogeneity asapplied to a

class of language learners, but relates rather only to an ability to
perform.In contrasts, she

claims, the term heterogeneous includes also another factorsinfluencing
language learning, such

as different previous opportunities for learning,better or worse previous
teaching, higher or

lower motivation etc.

Natalie Hess describes mixed-ability classes as “multilevel classes” and
states in her

publicationTeaching Large Multilevel Classes this attitude: “It is not easy
to provide an

exact definition of what constituents a large multilevel class. Since all
learners are different in

language aptitude, in language proficiency, and in general attitude toward
language, as well as in

learning styles, we can probably say that most language classes are
multileveled. Language

classes also tend to be highly heterogeneous. That is, students in many of
our classes are

different genders, maturity, occupations, ethnicities, cultural and
economic backgrounds, as well

as personalities. Multilevelness then, as much as class size, is a matter of

- 517 -



17 ) 45Lay) a slad) s

perception.” (Hess 2001: p.1)
mixed ability factors:

There are many factors that influence the characteristics of the learners
that make up one single

class. Some of these factors include :

1. Age .
Age is one of the major factors which influence the way how and what we
teach; but in my case

age is not an important factor because the age of my students is the same.

2. Intelligence and multiple intelligences.

Language aptitude has a connection with intelligence which is another
factor related to language

acquisition. Intelligence may be describes as "general intellectual
abilities" (H.H.Stern2009).

Harvard psychologist introduced a new concept according people do not
possess a single

intelligence, but range of intelligences which Gardner called multiple
intelligence which are:

. Linguistic

. Visual

. Musical

. Logical

. Bodily

. Interpersonal

= Intrapersona

3. Learning styles

Learning styles are the various ways of learning and acquiring a new
language.
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Robin Scarcella and Rebecca Oxford( p61) characterizes styles as
"general approaches that

students use to learn a new language. These are the same styles they
employ in learning many

other subjects and solving problems™.

4. Language aptitude

Language aptitude may be characterized as "your innate talent or
predisposition for language

learning” Thornbury,p15

5. Language level

Language level describes our language ability. There are various
classification which are used to

divide learners in groups according to their language level. The most
common classification

divides students into three main groups: beginner, intermediate and
advanced.

6. Learner autonomy

Another factor which influences mixed ability class is learner autonomy.
Autonomy can be

described as " your capacity to take responsibility for, and control of,
your own learning, either

at school or outside, without teacher's control™. Thornbury,p22

7. Motivation
According to Answer.com motivation can be defined as " the intensions,
desires, goals, and
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needs that determined human and animal behavior".

When the parents or teachers do not develop a real motivation, the
student would not feel learning foreign languages as attractive and could
become very indifferent in the lessons.

Penny Ur reminds that motivation is one of the most important matters for
the heterogeneous class teachers and suggests that teacher in order to
make his/her teaching and learning easier, more pleasant and productive,
he/she must motivate their students

Problems in teaching Mixed ability classes

Half the students have finished an
exercise when the other half have
enly just begun.

The stronger students
dominate.

1 don't know where

to pitch my lesson.

As Penny Ur (134) suggests, there is a number of problems teachers
encounter in mixed ability environment

The stronger students get bored
if 1 spend time explaining to the
weaker ones.

We've got a syllabus
to get through but
most of the students
are already behind,

he weaker students don't
even try.

Some of the weaker students
try so hard but they still get
bad marks.

The weaker students sit at the back
and start disrupting the lesson,

The weaker students are always asking
me things In thelr own language and
want everything explained In it,

1. Discipline. ‘T have discipline problems in these classes; | find them
difficult to control.’

The first problem is without any doubt the discipline (classroom
management). We

often find mixed-ability classes chaotic and difficult to control. The
differences in

language ability cause either boredom of more advanced learners or
disconcertion of
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weaker students, who often are lost in the lessons. For that reason we
might feel

incapable of controlling the class; while we are occupied by certain
students, usually

weaker ones, who need more extensive explanations, the rest of the class
might begin

to feel without being supervised and thus switching into a mother tongue
and

discussing issues which are not related to the content of the lesson.

2. Correcting written assignments. ‘I can’t keep up with the marking
load.’

Hess suggests that students need the feedback about their written
assignments in order to learn from their mistakes, and they also want to
know and to hear what others people think of their written assignments. In
our multilevel classes which have a large number of students. Teachers
often feel completely overwhelmed and not up to the task.

3. Interest. ‘They get bored: I can’t find topics and activities that keep
them all interested.’

According to Hess when we teach mixed ability class we often feel
discouraged when some students, often the one who like speaking out in
front of the whole class, participate and other look bored and invisible.
We cannot make all the students active and feel interest towards the
lesson.

4. Effective learning. ‘I can’t make sure they’re all learning effectively;
the tasks I provide are either too difficult or too easy for many of them.’

In mixed-ability classes, it is extremely difficult to provide effective
learning for all.

The activities to be completed in the lessons may be either too difficult or
too easy

for some students. For that reason, there will always be learners who
would not take
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any benefit from some activities.

5. Materials. ‘I can’t find suitable material: the textbooks are
‘homogeneous’ — rigidly aimed at

one kind of learner, with no options or flexibility.

"Since most language textbooks are designed for an ideal
classroom environment, teachers always have to deal with the
problem that students react to the textbook differently due their
individual differences. First of all, some students may find the
textbook boring and very hard, whereas some find it interesting or
very easy. In addition, as language teaching course materials are
currently based on content-based or theme-based syllabi, some
students may find the topics dull, strange, or meaningless;
whereas others find it enjoyable, familiar or interesting.
Therefore, it is usually necessary for the teacher to evaluate and
adapt the materials according to her class".

International Scientific Conference: "Education in the Era of
Globalization - XXI Century Challenges". Materials

6. Individual awareness. ‘I can’t get to know and follow the progress of
all the individuals in my class: there are too many of them, and they’re all
so different.’

As Hess (6) says, “we would like to allow each of our students to find his/
herpreferred and

unique way and pace of learning.” However, teaching a mixed-
abilityclass represents a situation,

where there are too many differences to be taken inconsideration, which
makes it difficult to

devote time and attention equally to allstudents.

7. Participation. ‘I can’t activate them all: only a few students — the more
proficient and confident ones — seem to respond actively to my
questions.’
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Prodromou claims that in mixed ability class there are students , often the
strong one and the one who like speaking out, always participate, and the
other who are the weak and bad students, are always do not participate
and look as invisible.

principles for coping with mixed ability classes

= Variety

Hess (8) suggests that

“a variety of activities and techniques is important in all learning
situations but particularly

relevant in mixed ability classes because varieties of tasks can
accommodate different levels in

our class.” Activities should also be aimed at different skills so that
learners who do not perform

well at speaking tasks may succeed in reading activities or others skills.
Last but not least aspect

to mention is a variety in groupings — students should work in pairs,
groups or individually and

the grouping should be often changed.

= Pace

Correct pacing is another important principle when working with a mixed
ability class. It is not

easy to establish a correct pace in a classroom. Right pacing is a result of
a long observation.

Teaching a class too slowly or too fast can destroy a positive atmosphere
and will lead either to

boredom or frustration of some students (Hess 9).

Each individual in a class has a different working pace. Depending of
course on number of slow

or fast students in a class, | would suggest teaching a class at pace of
faster or stronger students

in order to prevent them from getting bored and on the other hand, extend
their knowledge of

English language as much as possible during a lesson. With slower
students teacher can work

- 523 -



17 ) 45Lay) a slad) s

individually, explain to them problematic aspects, and pay more attention
to their individual

needs.

= Interest

Hess in his book Teaching Large Multilevel Classes suggested that Once
the class loses interest, it will result in de-motivation, distraction, making
noise. Often it is exhausting and time-consuming to come up with
interesting activities and all teachers keep looking for new activities for
each lesson.

The activities which arelikely to be entertaining and challenging for
students are those which requireexpressing students” opinions, ideas and
experiences, those which boost students’curiosity, which are
controversial, not stereotypical or relates to current issues in thesociety,
and those which are competitive.

= Collaboration

Collaboration means working together and cooperating (Hess 10). Hess
(10) suggeststhat

students who work together will participate, learn how to compromise,
negotiatemeaning,

become better risk takers and self-evaluators. Working together
supportslearner autonomy,

because students will learn not to count on teacher all the time butrather
figure out the unknown

expression on their own. They can learn from eachother and share their
opinions and

experiences, which will lead to increasing theirtolerance and awareness of
people’s differences.

Students will not only learn alanguage, but also moral abilities, such as
respect of each other,

willingness to helpand support each other rather than laugh at someone”s
failure.
. Individualization

Individualization is perceived differently by different authors. Whereas
Penny Ur(306) describes
it as “allowing learners choice in what tasks and materials shouldstudents
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use and how”, Natalie

Hess (12) describes it as “providing opportunities forstudents to work at
their own pace, in their

own style and on topics of theirchoosing”. She suggests several ways of
promoting

individualization, such asportfolios, self-access centres, individual writing
or personalized

dictionaries. Forprivate language school courses, it is a vital idea to allow
students to help to

decidewhat will be studied and why. This enables students to feel like
equal partners with a

teacher and supports establishing of positive rapport.

= Personalization

Penny Ur (306) suggests adapting and designing materials allowing
studentsindividual

responses wherever possible. It is important for students to feel
asindividuals, whose opinions

and ideas are taken seriously. Personalized tasks arousestudents’ interest,
because they are based

on something they have experienced andtherefore they will always have
something to say about

it.

= Open-endedness

Open — ended exercises allow student to respond to tasks and questions
which have avariety of

possible answers rather than a single correct one. Usually the text
bookexercises calls for very

specific answers that is why it considerably decreasesstudents’
participation. Open ended

exercises allow students to use their languageskills in order to complete a
task. This is why they

work well in mixed abilityclasses.

According to Hess (13), examples of open-ended exercises:

e Giving students the beginning of a sentence and asking
them to finish it in an
appropriate way
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e Giving students number of questions and allowing them to
answer any
number of them
e Brainstorming

e Writing their own definitions of words

o Matching answers where several matches are
acceptable as correct answers

J Questions that may be answered in many different
ways

= Compulsory plus optional tasks

The strategy of compulsory plus optional tasks allows students to choose
whatquantity of tasks

they want to complete — the class is given a material and told whatthe
minimum that everyone

has to complete is (Ur 306). The rest of the task isoptional. Therefore
everyone is kept engaged

all the time and can feel a sense ofachievement when completing a task.
This strategy is

especially suitable fordesigning tests.

Advantages of having mixed ability classes

1. There are less ‘sink’ groups in schools.

2. Different teaching styles are opened up, moving
away from didactic methods.

3. There is potentially less negative labelling of
students.

4. Teachers have contact with a wide range of
students.

5. This form of teaching makes for diagnostic
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teaching.

6. Troublesome students are ‘diluted’ through the
school.

7. A sense of community can be developed in the
school (though, it must be said, this is under threat as schools
have an open-access policy, moving them away from being
neighborhood and community schools).

8. There is a wide social mix in classrooms.

9. Students’  self-esteem and motivation are
promoted.

10. Equality of opportunity and outcome are
furthered.

11. Mutual respect, support, understanding and
tolerance are developed between students.

12. The classroom reflects the social mix of the world
outside school.

13. Teachers develop new teaching skills.

14, Competition is replaced by co-operation.

15. The pastoral aspects of schooling take on
increasing significance.

16. The errors of selection are avoided (e.g. where

students are incorrectly assigned to bands, streams or tracks).

© Louis Cohen, Lawrence Manion and Keith Morrison, 2004 Published
on the companion web resource for A Guide to Teaching Practice
(RoutledgeFalmer).

Chapter three : Data Analysis

As | mentioned before that the data which I will analysis in this part is
from two methods, the first method is interview with five English
teachers the interview reflects teacher’s opinion in having mixed ability
class and their opinion about the solutions for mixed ability class
problems the second method is tests with the students they will be two
tests (pretest and posttest) I will use one method to solve the problems
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with mixed ability class and see if this method can solve these problems
or not by comparing the results of the posttests. I will start with the
interview :

1- Interview

I will now account for the results of the interviews carried out by the five
English teachers in FatmaAlzahra preparatory school. I will go through
each question in order and comment on all five teachers” responses.

The interview questions were asked directly by me, each interview was
oral and I was writing the teacher’s answers in my notebook, all the
teachers agreed to this arrangement.

The questions asked started out as more general ones and then became
more focused on how tp work with mixed ability class.

The interviews were based on these questions, but the teachers were also
free to add their opinion about anything related to mixed ability class.

I will name the teacher with alphabets A,B,C,D and E.
A the teacher with 25 years of experience .
B the teacher with 15 years of experience .

C the teacher with 5 years of experience and she had studied course in
teaching methods .

D and E the teachers with 5 years of experience .

1- Do you know what is the meaning of having mixed ability
class ?
All the teachers answer with yes, all of them know what is the meaning
of having mixed ability,

their answers to this question are similar to each other except teacher A.
Teacher A was more

accurate in his answer he said that mixed ability classes are the classes
which have different

students, then | asked him in which factors the students are
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different, he replied that the students

are different in the learning styles, learning ability , background ,
motivation, attitude towards the

language and the confidence. The other teachers defined the mixed ability
class as the class

which consist different students | asked them the same question which |
asked teacher Ain

which factors the students are different? Their answers were very limited
they said that the

students are different in learning ability and confidence .

2- What is the extent of having mixed ability in your class?

All five teachers answered that all the classes they are teaching and the
classes they taught before

are having students which are extremely different from each other, the
two teachers A and B

added that in some classes there are students which have similar abilities
such as in learning

ability, learning speed and also their English knowledge is similar to each
other.

3- What are the main problems in your mixed ability class ?

Teacher A answered that the main problems he faces in his mixed ability
classes are: learning

ability, while some students find that the learning task is very easy to deal
with, others may find

it difficult to understand. Other problem teacher A faces is participation,
some students prefer

using English in the class usually the strong students, while others do not
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use usually the
weak students.

Teacher B said that the first problems in having mixed ability is that every
student has English

background differs from another student, some students come to the class
with strong English

Background and others come to the class without any knowledge about
the English language.

Another problem is that the curriculum which we as teachers use it is
designed for class which

has students have the same abilities (homogenous class), so it not easy to
make this curriculum

suitable for all students with different abilities, she added that make all
the students speak

English in the class is a very difficult, some students feel shy and they do
not have confidence to

use English in front of the class .

Teachers C, D and E answered this question with similar answers, they
said that the main

problem they faced in their mixed ability class is discipline (classroom
management), all of the

three teachers find that it is difficult to control mixed ability class,
because in the class and

during teaching a lesson some of the students pay attention to what the
they said but the others

who are weak and they do not understand start to make noise. Another
problem they mentioned
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is that making all the students interest during the lesson is a difficult,
while strong students

prefer communicative activities and discussion tasks, weak students
would rather prefer to spend

time on activities which do not require their spoken ability.

Teacher C added that it is very difficult to provide effective learning for
all the students, some

Students find the method which the teacher use is interesting, other find it
boring.

4- Do you think your way of teaching is suitable for your mixed
class? If yes how did you know that your way is suitable? If no
what are the reasons that make you unable to find the right
way?

Teacher with long experience answered with yes, that's their way of
teaching is suitable for the

mixed ability class they are teaching. When | asked how do you know
that your way is suitable,

teacher A said that depending on the results of the tests he did at the
beginning of the year and

the one he did after a month he noticed that his students have been
improved. Teacher B said that

she knew that her way is suitable by seeing the interaction of all her
students in the class, how all

the students participate during the lesson and the activities.

Teacher C which studied teaching methods before starting work in the
school answered with yes

that she is using the right method in teaching her mixed ability class, but
she adds that sometimes
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she faces problems which make her way unsuitable. | asked her how and
she replied that from

what she had learned in teaching method courses can know what is the
right method, but as a

teacher you cannot guess what will happen in the class or how each
student will react towards

the way | used.

The other two teachers D and E answered with no, that their way in
teaching mixed ability is not

suitable, and they explained why they don’t use a way that will be
suitable; Teacher D said that

she is new in teaching and five years are not enough to know how to deal
with students in mixed

ability class, she added that she tried many ways but she faced obstacles
which prevent her way

in teaching mixed ability class to be suitable.

Teacher E explained why she does not use the right way in teaching
mixed ability class, she said

that curriculum has not helped her at all, some of the students find the
lesson and the activities

very easy, others find them very difficult, she also added that the school
does not provide any

help to the teacher such as providing modern equipments in teaching.

5- All of us as a teachers suffering from having strong and weak
students in the same class. How can you manage your class in
order to make your class interest of all the students ?

In this question also the teachers with long experience has similar
answers, they said that during
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their working as a teacher for more 10 years they faced this big problem,
they thought that it was

important to make the students feel safe and not nervous in the class, they
added that a teacher

needs to have patience with the students and let them take their time.

Teacher C said that she always tries to pay more attention to the weak
students and ask them if

they understand the lesson or not, she gives extra time for the weak
students after the class to

explain what they do not understand.

Teacher D told me that the students need to feel that they know what to
do, how to do it and that

they understand and do not feel stupid. It is important to enhance their
self-confidence, so they

are not afraid to ask questions. She also believed that it is very important
how the teacher

approaches them. The teacher may need to decrease the material to work
with as well as give

them the time and offer extra help.

Teacher E said it is important to make the weak students interest within
the class but at the same

time she said that strong students also must feel interesting otherwise they
will feel boring and

stat make noise.

6- How can you control in your mixed ability class ?

Teacher A said that at the beginning of the study year he gave instructions
to his students what
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they have to do and what they have not to do, and warned his students
that if any one make noise

will be banished. Teacher B has another way to control her class, she said
that during the lesson

she tries to attract the attention of all the class, every 5 minutes asked
students about the lesson

and what she was saying.

Teacher C used activities to make the students motivate and not feel
boring, this is the same

technique teachers D and E used, but they still find difficulty in
controlling their mixed ability

class, they said that the more they teach the more they learn how to
control their classes.

7- Do you think mixed ability classes have advantages or just
have disadvantages? If do you think they are having
advantages what are they?

All the teachers answered with yes, that mixed ability classes have
advantages as well as

disadvantages. All of them said that the most important advantage of
mixed ability is that the

students learn from each other. Teacher B added that there are many
opinions, experiences

and points of views in mixed ability classes that can each student
benefit from them.

Teacher C said that mixed ability classes are challenging to teach and
because of the need to

be creative, she researches for new teaching methods and strategies.
As aresult she is
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developing her teaching skills.

Teacher E added that she cannot pay her attention to all the students in
her class, so she

sometimes asked from the strong students or the ones who understand
the lesson to help her

by teaching each other and working together.

8- What is your opinion in peer teaching as a solution to mixed
ability class’s problems?

Teacher A answered that peer teaching is an effective method with the
students in mixed

ability classes. He said that he uses this method with the lessons that do
not need to teach just by

him, he gave an example by showing me a lesson, the lesson does not
have grammar to teach, it

was just a story, he said that he sometimes asks a student to explain this
lesson to other students

in the break time.

Teacher B did not agree that peer teaching is an effective method in
mixed ability classes, she

explained her answer by saying that peer teaching causes chaos in the
class, she added that

whenever she asked students to help each other, the dialogue between the
students turns to be

speech about another topic instead of being their dialogue about the topic
of the lesson

teachers C and D said that they are using peer teaching method in doing
the exercises of the work

book, they agreed that the time of the class which is 40 minutes is not
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enough to answer all the

exercises, so they ask the students who have the answers to help the other
students who do not

know the answers.

Teacher E said that as she mentioned in the previous question that she
cannot pay her attention to

all the students in her class, that’s why she uses peer teaching method, but
she agreed with

teacher B that using peer teaching causes chaos in the class.

At the end of these interviews | noticed that the teachers with long
experience are the teachers

who are familiar with dealing with mixed ability classes, they know how
to deal with each

students.

Teacher C which studied the teaching methods before starting work in the
school is aware of the

techniques she has to follow, but till the moment | did the interview she
still tries with her mixed

ability class.

The most effective problem in the mixed ability classes of the teachers D
and E is discipline,

how to manage their classes.

2- Tests (pretest, posttest)

In this method | used peer teaching technique as a solution to some of
the problems of having

mixed ability classes.
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The sample, which | tested them was my students. As | said before
I’m teaching two classes

A and B, A was the class which I used peer teaching method with and
B I did not use it.

The tests were about comparative and superlative adjectives, |
explained the lesson to both

classes without using peer teaching method, then | asked the students
in A and B classes to

study at home , the next day | did the pretest.

After doing the pretest, | started using peer teaching method in class
A, the strong students

who had high marks in the test were asked to help the students who
had low marks.

To avoid the embarrassment of the weaker students, | offered them to
choose the students

who want to help them , also | encouraged the strong students .

The time between the two tests (pretest and posttest ) was a month,
during this month I was

using peer teaching in class A .

The number of the students who have low marks are 13 in class A
which contains 25 students

and 11 in class B which also contains 25 students.

This table shows the marks of pretest of the weak students in both A
and B classed :

Students The marks of The mark of
class A class B
1 7/15 6.5/15
2 4/15 6/15
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3 1.5/15
a4 0/15

5 3.5/15
6 7.5/15
7 7.5/15
8 4.5/15
9 6/15

10 3.5/15
11 3.5/15
12 4/15

13 2.5/15

shows the marks of the post test of the weak students

Students The marks | The marks of
of class A class B
1 13 5
2 11.5 4
3 12 5.5
4 9 7.5
5 12 1
6 15 1.5
7 14 4.5
8 10 4.5
9 12,5 3
10 11 3
11 11 15
12 10.5 4
13 10.5 5
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H pretest

B post test
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This chart compares the results of pretest and post test for class A, the
blue column shows the

marks that the students got in the pretest which were low marks, and the
red column shows the

marks which the same students got in the post test.

We can notice from the chart that the students have been improved, but
this improvement is not

the same for all students we can see that some students improved more
than other students.

When | asked students why, all the answers | got were the students who
was teaching him, some

of them said that his partner gave all the effort to make him/her
understand, the others said that

his/her partner did not help him a lot .

- 539 -



17 axd) 45Lay) a slad) s

H pretest
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This chart compares results of pretest(blue column) and post test(red
column) of the class B, we

can see that most of the students did not improve and their marks still
low, and there are students

got less marks than the marks which they got in pretest, these students
said that they forgot the

lesson and that is why their marks are less than pretest marks.

Some of the students are very sensitive, they do not accept any help from
other students, this is

another reason why they still having low marks.
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This chart shows how students in class A increase their marks. While
students in class B still

having low marks, so depending on these results | can say that the peer
teaching method is a

successful one in teaching mixed ability classes, but if we misuse this
method it could be as some

teachers said in the interview causes chaos.

To avoid chaos and noise in the class, | asked the students to study
together when they do not

have any classes or they can study together at home.

Conclusion

- 541 -



17 ) 45Lay) a slad) s

When | was trying to decide about my research project | knew that |
wanted to work on

something | could practically use in my own classes, this is why | chose
to write about mixed

ability classes, their problems and the solutions to these problems.

The written sources and the teachers | interviewed agreed on the extent of
mixed ability classes.

The teachers agreed that all the schools in Alkhums city are having mixed
ability classes, the

students are having different abilities and if there are similar students in
specific abilities they

will be different in other abilities.

According to the written sources, the reasons of having mixed ability
classes are the factors that

influence the characteristics of the learners that make up one single class.
These factors are age,

intelligence and multiple intelligences, learning styles, language aptitude,
language level, learner

autonomy, and motivation.

I discovered from the interview with the teachers, that every teacher has
his/her own way to help

students to learn in mixed ability classes. Some of the teachers prefer
using activities in their

classes in order to assist the students to learn, others said that they are
focusing on the weak

students more than on the strong students, others said it is important to
make the students feel
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safe and not nervous in the class and teachers need to have patience with
the students and let

them take their time in learning.

All of the written sources agreed that mixed ability classes are having a
lot of disadvantages

which are the problems that the teachers faced in their classes, but these
written sources did not

agree that these classes are having advantages. In contrast, all the teachers
I interviewed agreed

that mixed ability classes are having advantages which are; all the
students can help each others

in learning, there are more than one opinion in the class, so they can learn
how they accept other

opinions, also teachers can develop their teaching skills, because they
have to research for new

method in order to use with his\her mixed ability class.

As a teacher we have to learn how we should mange mixed ability classes
in order to help the

students to learn, because as | said before all of our classes are mixed
ability so we are dealing

with the same problems every year with every class.

The most interesting part of my study was using peer teaching method
with my class, it was

useful for me as well as for students. | learned that peer teaching is a
suitable method with mixed

ability classes; although, not all the teachers agreed with my opinion
about using this method. |
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think it’s depended on the teacher and how he apply it in his/her class.The
results of the students

improved when | applied peer teaching method, which means that the
students benefited too.

The limitations of the research

During my writhing of this research | faced some obstacles which limited
my writing, the first

obstacle was the time, it was short time to find enough sources also the
time was a problem

during data collection particularly in using peer teaching method, | used it
for a month.

Other obstacle was finding enough written sources, the library was almost
closed throughout the

course, so | tried to rely on some friends in finding books which I needed
in my research. Also

internet was very useful in finding the written sources.

When | read the written sources and interviewed the teachers, | found that
the extent of the

problems in mixed ability classes is different from one book to another
and from one teacher to

another. This caused difficulty in finding solutions which can be work
successfully with all of

these classes.
Recommendations

My recommendation is applying peer teaching method in other lesson to
see if this method is

effect in all the lessons or just in grammar lesson as | did.
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To sum up, in some cases the teachers do approach their mixed ability
classes in a right way and

use appropriate teaching methods to involve all the students into learning
process. Nevertheless,

sometimes need to gain more experience from their teacher colleagues or
from the books .
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