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Introduction
In the evolving landscape of English as a Second Language (ESL) instruction, multilevel classrooms
are becoming increasingly common. These classrooms, composed of students with varying levels of
language proficiency, pose unique challenges for educators. Teachers are often faced with a broad
spectrum of language abilities, cultural backgrounds, learning paces, and educational needs within
the same group. Consequently, teaching in a multilevel classroom requires adaptable strategies that
address diverse language competencies while ensuring that all learners progress and engage
meaningfully.
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The challenges associated with multilevel ESL classrooms are multifaceted. First, instructors must
consider how to balance lesson plans that accommodate both beginner and advanced learners. A
single classroom may include students who are just beginning to understand basic English alongside
those who are nearly fluent. In this scenario, a one-size-fits-all approach is insufficient; such a
method risks alienating some students by moving either too quickly or too slowly. Additionally, the
differing cultural backgrounds that students bring into the classroom contribute to a range of prior
knowledge, learning styles, and expectations regarding education. This diversity enriches the
learning environment but also demands a high degree of flexibility and sensitivity from the teacher.

Despite these challenges, multilevel classrooms present valuable opportunities for collaborative
learning and language development. When guided with appropriate strategies, students of various
proficiency levels can support one another, fostering an environment of peer learning and
interaction that benefits all participants. The use of differentiated instruction, grouping strategies,
scaffolding, and technology can help teachers meet the needs of each learner without compromising
the cohesiveness of the class. By implementing these strategies, educators can create a supportive,
inclusive environment that respects each student’s current abilities while encouraging individual
growth and improvement.

This article will explore effective strategies for navigating the complexities of multilevel ESL
classrooms. By examining techniques for lesson planning, grouping, scaffolding, assessment, and
technology integration, teachers can gain practical insights into managing and enhancing the
learning experience for diverse student groups. By understanding these approaches, instructors will
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be equipped to cultivate an inclusive and productive atmosphere, where all students feel respected
and motivated to learn. The following sections provide a detailed guide to employing these
strategies, offering educators a foundation to address the challenges and opportunities in multilevel
ESL classrooms.

Understanding Multilevel ESL Classrooms

Defining Multilevel Classrooms

A multilevel ESL classroom is characterized by a group of students with varied English language
proficiencies, often accompanied by differences in age, cultural backgrounds, educational
experiences, and learning speeds. In these settings, teachers encounter students at multiple stages
of language acquisition, ranging from beginners who may be struggling with basic vocabulary to
advanced students ready for more complex linguistic tasks. Multilevel classrooms are common in
both formal educational institutions and community-based ESL programs, where limited resources
often necessitate the grouping of students with different abilities into one class (Reeves, 2018).

Unlike traditional homogeneous classrooms, where learners share similar proficiency levels,
multilevel classrooms require a more flexible approach to lesson planning and instruction. This type
of classroom can take on different forms, from mixed-age groups in elementary and secondary
schools to adult learners in continuing education programs. In each case, the teacher must navigate
the broad spectrum of abilities to provide an engaging and productive learning experience for every
student.

Common Challenges in Multilevel Classrooms

The structure of multilevel classrooms introduces several challenges for teachers, primarily due to
the wide range of skills, experiences, and educational needs. One significant challenge is varying
language proficiency. In a typical multilevel classroom, some students may still be learning
fundamental grammar structures, while others are ready to engage in discussions on complex topics.
Crafting lesson plans that cater to such a broad range of skills requires additional preparation time,
as the teacher must create materials that are neither too simple nor too advanced for individual
students (Parrish, 2019).

Differing learning speeds also pose a notable challenge. Research suggests that students acquire
language at different paces, influenced by factors such as age, prior language knowledge, and
individual learning preferences (Lightbown & Spada, 2013). For instance, younger learners may pick
up pronunciation with relative ease, while older students might excel in vocabulary acquisition due
to previous language exposure. As a result, teachers need strategies to engage both fast and slow
learners effectively without sidelining any group. When managed ineffectively, these variations can
result in slower learners feeling discouraged and faster learners becoming disengaged due to lack of
stimulation.

Another common issue is managing classroom participation among students of different cultural
backgrounds. In multilevel classrooms, cultural diversity is often linked to varied communication
styles and attitudes toward classroom participation (Hinkel, 2017). For example, students from some
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cultural backgrounds may feel uncomfortable speaking up in class, particularly if they are beginners,
while others may be more accustomed to active participation. Teachers must navigate these
dynamics sensitively, creating an environment where all students feel respected and encouraged to
contribute without feeling overwhelmed or out of place.

Lastly, resource limitations can complicate instruction in multilevel settings. Many classrooms
lack adequate resources to address individual needs, and teachers may have limited access to
materials that cater to different proficiency levels (Reeves, 2018). Given these constraints, teachers
are challenged to develop creative solutions, often relying on adaptable strategies that make the
most of the available resources.

The Importance of Adaptive Teaching

Given the unique dynamics of multilevel classrooms, adaptive teaching—an approach that tailors
instruction to meet each student’s needs—is crucial. Adaptive teaching moves beyond traditional
instructional methods by incorporating strategies that adjust the content, process, and environment
to suit varied abilities within the same classroom (Tomlinson, 2014). Adaptive techniques can
address specific language levels, pace preferences, and personal learning goals, enabling students to
achieve meaningful progress regardless of their starting point.

One key aspect of adaptive teaching is differentiated instruction, which involves creating multiple
pathways for students to learn the same material according to their individual proficiency levels
(Parrish, 2019). For example, in a reading comprehension lesson, teachers might provide simpler
texts with visual aids for beginners, while advanced students work on more complex texts. This
approach allows each student to engage with the material at a comfortable level without feeling
overwhelmed or under-stimulated. Differentiated instruction has been shown to improve learning
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outcomes in multilevel classrooms, as it helps students remain motivated and actively involved in the
learning process (Reeves, 2018).

Another valuable adaptive strategy is flexible grouping. Grouping students by proficiency, interest,
or task allows teachers to assign activities that cater to the specific needs of each group, thereby
increasing engagement and ensuring that each learner can participate actively (Lightbown & Spada,
2013). For instance, teachers might create small groups where advanced students work together on
discussion-based activities while beginners receive targeted support on foundational language skills.
By rotating groups frequently, teachers can also foster a sense of community and encourage peer
support, further enhancing each student’s learning experience.

Formative assessment is another crucial element of adaptive teaching in multilevel classrooms.
Through regular assessments, teachers can monitor individual progress and adjust lesson plans as
needed. Formative assessments help identify areas where students may be struggling, allowing for
timely interventions and personalized support (Tomlinson, 2014). This method of assessment not
only provides valuable feedback to students but also allows teachers to refine their instructional
approaches, ensuring that all students are making measurable progress.

The benefits of adaptive teaching in multilevel classrooms extend beyond language acquisition. By
implementing these strategies, teachers can create an environment that respects each student’s
current abilities while motivating them to improve. Adaptive teaching fosters a collaborative
classroom culture, where students feel comfortable working at their level and are encouraged to
support one another. In addition, adaptive methods contribute to higher levels of student satisfaction
and confidence, as learners feel acknowledged and respected for their unique learning journeys
(Hinkel, 2017).

The multilevel ESL classroom is a complex environment that requires flexible, adaptive strategies to
effectively support each student. By understanding the defining features of multilevel classrooms,
recognizing the challenges they present, and implementing adaptive teaching techniques, educators
can cultivate a respectful and productive learning environment that promotes language development
for all proficiency levels.

Planning and Structuring Lessons for Multilevel ESL
Classrooms

Setting Clear Objectives for Mixed-Ability Levels

In multilevel ESL classrooms, clear and attainable lesson objectives are essential. Setting objectives
that account for the range of student proficiencies ensures that all learners can engage with the
material at a level appropriate for their skills. According to Tomlinson (2014), effective lesson
objectives should be “layered,” providing opportunities for all students to achieve the lesson’s goals,
albeit in varied ways. This approach to objective setting can promote engagement across different
ability levels and encourage each student to work toward personal growth.

For instance, a lesson on descriptive language might set a general objective, such as “Students will
use descriptive adjectives to talk about familiar objects.” To accommodate different levels, the
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teacher could further define sub-objectives based on language proficiency. Beginners might aim to
use three basic adjectives to describe an item, while more advanced students could focus on crafting
more complex descriptions. This approach allows all students to work toward a shared goal while
addressing their unique learning needs.

In addition, objectives in multilevel classrooms can incorporate both linguistic and cognitive goals.
For example, a reading lesson might include objectives related to both comprehension and critical
thinking. Lower-level learners could focus on understanding the main idea, while higher-level
students might analyze the author’s intent. Establishing multi-tiered objectives in this way can help
foster a structured yet flexible learning environment where each student is challenged appropriately
(Parrish, 2019).

Designing Flexible Lesson Plans

To accommodate a range of language abilities, lesson plans in multilevel classrooms should be
inherently flexible. Flexibility allows teachers to adjust the content and structure of a lesson on the
spot, responding to student needs as they arise. According to Lightbown and Spada (2013), flexible
lesson planning involves structuring lessons in a way that prioritizes key language goals while
allowing for multiple entry points for students with varying proficiencies.

One strategy for creating flexible lesson plans is the “layered approach,” which involves breaking
down lesson components into tasks of increasing complexity. A speaking lesson on introducing
oneself, for example, could start with foundational vocabulary (e.g., name, age, country of origin)
that all students learn together. Then, beginners might practice using simple sentences, while
advanced students create more detailed responses using full paragraphs. Structuring lessons in this
way gives all students access to the same topic while challenging them at their respective levels
(Hinkel, 2017).

Teachers should also build in opportunities for additional support or extension as needed. For
example, if a reading comprehension activity includes questions about a text, the teacher could
prepare varied question types: multiple-choice questions for beginners, short-answer questions for
intermediate learners, and analytical questions for advanced students. By planning for both core and
extended activities, teachers can better meet students’ diverse learning requirements and prevent
any single group from feeling left behind or under-challenged.

Flexible lesson planning also involves anticipating possible challenges and preparing alternatives.
For instance, if a complex activity proves too difficult for lower-level learners, the teacher might
have simpler tasks ready, such as vocabulary matching or sentence reordering. This kind of
proactive planning can help maintain the lesson flow and ensure that all students continue
progressing without excessive frustration (Tomlinson, 2014).
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Differentiating Instructional Activities

Differentiated instruction is a cornerstone of effective teaching in multilevel ESL classrooms. By
varying tasks, materials, and expectations based on each student’s current language skills,
differentiated instruction enables teachers to provide individualized support while maintaining
cohesion in the class as a whole (Parrish, 2019). Differentiation strategies may involve modifying
content, adjusting the process of learning, or varying the final products students create, all of which
contribute to a more tailored learning experience.

Content Differentiation: One of the most straightforward ways to differentiate in multilevel
classrooms is to adjust the content based on students’ abilities. For example, in a reading lesson, the
teacher might select texts of varying lengths or difficulties for different groups within the class.
Beginners might work with a simplified version of the story, while advanced students engage with
the full text. This approach ensures that all students are focused on the same theme or topic while
interacting with material appropriate to their comprehension levels (Reeves, 2018).

Process Differentiation: Differentiating the learning process allows students to engage with
content through varied approaches that suit their learning styles and proficiency levels. Teachers
can use a range of instructional methods, such as visual aids, group work, and hands-on activities, to
make learning accessible to all students. For instance, in a vocabulary-building exercise, beginners
might work with flashcards to learn individual words, while more advanced learners participate in
discussions using the new vocabulary. By offering multiple ways to approach a topic, teachers can
enhance comprehension and retention for each student (Lightbown & Spada, 2013).

Product Differentiation: Differentiating the final “product” or output of an activity allows students
to demonstrate their understanding in ways that reflect their language abilities. For instance, after a
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unit on animals, beginners might create a simple chart of animals and their habitats, while
intermediate learners write sentences describing each animal. Advanced students could craft a short
report that incorporates more complex sentence structures and descriptive details. Allowing
students to complete assignments in this way respects their current proficiency level while
encouraging skill development (Tomlinson, 2014).

Differentiated instructional activities can also include tiered questioning techniques. In a discussion
about a story, beginners could answer yes-or-no questions or identify key details, while intermediate
students respond to “how” or “why” questions. Advanced learners might tackle open-ended
questions that require inference or prediction. This approach enables students to participate in the
same discussion, each contributing in a way that reflects their language capacity.

Structuring Activities for Varied Proficiency Levels

To effectively engage all students, it’s important to structure activities that allow for varying levels
of participation and challenge. One successful method is the use of scaffolding. Scaffolding
provides temporary support that helps students accomplish tasks they might not be able to complete
independently (Hinkel, 2017). In a writing activity, for instance, beginners might receive sentence
starters or vocabulary banks, while advanced learners are given free rein to express their ideas fully.
Scaffolding ensures that every student can participate in an activity while working toward greater
independence.

Group and Pair Work: Grouping strategies can also facilitate mixed-level participation. Teachers
might use homogeneous groups for targeted practice at each proficiency level and
heterogeneous groups for collaborative projects, allowing higher-level students to support those
with lower proficiency. For instance, during a role-play exercise, beginners could pair with advanced
students, with each person contributing according to their skills. This approach helps build
confidence for beginners while providing advanced learners with opportunities to reinforce their
knowledge by explaining concepts (Parrish, 2019).

Using Choice Boards and Task Menus: Another effective strategy for engaging mixed-level
classrooms is using choice boards or task menus, where students select from a range of activities
based on their interests and skill levels. For example, a choice board on the topic of food might
include tasks like drawing and labeling foods (for beginners), writing a paragraph about a favorite
meal (for intermediate students), and creating a recipe or discussing cultural food practices (for
advanced learners). Task menus encourage self-directed learning, allowing students to work at their
own pace and deepen their understanding in areas of personal interest (Reeves, 2018).

Exit Tickets and Reflection Exercises: To further adapt instruction for different levels, teachers
can use exit tickets as a quick formative assessment tool at the end of each lesson. Each student
writes a brief response to a prompt, reflecting their understanding of the day’s material. Beginners
might respond with one-word answers, while advanced students provide more detailed responses.
These exercises offer teachers insight into individual progress and provide a basis for adjusting
future lessons according to students’ current comprehension levels (Tomlinson, 2014).

Through a thoughtful combination of differentiated instruction, flexible lesson plans, and adaptive
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activity structures, teachers can address the varied needs within multilevel ESL classrooms. This
approach not only respects each student’s language journey but also fosters a supportive, productive
environment that promotes learning across all levels of proficiency.

Implementing Grouping Strategies

Benefits of Flexible Grouping

Flexible grouping in multilevel ESL classrooms is a dynamic instructional approach that allows
teachers to group students in varied ways according to task, skill, or learning objective. This method
enables instructors to maximize student engagement and address individual learning needs without
adhering to a rigid grouping structure (Tomlinson, 2014). One of the primary benefits of flexible
grouping is that it provides learners with opportunities to work in different settings, exposing them
to a range of language skills and perspectives.

Flexible grouping enhances student motivation by allowing them to experience different levels of
challenge and interaction. In homogeneous groups, for instance, students can work with peers at
similar proficiency levels, which often promotes comfort and a sense of shared understanding
(Parrish, 2019). Conversely, heterogeneous groups expose students to a range of skills and
encourage peer learning, which can be especially beneficial for lower-proficiency students who gain
exposure to more advanced language use. Flexible grouping thus allows for both skill-specific
practice and collaborative learning, catering to the needs of the whole class.

In addition, flexible grouping can help reduce the isolation that some students may feel in multilevel
classrooms. By engaging with classmates at various language levels, learners build connections and
feel more integrated into the classroom community. Regularly shifting groups also keep the
classroom atmosphere dynamic, making students more adaptable to different communication styles
and instructional tasks. Research supports the effectiveness of this approach, highlighting that it can
improve language acquisition outcomes and foster a more respectful learning environment (Reeves,
2018).

Types of Grouping: Homogeneous, Heterogeneous, and Peer Pairing

Different grouping types serve distinct purposes in the multilevel ESL classroom. The primary
approaches include homogeneous grouping, heterogeneous grouping, and peer pairing. Each
of these grouping strategies offers unique advantages depending on the lesson’s objectives and the
students’ skill levels.

Homogeneous Grouping: In homogeneous groups, students are grouped by similar proficiency
levels or skills, which can be highly effective for targeted instruction. For instance, beginner
students may be grouped together to work on foundational grammar and vocabulary, while
advanced students tackle more complex language tasks such as debates or discussions.
Homogeneous grouping allows teachers to design tasks specific to each group’s skill level, reducing
frustration for lower-level learners and boredom for advanced students (Lightbown & Spada, 2013).
By focusing on level-appropriate material, students in homogeneous groups often gain confidence
and develop their abilities at a comfortable pace.
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Heterogeneous Grouping: Heterogeneous groups combine students of varied language
proficiencies, which fosters collaborative learning. This type of grouping allows advanced students
to support beginners, acting as language models and helping explain concepts in simpler terms.
Heterogeneous grouping also encourages lower-level students to push their boundaries by engaging
with more complex language use (Tomlinson, 2014). For example, during a role-playing activity,
students of different levels could work together, with beginners handling simpler language tasks and
advanced students providing guidance. This structure promotes a more interactive and supportive
classroom dynamic, enabling students to practice real-life communication skills and gain exposure to
diverse perspectives.

Peer Pairing: Pairing students, either with peers of similar or different proficiency levels, can be an
effective way to provide personalized support. Same-level pairing allows students to practice
without feeling intimidated by more advanced peers, while cross-level pairing offers a structure
where advanced students mentor beginners, enhancing both parties’ learning experience. Research
indicates that peer-assisted learning can benefit students by promoting engagement and
accountability, as they are more likely to be attentive and committed when working directly with
another student (Reeves, 2018). In a writing activity, for instance, advanced students might review
and provide feedback on beginner-level students’ work, fostering a productive exchange where both
students benefit from the interaction.

Managing Group Dynamics and Collaboration

Effective grouping in multilevel classrooms depends not only on structuring groups but also on
managing the group dynamics to ensure productive and respectful collaboration. This requires clear
instructions, expectations, and strategies for handling potential challenges, such as unequal
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participation and language-related misunderstandings. Teachers must be proactive in guiding group
interactions, creating an environment that encourages students to communicate constructively and
contribute their ideas (Parrish, 2019).

Establishing Roles and Responsibilities: One approach to enhancing group dynamics is to assign
specific roles within each group. In a discussion activity, for example, one student might be the
“facilitator,” guiding the conversation, while another acts as the “note-taker” to record ideas. By
clearly defining each student’s role, teachers can ensure that all group members participate actively
and that responsibilities are shared. Rotating these roles regularly can prevent certain students from
dominating discussions and provide all learners with diverse engagement experiences. Clear roles
help students focus on the task and reduce the likelihood of misunderstandings or uneven
participation (Tomlinson, 2014).

Encouraging Respectful Communication: Effective group dynamics are built on respectful
communication, where students feel comfortable sharing their ideas without fear of judgment.
Teachers can foster this environment by modeling respectful language and setting expectations for
collaboration. Before group work begins, teachers should remind students of the importance of
listening to each other, taking turns, and responding politely. A positive example is crucial, as
research has shown that students are more likely to exhibit respectful behaviors if they see these
modeled consistently by their instructor (Hinkel, 2017).

Providing Clear Instructions and Support: Clear, concise instructions are essential in multilevel
classrooms, especially when students are working in groups with varying language proficiencies.
Before starting an activity, teachers should provide explicit guidelines on the task objectives and
group process, checking for understanding to ensure that all students are prepared. Additionally,
using visual aids, such as task cards or written instructions on the board, can help students stay
focused and understand their roles within the group (Lightbown & Spada, 2013). During the activity,
teachers should circulate around the classroom, offering feedback and assistance as needed. This
form of “monitoring” allows teachers to address any issues that arise, such as a lack of engagement
or misunderstandings, while reinforcing effective collaboration.

Promoting Accountability through Reflection: Accountability is another crucial aspect of group
work, as it ensures that all students contribute meaningfully. One way to promote accountability is
through post-activity reflections, where each group member briefly reports on their contribution to
the task. Students might complete a simple reflection form, describing what they learned, how they
contributed, and what they found challenging (Reeves, 2018). This process encourages students to
take ownership of their learning, as they reflect on their individual roles within the group.

Implementing Conflict Resolution Strategies: Given the potential for misunderstandings in a
multilevel classroom, teachers should also be prepared with conflict resolution strategies to handle
any issues that may arise. If disagreements occur, teachers can guide students to resolve conflicts by
discussing the problem calmly and seeking a compromise. In cases where language barriers may be
confusing, teachers can provide clarifying instructions or rephrase questions to ensure
comprehension. Fostering a classroom culture where students feel empowered to voice their
concerns respectfully can prevent small issues from escalating and maintain a positive group
environment (Hinkel, 2017).
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Flexible grouping strategies, supported by thoughtful management of group dynamics, enable
teachers to facilitate productive collaboration in multilevel ESL classrooms. By strategically
employing homogeneous, heterogeneous, and peer pairing methods, instructors can address each
student’s learning needs while fostering teamwork and language practice. Grouping not only
supports individual language development but also builds a classroom atmosphere where students
feel engaged, supported, and motivated to learn alongside their peers.

Employing Scaffolding Techniques

Scaffolding for Language Support

Scaffolding is a teaching technique that provides temporary support to students, helping them
complete tasks they might otherwise find challenging. In the context of multilevel ESL classrooms,
scaffolding is especially valuable as it enables learners at various proficiency levels to engage
meaningfully with language content. Scaffolding involves providing structured assistance initially,
then gradually reducing this support as students become more competent, allowing them to take on
greater responsibility for their learning (Wood, Bruner, & Ross, 1976).

For language learners, scaffolding can help bridge the gap between what they currently know and
what they are expected to achieve. This approach aligns with Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of the “zone
of proximal development,” where learning is most effective when students are guided through tasks
that lie just beyond their independent abilities. In an ESL classroom, teachers scaffold language
skills by offering linguistic and cognitive support—such as simplifying instructions or breaking down
tasks—so that students with different language proficiencies can participate and build confidence.

Research has shown that scaffolding techniques, when applied appropriately, contribute to improved
student outcomes. By gradually decreasing the level of support, teachers encourage students to
internalize new language skills and apply them independently. This phased approach not only
enhances language proficiency but also promotes a sense of accomplishment, as students recognize
their progress (Parrish, 2019).
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Utilizing Visual Aids, Sentence Frames, and Language Models

Effective scaffolding in an ESL classroom often involves using visual aids, sentence frames, and
language models to support comprehension and language production. These tools allow teachers to
convey complex concepts in a more accessible way, giving students concrete points of reference as
they build their language skills.

Visual Aids: Visual aids, such as pictures, diagrams, and graphic organizers, are valuable tools for
language support. They provide context for new vocabulary and concepts, helping students better
understand the material even if they struggle with certain words or phrases. For example, in a
lesson about food vocabulary, teachers might use images of various foods labeled with their English
names. Visual aids can be particularly helpful for beginners, as they allow students to make
connections between images and language, fostering vocabulary retention (Reeves, 2018).

Graphic organizers, such as Venn diagrams or story maps, can also aid comprehension by breaking
down complex information into manageable parts. During a reading activity, for example, students
could use a story map to identify key elements of a narrative, such as characters, setting, and plot,
even if they cannot yet understand all the details of the text. Visual aids not only support
understanding but also encourage students to actively engage with the content, thereby deepening
their learning experience (Tomlinson, 2014).

Sentence Frames: Sentence frames are partially completed sentences that provide students with a
structure for language production. For example, in a discussion about personal interests, a teacher
might provide sentence frames like, “I enjoy ___ because ___,” which students complete based on
their own preferences. Sentence frames help students at various proficiency levels participate in
discussions, as they offer a model for constructing sentences and expressing ideas. This approach is
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especially beneficial for beginners, who may find it challenging to formulate sentences
independently.

In addition to facilitating participation, sentence frames help students practice specific grammatical
structures and vocabulary within a controlled context, making language production more
manageable. By using sentence frames regularly, teachers provide students with the tools to
communicate confidently and fluently (Hinkel, 2017). As students grow more comfortable with these
structures, they can begin to experiment with more complex language, building on the foundational
skills gained through sentence frames.

Language Models: Modeling correct language use is another essential scaffolding technique.
Teachers act as language models by demonstrating accurate grammar, pronunciation, and
vocabulary in context. During activities such as reading aloud or structured conversation, teachers
can model phrases and sentence structures that students will later use in their own communication.
For example, in a lesson on giving directions, the teacher might demonstrate sentences like “Go
straight and turn left at the corner,” providing students with a clear example to follow (Parrish,
2019).

Language modeling also helps students develop listening comprehension skills, as they learn to
associate specific phrases with certain contexts or actions. Teachers may invite students to repeat
modeled sentences, enhancing both speaking and listening proficiency. As students become more
familiar with modeled language patterns, they gain the confidence to use them independently in
various situations, contributing to their gradual development as competent language users.

Gradual Release of Responsibility

The gradual release of responsibility (GRR) is a foundational principle in scaffolding, emphasizing a
step-by-step transfer of learning tasks from teacher to student. In this model, the teacher initially
provides direct support and then encourages students to take on increasing levels of responsibility
as they gain confidence and skill. The GRR process typically follows four stages: “I do,” “We do,”
“You do together,” and “You do alone” (Fisher & Frey, 2013).

I Do: In the initial stage, the teacher demonstrates the task or skill, explaining each step as they
proceed. This stage is particularly important for multilevel classrooms, as it provides students with a
clear, guided example of what they are expected to learn. For instance, in a lesson on descriptive
writing, the teacher might start by composing a sentence on the board, explaining how to choose
adjectives, and structure the sentence correctly.

We Do: Next, the teacher and students work together to complete the task, allowing for shared
practice with teacher guidance. This collaborative stage enables students to engage with the
material in a supported environment. For example, the teacher might ask students for suggestions
on how to complete a sentence, guiding them toward correct responses while clarifying any
misunderstandings. This shared approach builds confidence, as students see that they can
contribute meaningfully with teacher support.

You Do Together: In the third stage, students practice the task in pairs or small groups, allowing
them to apply their learning in a semi-independent context. Teachers can use this stage to
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encourage peer interaction and collaboration, fostering a supportive environment where students
help each other succeed. For example, after working with sentence frames on describing hobbies,
students might work with a partner to create and share their sentences. Working together allows
students to reinforce their skills and gives the teacher a chance to monitor their progress and
provide targeted feedback (Hinkel, 2017).

You Do Alone: Finally, students perform the task independently, demonstrating their understanding
without direct teacher intervention. At this stage, students should feel comfortable applying their
skills autonomously, having benefited from the scaffolded support provided throughout the lesson. In
a multilevel classroom, the independent stage might look different for each student, as some
learners may need more time or practice to fully master the task. For instance, in a writing exercise,
beginners might focus on constructing simple sentences, while advanced students write paragraphs.
The teacher assesses each student’s output, noting any areas for further improvement and adjusting
future instruction accordingly.

The gradual release of responsibility not only helps students build confidence in their language
abilities but also fosters autonomy, as they learn to rely less on teacher support and more on their
own skills. This structured transition process enables students to progress at their own pace, making
the learning experience both challenging and achievable.

Scaffolding techniques such as visual aids, sentence frames, language modeling, and the gradual
release of responsibility provide essential support for language development in multilevel ESL
classrooms. These strategies create an environment where students of varying proficiencies can
access the content and actively engage in learning. Through intentional scaffolding, teachers equip
students with the tools and confidence they need to become independent language users,
contributing to a classroom atmosphere that promotes growth, respect, and collaboration.

Assessment and Feedback Strategies in Multilevel
Classrooms

Formative and Summative Assessment Techniques

Effective assessment in multilevel ESL classrooms involves a balance between formative and
summative assessment techniques, which together provide a comprehensive picture of each
student’s progress. Formative assessments are ongoing and informal, giving teachers insight into
students’ current understanding and areas where they may need additional support (Black & Wiliam,
1998). Summative assessments, on the other hand, evaluate overall learning at the end of a unit or
term, providing a benchmark for language acquisition (Reeves, 2018).

Formative Assessment Techniques: Formative assessments are particularly valuable in multilevel
classrooms because they allow teachers to monitor student progress continuously and adjust
instruction accordingly. Techniques such as exit tickets, quick quizzes, and interactive discussions
can reveal students’ grasp of the material on a day-to-day basis. For instance, an exit ticket asking
students to write one new word they learned in a vocabulary lesson enables the teacher to gauge
vocabulary retention across different proficiency levels. Observational assessments, where teachers
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note each student’s participation and responses during activities, also offer valuable insights into
their language use in real-time contexts (Black & Wiliam, 1998).

Summative Assessment Techniques: Summative assessments, including unit tests, final projects,
and presentations, measure the knowledge and skills students have acquired over time. In multilevel
classrooms, it is important to design these assessments with varying degrees of complexity to match
students’ proficiency levels. For example, a final presentation could allow beginner students to
describe a familiar topic using simple sentences, while advanced students are encouraged to create
a more detailed, multi-paragraph description. This approach provides every student with a fair
opportunity to demonstrate their progress and achievements (Tomlinson, 2014).

By combining formative and summative assessments, teachers can track students’ growth, identify
any gaps in understanding, and ensure that both lower- and higher-level learners receive an
accurate assessment of their language abilities.

Providing Differentiated Feedback

Feedback plays a critical role in supporting student development, particularly in multilevel
classrooms where proficiency levels vary widely. Differentiated feedback allows teachers to address
each student’s individual progress, offering guidance that reflects their current abilities and areas
for improvement. Research highlights the importance of timely, constructive feedback in promoting
language development, as it enables students to correct errors and refine their skills (Hattie &
Timperley, 2007).

Content-Specific Feedback: Differentiated feedback should be tailored to the content and
complexity of each student’s work. For beginners, feedback might focus on accuracy in vocabulary
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use and sentence structure, helping them build foundational language skills. For example, a teacher
might comment, “Good job using the correct verb form! Next time, try adding an adjective to
describe the object.” For advanced students, feedback can address more sophisticated language
elements, such as fluency, coherence, and expression of ideas. A teacher might suggest, “Your ideas
are clear, but consider using transition words to connect your sentences more smoothly.” By
adjusting feedback based on proficiency, teachers ensure that each student is challenged
appropriately without becoming overwhelmed (Reeves, 2018).

Balancing Positive and Corrective Feedback: In any language classroom, especially multilevel
settings, balancing positive reinforcement with corrective feedback is essential for maintaining
student motivation and confidence. Positive feedback encourages students by recognizing their
efforts and achievements, fostering a sense of accomplishment. For instance, telling a beginner,
“You did a great job forming a full sentence!” reinforces their progress and motivates them to
continue participating. Corrective feedback, meanwhile, should be specific and focused on
improvement, guiding students toward more accurate language use. Teachers might constructively
frame corrections, such as, “Great attempt! Let’s work on using the past tense in this sentence,”
which encourages students to learn from their mistakes without feeling discouraged (Hattie &
Timperley, 2007).

Using Technology for Feedback: Digital tools offer innovative ways to provide differentiated
feedback. For example, language learning apps and online platforms often include personalized
feedback features, where teachers can leave comments on students’ digital submissions. This allows
teachers to give more detailed, individualized feedback that students can review and revisit as
needed. Platforms like Google Classroom also allow teachers to attach personalized video or audio
comments, which can be particularly helpful for beginners who may benefit from hearing feedback
in addition to reading it (Parrish, 2019).

Using Self and Peer Assessment

Self and peer assessment are valuable tools for promoting reflective learning in multilevel
classrooms. These strategies encourage students to take an active role in their learning by
evaluating their own or their classmates’ work. Self and peer assessments foster responsibility,
critical thinking, and collaboration, helping students of different proficiency levels gain insights into
their progress and language use.

Self-Assessment: Self-assessment allows students to reflect on their strengths and areas for
improvement, promoting self-awareness and independence. In multilevel classrooms, self-
assessment can be structured through rubrics, checklists, or reflection journals. For instance, a
teacher might ask students to complete a self-assessment checklist after a speaking activity, with
prompts like, “Did I use new vocabulary?” or “Did I speak clearly?” This process helps students
identify specific goals and recognize their achievements, contributing to a growth-oriented mindset
(Brookhart, 2013). Self-assessment can also be tailored to each proficiency level; beginners might
focus on basic language skills, while advanced learners assess more complex aspects of fluency and
coherence.

Peer Assessment: Peer assessment involves students providing feedback to one another, which can
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be beneficial for both reviewers and recipients. This process encourages peer-to-peer learning and
helps students recognize effective language use in others, reinforcing their own language skills. In a
multilevel classroom, teachers can guide peer assessment by providing structured frameworks, such
as rubrics or sentence starters for comments. For example, in a writing activity, students might use
a rubric to evaluate a partner’s work on criteria like “clarity of ideas” and “use of vocabulary.”
Teachers should monitor peer assessments to ensure constructive and respectful feedback,
especially in multilevel contexts where language ability varies (Reeves, 2018).

Promoting Reflection through Self and Peer Assessment: Both self and peer assessment
encourage reflection, helping students identify learning targets and assess their progress. When
students evaluate their own or their peers’ work, they gain a clearer understanding of language
expectations and can better articulate their learning goals. This reflective practice also fosters a
supportive classroom culture, where students learn to respect each other’s efforts and
achievements. Teachers can encourage this reflection by holding brief class discussions after peer
assessments, allowing students to share insights and observations on the activity. This practice not
only reinforces language skills but also cultivates a classroom environment that values effort,
improvement, and mutual respect (Brookhart, 2013).

Varied assessment and feedback strategies in multilevel classrooms offer essential support for
language learning. Formative and summative assessments provide teachers with a comprehensive
view of each student’s progress, while differentiated feedback helps guide learners effectively at all
levels. Self and peer assessments promote a reflective approach to learning, encouraging students to
take ownership of their progress. By implementing these strategies thoughtfully, teachers can create
an environment where every student feels supported in their language development journey.

Utilizing Technology to Support Multilevel Learning

Digital Tools for Customized Learning

In multilevel ESL classrooms, digital tools offer invaluable support for tailoring instruction to
individual language levels and learning styles. With the ability to deliver varied content and provide
real-time feedback, digital tools help teachers create a learning environment that meets each
student’s needs (Reeves, 2018). For example, platforms like Google Classroom and Edmodo enable
teachers to assign different tasks to different groups, allowing each student to engage with content
appropriate to their skill level.

Language Learning Platforms: Many language learning platforms, such as Duolingo, Memrise,
and Babbel, provide content that adapts to the user’s current language proficiency. These platforms
often include vocabulary, grammar, and listening exercises with a progression system, allowing
students to work at their own pace. Advanced students can access higher-level content, while
beginners focus on building foundational skills. Research shows that this level of customization helps
to reinforce learning and maintain engagement, as students are less likely to feel overwhelmed or
under-stimulated (Parrish, 2019).

Interactive Whiteboards and Learning Management Systems (LMS): Interactive whiteboards
and LMSs are also effective tools for differentiated instruction. Tools like SMART Boards allow
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teachers to present information visually, making complex concepts more accessible, especially for
beginners who benefit from visual aids. Through an LMS, teachers can post lesson materials,
quizzes, and videos that students access on their own devices. For instance, a teacher might upload
a grammar tutorial video, allowing students to watch it as many times as they need. Advanced
students can move through the material quickly, while others review it at their own pace, ensuring
that all students understand the content before progressing (Tomlinson, 2014).

Digital tools in the classroom promote flexibility and self-directed learning, giving students the
autonomy to explore and practice language skills according to their individual needs.

Leveraging Online Resources and Apps

Online resources and language learning apps offer ESL students varied opportunities for practicing
language skills outside the traditional classroom. Apps and websites such as Quizlet, Kahoot, and
Newsela provide a wealth of activities designed for different levels, covering vocabulary, grammar,
reading comprehension, and listening skills. By incorporating these resources, teachers can support
multilevel learning effectively, helping students reinforce skills through interactive exercises.

Vocabulary-Building Apps: Vocabulary apps like Quizlet allow teachers to create custom
flashcards and quizzes tailored to different proficiency levels. For example, a teacher might create a
Quizlet set with beginner-level vocabulary on common topics, such as food and family, and another
set with more advanced vocabulary for students ready for complex themes. Quizlet’s various study
modes, including flashcards, matching games, and tests, make it easy for students to choose the
learning style that suits them best (Brookhart, 2013). Additionally, students can access these
resources anytime, promoting consistent practice outside of class.

Reading and Listening Apps: Newsela and VOA Learning English provide news articles and audio
recordings at multiple reading levels, allowing students to engage with current events and
informational texts at a comfortable level of complexity. Teachers can assign beginner students a
simplified version of an article and offer the original version to advanced students. This approach
enables all students to discuss the same topic in class, each with an understanding appropriate to
their proficiency. By using level-adjusted reading materials, teachers ensure that students are
neither overwhelmed nor under-challenged by the content (Hinkel, 2017).

Gamified Language Apps: Apps with a gamified approach, like Kahoot and Duolingo, make
language practice engaging through games and competitive quizzes. Kahoot, for example, allows
teachers to create quizzes on vocabulary, grammar, or cultural topics. When used in a multilevel
classroom, these quizzes can be adjusted for difficulty, allowing beginners to focus on basic
questions while advanced learners tackle more challenging ones. Gamified apps are particularly
effective for maintaining student motivation, as they blend language learning with enjoyable,
interactive activities (Reeves, 2018).

Leveraging these online resources and apps enables teachers to provide students with
supplementary learning opportunities that reinforce classroom instruction, promote engagement,
and foster continuous practice.
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Monitoring and Adjusting Digital Activities

To maximize the effectiveness of digital tools in a multilevel classroom, teachers must actively
monitor students’ progress and make adjustments as needed. This involves observing how each
student interacts with the digital materials and identifying when additional support or greater
challenges are necessary. Monitoring digital activities allows teachers to respond to students’
progress in real-time, facilitating more responsive and adaptive instruction (Fisher & Frey, 2013).

Tracking Progress through Learning Management Systems: LMSs, such as Google Classroom
or Canvas, provide teachers with analytics on student activity, including time spent on tasks, quiz
scores, and assignment completion rates. By reviewing this data, teachers can identify students who
may be struggling with specific tasks and provide targeted support. For instance, if a student
repeatedly scores low on vocabulary quizzes, the teacher might assign additional resources or
practice exercises to reinforce vocabulary skills. Advanced students who consistently perform well
may be encouraged to take on more complex tasks or explore supplementary materials (Brookhart,
2013).

Adapting Activities for Varying Skill Levels: Based on data gathered from monitoring, teachers
can adjust activities to better suit individual needs. For example, a listening exercise might initially
include comprehension questions suited to intermediate students. If the teacher observes that
beginners are struggling, they might simplify the questions or provide vocabulary support, allowing
all students to participate meaningfully. Similarly, advanced students could receive additional, open-
ended questions that encourage critical thinking, ensuring that they remain engaged and challenged
(Tomlinson, 2014).

Providing Feedback on Digital Assignments: Digital tools also enable teachers to offer



Strategies for Multilevel ESL Classrooms

eflcafe.net AUTHOR: EFLCafe / TITLE: Strategies for Multilevel ESL Classrooms | 20

individualized feedback efficiently. Many platforms allow for commenting directly on students’
assignments, making it easy to provide constructive feedback on written work or language exercises.
For example, teachers can leave comments on a Google Doc, suggesting ways to improve sentence
structure or vocabulary use. Video or audio feedback is another option; recording personalized
messages for students can help them understand corrections and suggestions more effectively.
Timely and specific feedback encourages students to reflect on their learning and apply
improvements, reinforcing skill development across all proficiency levels (Hattie & Timperley, 2007).

In multilevel classrooms, monitoring and adjusting digital activities ensure that technology remains
a tool for effective, personalized instruction. Teachers who actively oversee student interactions with
digital resources can provide guidance that respects each learner’s needs, making digital learning
experiences meaningful and engaging.

Digital tools and resources present significant opportunities for customized learning in multilevel
ESL classrooms. By leveraging language learning apps, online resources, and LMSs, teachers can
create an adaptable learning environment that supports each student’s language journey. Through
careful monitoring and adjustment, teachers ensure that digital activities are both accessible and
challenging, allowing students to progress confidently at their own pace.

Conclusion
In teaching multilevel ESL classrooms, where learners come with varying language proficiencies,
backgrounds, and educational needs, educators face the complex task of creating a balanced and
engaging environment. The strategies discussed in this article offer practical and effective ways for
teachers to address these challenges, ultimately fostering an atmosphere where each student can
progress according to their abilities.

To establish a foundation for effective learning, it is essential to understand the unique
characteristics and challenges inherent in multilevel classrooms. Recognizing these dynamics allows
educators to tailor their approaches to meet each learner’s needs. Through careful planning and
structured lesson design, teachers can set clear objectives that accommodate various proficiency
levels, enabling all students to work toward common goals at a pace and complexity suited to their
language skills.

Flexible grouping strategies are also invaluable in multilevel classrooms. By thoughtfully organizing
students into homogeneous or heterogeneous groups, teachers create opportunities for both skill-
specific practice and collaborative learning. Whether students are working with peers at similar
levels or supporting those at different levels, grouping promotes active participation and enriches
the language experience. Scaffolding techniques further support this approach, providing students
with gradual guidance through visual aids, sentence frames, and teacher modeling until they are
ready to work more independently.

Assessment and feedback strategies play a critical role in tracking progress and ensuring that all
students feel supported in their learning journey. By employing a combination of formative and
summative assessments, teachers can gauge each student’s growth over time, making adjustments
as needed. Differentiated feedback, along with self and peer assessment, encourages students to
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reflect on their progress and stay motivated, fostering a sense of accomplishment as they see their
skills improve.

Finally, the integration of technology offers dynamic possibilities for multilevel learning, enabling
teachers to customize learning experiences further and engage students with varied interactive
tools. Digital resources such as apps and online platforms allow students to practice language skills
at their own level and pace. By monitoring and adjusting these digital activities, teachers ensure that
technology serves as a meaningful supplement to classroom instruction, reinforcing the learning
process for each student.

The success of a multilevel classroom depends on the teacher’s ability to adapt to individual learning
needs while creating a cohesive and supportive environment. The strategies presented here equip
educators with a toolkit of methods to respect and address the range of abilities within their
classrooms. By incorporating these approaches, teachers can inspire students to achieve their
potential, fostering a respectful and effective language learning environment where every student
feels valued and motivated. Through careful planning, adaptive instruction, and a commitment to
ongoing support, multilevel ESL classrooms can become spaces of growth, collaboration, and
successful language acquisition for all learners.
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