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Nowadays, we meet very often with the term “mixed-ability classes”. That means groups of learners with many differences (e.g. level of knowledge, language learning ability, intelligence or learning style). To teach such groups can cause many problems: some students find language lessons boring, because it is too easy for them; other students think that the lessons are too demanding for them. To find a right balance and to satisfy all students is a hard work for the teacher.
Mixed Ability classes are those which have students who are clearly of different levels. But there are more differences than just “levels”. Penny Ur presents other differences between learners in heterogeneous classes: “ language-learning ability, language knowledge, cultural background, learning style, attitude to the language, mother tongue, intelligence, world knowledge, learning experience, knowledge of other languages, age or maturity, gender, personality, confidence, motivation, interests, independence, self-discipline and educational level. 
Students may have different starting levels of English, they may learn at different speed: some of them are quick; others are slow, some of them are more confident, whereas others are shy. Some students prefer to work in groups or pairs, others like working on their own.
In general, language learners may differ in many aspects that influence the language learning abilities. Students have different strengths, weaknesses and approaches towards learning. They respond differently to the specific teaching methods and classroom situations. The more teachers are familiar with students’ differences, the better they are able to satisfy diverse learning needs. Teachers should be flexible, innovative and provide learners with various teaching strategies and attitudes. 
Whereas some differences are easy to see, others are difficult to discover. The first aspect, which is connected with the differences among learners, is age. 
Age is one of the major factors which influence the way how and what we teach. Harmer states that “young children learn differently from older children, teenagers and adult learners”. They learn indirectly as they take in information from all sides rather than focusing on one topic they are being taught.
They learn from everything around them, they need to see, hear, touch and interact with things in order to understand them. Last but not least, they are enthusiastic and curious learners, keen to talk about themselves. However, it is not easy to keep them engaged because of their limited attention spam – they can concentrate for only ten minutes at a time ( Harmer ).
The next group of learners to be discussed are adolescents. Teenage learners are generally perceived as learners who are difficult to motivate, engage and manage.
Yet “their learning potential is greater than that of young children”. If they are motivated, they are creative, with an enormous potential to learn. Adolescents are at the age when searching for individual identity and peer approval is far more important than the attention of the teacher. We have to keep in mind that their discipline problems are likely to be caused by factors outside the classroom-their family conflicts, friends’ recognition, love life etc. In the lessons, we have to provoke student engagement with material which is relevant and involving. We also should take a respectful attitude towards students, be open to their needs and wishes, and try to boost their confidence and self-esteem.
Adult language learners are characterized by a number of unique features. First to be said is that they have a whole range of life experience to draw on. 
This can either positively or negatively influence the learning process. The advantage may be of being open and relaxed while pair/ group discussion and having a straight point of view on different issues to be discussed in the classroom. On the other hand, the disadvantage may be being shy and anxious in the classroom and not being willing to share personal experience in target language with the others. Some adults underestimate themselves and do not believe they are able to learn a foreign language since a certain age. They may feel slow and not fitting among younger learners in the classroom. As a consequence, this may result in general refusal to participate in classroom activities.
Being a teacher at a language school as opposed to standard schools brings many advantages but also disadvantages. The advantages are especially flexible working hours, disciplined and motivated learners, who attend courses because they want and not because they have to, adult learners who have many experiences and are not afraid to share them, and modern equipment of the classrooms. On the contrary, one of the biggest disadvantages is, in my opinion, a high possibility to have students with significant language differences in one class due to inadequate or no placement system.
It is important to make a clear distinction between mixed ability teaching and mixed ability classes. Most teachers have to teach mixed ability groups but they may not be using mixed ability teaching strategies.
The teacher can form groups of weaker and stronger students separately according to the task. For working in pair work G. Rees adds:”… in a very controlled activity, the strong with weak will work well. In a freer activity, perhaps strong with strong will be of benefit.” (“Teaching mixed-ability classes2) For group work G. Rees suggests to let students work in mixed levels, “…in a smaller group, the weaker student will feel more able to contribute.” (Teaching mixed-ability classes1”) G. Rees also suggests whole class – mingles. This activity: “…involves students talking/interacting with many different members of class in a short period of time in order to achieve a task.” (“Teaching mixed-ability classes1”) 
A mixed ability class can only be effectively taught if the teacher accepts that every lesson cannot be whole class teaching with lessons controlled from the front. Teaching a mixed ability class will work if all pupils are allowed to experience success and to learn as individuals. This is less likely to happen if teachers insist on whole class teaching and teaching to the average child. It is unrealistic to expect any group of pupils whatever the ability to work through a body of work at exactly the same pace. Two thirds of pupils will be working out of their learning style unless the type of task is varied. 
The biggest stumbling block to effective mixed ability teaching would seem to be teacher attitude. Teachers lack the knowledge of strategies to use in the classroom to cater for a wide range of ability. Setting reduces the range of ability in the class but does not remove the fact that all pupils have individual needs and learning preferences. More staff training is needed to inform teachers about catering for the different learning styles. 
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