Teaching Two Levels of Instruction (Combined classroom) and Defining Groups for Cooperative Learning Activities: A Case Study 
Abstract: This case study presents the challenge of teaching two levels of instruction within the same class and examines how grouping for cooperative learning tasks might be handled.
 A school principal informed the teacher of English that he would have to teach a combined class of English II (15 students) and English III (5 students) in the same room. Although the teacher tried to convince the principal to establish two separate classes, using every pedagogically sound argument he could think of, the principal could not change the situation, except by not offering English at all. The teacher rejected the choice. 
Now, as he ponders the class list, he is thinking about how he will handle the two- ability levels of the class, especially in speaking tasks. The teacher regularly assigns his students short speaking tasks that can be completed in pairs or small groups- sometimes as many as four tasks during a class period. “How, he asks himself, “will an English III student be able to talk with an English II student?” Then as he recalls the performance of the students on the class list in last year’s English classes, he realizes that more than two levels are presented in the class anyway. For speaking tasks, he decides to organize the students into groups of four to five for carrying out speaking tasks and activities such as games, role playing, and problem- solving.

The study investigates the following questions:

1) What reasons do you think the principal might have had for setting up the school schedule this way?

2) What are some of the pedagogically sound arguments that the teacher might have used to convince the principal that the two English classes should not have been combined?

3) What reasons can you give for organizing the groups in this fashion? What are some likely students’ reactions?

For exploring the whole situation, I really played the teacher’s role at both school and university levels. The study concludes that teaching combined classes could be successfully and easily handled if teachers are equipped with background knowledge of teaching methods, strategies and skills, and above all persistence to succeed.
When at the first glance I went through this case study I thought it would be easy to discuss the questions and suggest procedures. But, to be frank, I was shocked when I found out that to solve this problematic issue, many factors should be taken into consideration.  For example, the individual differences, students’ proficiency level, ages, needs and cognitive growth, learning styles and financial matters.
A positive view to be pointed out here is that the teacher of English tried to persuade his principal to establish two separate classes. As he had not been able to do so, he made up his mind to play the role heroically, comparing this situation to his English classes last year where more than two levels had been represented in the same class. For him, the alternative of accepting this offer was a better solution than neglecting the class and not offering English at all, as his principal had suggested. As a former teacher at a government school, I could tell that this was, and still is, a common situation. There are many “combined classes” where students of more than two- ability levels are taught in the same class, due either to financial matters or to the lack of qualified teachers or unavailable space (class rooms).
Since the teacher is interested in raising his students’ communicative abilities, what procedures can he follow? Is it easy or difficult to handle this situation? What reasons might the principal have had for taking that decision? These questions, in addition to others, will be addressed in this paper.
I- What reasons do you think the principal might have had for setting up schedule this way?

I believe that the principal’s insistence on combining the two ability levels of students could refer to various reasons:
The unavailability of qualified teachers, the ever- present financial obstacle that impedes appointing new teachers, especially for a small number of students (5 students in this case), and the scarcity of classrooms are, in my opinion, the primary factors. But since the focus here is on the learning of English, these materialistic factors will not be discussed here; instead the reasons related to students’ linguistic abilities and proficiency will be of more importance. Some of the reasons could be:-
1- The principal wants to prove and practice the idea of being able to teach students of two levels in the same room. He might have said that “A teacher of English has an important task within the classroom context; he needs to possess a wide theoretical background knowledge of teaching methodology and should be equipped with  the skills necessary for  implementing a variety of teaching methods.” Here the teacher should be able to use special techniques for handling this situation. His duty is to encourage students of both levels to ask and speak and to praise their performance and progress.
2) The principal believes in the principle that the students of a lower level may benefit from those of a higher level. The teacher should encourage cooperative work to help the individual make contributions according to his ability. Here students of level II would benefit from students of level III who, in turn, would be very proud and pleased to have done something good. It’s really necessary to encourage the mutual relationship between students of different levels to activate the poor/weak students to equal or to “surpass” the other students. If the teacher makes use of groups, he’ll stimulate the students’ love and motivation to cooperate and teach the weaker ones. Mixing the two classes encourages students to cooperate, “we not only increase learning of course material, but importantly, help make students better citizens of their world” ( Ilola and others, 1989, p: 7) .
3) Combining the two levels in one class and carrying out cooperative activities is an opportunity to change the traditional role of the teacher; he will be a counselor and advisor instead of being a controller, dictator or the dominant of educational process. This would in fact save time for the teacher to help, advise and direct the students who face some obstacles.
4)  Having two classes doesn’t necessarily mean having much linguistic difference. Sometimes the students of level II might have better cognitive, social, or even linguistic abilities and skills than those of level III. As a matter of fact “a cognitive drive is of a great importance in meaningful learning. It consists of the will to learn, understand and solve problems.” ( Eggen and others, 1979).
5)  The teacher should realize that a good teacher is the one who is not restricted to the book. He should be able to adapt the textbook to the pupils’ needs; he can do this by adding new material, selecting, modifying, omomitting or rejecting. By doing this he can make dynamic activities in an interesting environment canceling the differences between the two - ability levels of students.
6)  As for the lesson planning, it could be based on pupils’ needs, which can be pointed out through diagnosing students’ knowledge and skills or referring to students’ records to find out prior learning experiences and backgrounds.

II-What are some of the pedagogically sound arguments the teacher might have used to convince the principal that the two classes should not have been combined?

Being aware of the students’ level and proficiency, the teacher might have used some pedagogically sound arguments to convince his principal to change his mind .He might have tried the following arguments. (The arguments are spoken on behalf of the teacher):

1) Motivation is a basic element in foreign language teaching and learning.

“Empirical studies indicate that highly motivated pupils learn faster and better than the ones who find the study of language distasteful, hence the need for pedagogical motivation”  (Kalani; Muqattash, 1995, p: 16).  The teacher should utilize different procedures and activities to improve his students’ level in English. So, how could he tackle the issue of individual interests in a combined class?
2) It would be better to teach a homogenous class than teaching a heterogeneous (two -ability levels) one. In this case the students of level III might have a better proficiency level than the other students, who, in turn, might feel that their work would not appeal to the teacher or to the other students. So the situation would be disappointing for them. To be frank here, we cannot guarantee homogeneity even in a single class or level.
3) It would be difficult to mix both levels because of the differences in their communicative competence. This comprises grammatical competence, socio-cultural, discourse, and strategic competence. Since the students are of different ages, they might differ in some other aspects. For example, their, cognitive growth, background knowledge, learning styles, etc. The oldest might have more knowledge of appropriate context for language use (socio-cultural competence), others might have more fluency, i.e. they might have the ability to put what they want to say or write into words with ease and correctness. So it would be better to separate the two classes. “Experiences reveal that foreign language learners differ in their ability to learn a language under apparently the same conditions of learning.” (Kailani; Muqqattash, 1996, p: 202).
4) The teacher might need to have two lesson plans with different objectives and activities which would be tiring for him. Further more, he would spend more time to make up for the information or experiences stored in the cognitive structure of level III students but missing in level II students, while busying the other group of students (III).So repetition and reinforcement are needed to develop fluency in English. He would focus on special activities to help pupils work with one another so as to enable the poor students to catch up with the rest of the class, which is time consuming..
5) The time of the lesson would not be enough to practice the activities with both levels. The teacher would provide the class with a wide range of learning activities to stimulate the two levels to interact. Here he should vary the content, the pace of learning or even the activities of the lesson. On the other hand, there is a curriculum which should be finished on time with supervisors attending classes to ensure that. The question remains: Would it be possible to accomplish that?
III- What are some likely students’ reactions?
It might have been possible for the two-ability level students to protest against this uncomfortable situation. Their reactions could vary depending on their abilities, cognitive awareness, and level of accuracy or proficiency. Placing oneself in the position of both levels is the best solution to feel the situation and avoid being biased to a certain trend.  
1) First, students of level III might protest against being combined with students of lower abilities by claiming that the situation would be an obstacle against competition and would hinder their progress in learning English.
2) Further more, the same students would claim that being combined with less able students would be time–wasting since their role would be helping weak students .As a matter of fact, they would play the role of the teacher as participants and advisors, but not mainly as learners .On the other hand, they would say that if both groups were given an activity (depending on each group’s ability) they would supposedly, but not necessarily, finish earlier than the other group and thus, would be waiting for the others to finish .This is another disadvantage of being combined .
  As far as level two II students are concerned, a criticism might be frankly declared here. 
1)     They would say that the lack of perfect ability of level III students might cause them to give students of level II inaccurate feedback .i.e. they could tell them that something was wrong when, in fact, it was correct i.e. “students of level III are not qualified enough to play the role of the teacher”.
2)   Students of level II might refuse to be combined with the other students since it would be embarrassing and humiliating for them to be helped by peers or commit mistakes in front of better students.
Having accepted the challenge, the teacher conducted the activities by defining groups for cooperative learning activities in the ways clarified in response to the following question.
(IV) How did the teacher organize the students? What reasons can you give for organizing groups in this fashion?
Group work, pair work and other classroom activities in general should be determined by the pupils’ abilities and different rates of learning. Obliged to teach students of different abilities in the same class room, the teacher must have had logic reasons for organizing the students into groups of four to five for communicative purposes such as games, role –playing, and problem solving activities.
1) Since the groups are not homogeneous, the teacher hopes to find out points of weaknesses and previous background knowledge, or schema, which might, therefore, help him find the remedy and achieve “learning” and acquiring communicative skills.
2) Problem solving activities require dividing the class into three or four major groups within each group the teacher forms appropriate sub groups of mixed abilities consisting of four or five students. Discussion takes place between the small groups and later with larger groups followed by a class debate. In this case, it’s preferable to divide them in groups of four. Three students of level II, with one student of level III, forming five groups.

3) Dividing the class in this fashion would help students contextualize the teaching points. Situations, dialogues, interviews, games, role- playing, problem solving, and other activities give the chance to proficient students to help the poor ones within the same group. The weak pupil might take part in the discussion in group work, where as he would not respond if questioned directly by the teacher in front of the whole class. In this case, pupils working in groups might be enhanced to provide correct answers by the values and ideas of their peers, more readily than by the teacher alone.
4) Working in groups is more relaxing than working individually or even in pairs, especially for shy students. They will be provided, intentionally or unintentionally, with the correct answers the thing that raises their self-confidence and pushes them to respond to the teacher’s questions.
5) The amount of student talking time is increased because there are more opportunities that permit students to use language to communicate with each other. On the other hand, it’s more dynamic than pair work since more people react and there is a greater possibility of discussion, information sharing and experience exchanging.
6) Group work would develop the students’ interest, clarify meaning, and remedy for boredom of the daily school routine, and above all, transfer the process of learning from “skill –getting” to “skill-using” and here lies the ultimate goal of using the activities in English. (Kailani; Muqattash , 1995,p:20) .
7) A lot of teachers form groups where two abilities strong and weak students are mixed together. This is good for weak students (although there is a danger that they will be over powered by their stronger brethren and will thus not participate) and probable does not hinder the stronger students from getting the maximum benefit from the activity.” (Harmer, 1983, p:208)
Question : If you were in Mr. Ansari’s situation, what variables would you take into consideration as you are placing your students into groups?
If I were in Mr. Ansari’s situation, I’d take the following aspects or variables into consideration:

1- The level of students’ cognitive growth.
2- Their background knowledge.
3- The students’ mood and behavioral patterns, skills and needs.

4- Their ages

5- Their sex, gender.

     6- Their span of apprehension.

7- Learning styles
  For teachers of languages it would be preferable to have homogeneous groups or sub-groups with similar qualities to make it easier for the teacher to help and direct them .To clarify the above mentioned variables, certain points will be explained 
The students’ cognitive growth, according to Piaget’s theory, determines the material which must be taught, and so do the students’ behavioral skills and proficiency determine the ability and the implementation of a special lesson.
Here the teacher could use the following table for planning a lesson activity for groups:
	Subject
	skill
	Students’ level
	Timing

	
	
	
	


Concerning the background knowledge and span of apprehension, some students might have either wide or restricted knowledge depending on their ages or experiences; they might also have limited span which requires the teacher to use certain techniques; he should vary his procedures and materials to comprise visual aids that might clarify certain terms or help students internalize and contextualize the content. In teaching level II students, the teacher could give separate words through pictures, or teach separate sentences, whereas he could present larger chunks, sentences or paragraphs for the students of level III, supposing that they’ve acquired more competence and information.
On the other hand, Schmuck and Schmuck, 1995 determined some characteristics that determine the effective groups:
1. students’ expectations

2. leader ship

3. acceleration

4. criteria

5. solidarity and continuity ( Translated from جابر وآخرون ، 1989)

Working side by side, teachers and students using all possible activities like co-operation, readiness for help, motivation, mutual understanding, interest, and solving problems, should be geared towards achieving the desired goal i.e. learning.
 Having taken all the previous points and analysis into consideration, I now turn to the actual implementation of the case on my students. In general, when facing a similar situation, certain procedures might be followed.
First, a brief description of how the case of the two different levels in the same class (I called them level B /1: students directly placed, and level B/2: students who passed 101) was dealt with.
In fact, I actually put myself in the same situation, not only for the purpose of the study, but for achieving better learning outcomes. I played the same role six times: three times at school and three at university. For example, at the university, all students are required to undertake the placement test before being admitted to university.  The students enrolled in 102 English communication courses were of two types: some were directly placed in the course, while others passed 101 or 102 pre-requisite courses. This indicates that students have different background knowledge or schema, possess varying skills and abilities and show diverse self-confidence that all have to be tackled well. 
  1) A diagnosis of the students’ background knowledge is usually necessary. From the test the individual differences concerning the students’ previous knowledge, communicative competence, language skills, cognitive growth, verbal–nonverbal abilities could be identified , and accordingly students would be divided  into either homogeneous or heterogeneous groups . However, in my case, this was not carried out since the test cut scores upon which the distribution of students was met were clear. In addition, the study was conducted in the last two months of the second semester the thing that helped me as a researcher recognize the differences among the groups in the first two months from their tests, everyday activities and mid-term exam.
 2) Examining the new language words, functions and other linguistic forms or communicative abilities to be introduced to the students, together with the different language activities involved was of great help to vary the pace and activities taking the individual differences and proficiency level into account.
      3) Dividing the unit into an appropriate number of teaching steps was also necessary to ensure that the teaching load could be evenly distributed among the various steps.
4) Two separate lesson plans with specific objectives for each group was prepared.
The achievement of those objectives relied on the material and activities implemented in class.
    5)  The class period was divided into two halves working with one group at a time. Special activities were prepared for level B/1; at the same time other activities for Level B/2 were implemented. Being restricted to the allotted time for each activity is preferable despite the fact that the class room situation and the students’ responses determine the extent and duration of the activities. Group work should be well – organized and the task must be made clear, as well as who would speak, with whom and for how long.
  6) The last 10 to 15 minutes were devoted to doing worksheet, providing feedback to each other, evaluation and assigning homework for both groups. It is worth noting that the teacher played the role of advisor, counselor and participant.
  7) As it would be difficult to decide the pupils’ needs at schools, since one might not know their occupations in later life, a variety of activities to teach the four major skills would be applied. Teachers should produce material that satisfies the greatest majority of students, at the same time make provision for minority interests within the group. At Birzeit University, the English language material has been selected to suit the students’ various proficiency levels, including material from different subject matters and future fields of specialization so as to equip students with the four language skills, mainly communicative ones. Therefore, many activities require students working in groups or in pairs. “Group learning and performance depends on both individual accountability and group interdependence; group numbers sink or swim together – i.e. for any one in the group to succeed, every one in the group must succeed.” (Ilola and others, 1989, p:2).   
In this kind of situation what types of oral activities might be particularly beneficial?
It is worth pointing out here that where there are students of different levels and interests in a class, different groups can be found that not all the students are necessarily working on the same material at the same time .On the other hand, it is preferable to have a small odd number of students less than seven; Five students is enough. The fifth student can be chosen to act as an organizer to make sure that the task is properly done. At the same time, this leader can act as a mini-teacher helping the teacher complete the task .Dividing the class into groups can change the classroom into a dynamic, interesting place where the students can work effectively in a cheerful, comfortable atmosphere to perform the following activities:
1. Consensus activities : groups work together ,divide things for a specific situation and agree on a consensus .e.g.

For example, a student has robbed the teachers off his watch, what punishment does he deserve?

a.   to buy a new one instead.
b.   to report to the police.
c.   to ignore the incident.
Students discuss and reach a consensus.
We can look at another example in details: Going to “New York City. Etc.” In this activity students are told that they are going on a holiday and have to decide what ten objects to take with them. Stage 1: Students write down the items to put in luggage for two weeks. Stage 2: When they have finished, they are put in pairs to negotiate the list. Each member can change his list if (necessary). Stage 3: When the pairs have finished, another two pairs negotiate together a new list that all four students agree on. Stage 4: Groups can now be joined together and the list re-negotiated.

Stage 5: A feed back session is conducted with the whole class in which each group explains and justifies choices.

This activity which can be used from the elementary level up-wards is a great fun and produces a lot of English. Besides, it can be applied to a class of two or more levels( Harmer, 1983).
2. Communication games based on information gaps. e.g. find similarities and describe things, etc.
3. Problem–solving.
4. Story-construction.
5-Flash cards one also used to play games, create dialogues, prepare cross word puzzles and to teach new words and functions.
6.  Reading Magazines and discussing the latest news. In addition, pupils can make use of pictures from magazines as teaching aids. The simple pictures can be used with level III and the more complex pictures with the advanced class IV.
      7- Attending different films on T.V or in the cinema and discussing the incidents in class on the following day. Having attended different films students can describe them in class, and so they can keep abreast of many films not only one.
8-  Holding group competition: Asking individual students to sum up, describe, discuss the mentioned activities will assess the value of the experience, i.e. give them time to talk about themselves and their families, hopes, aspirations, opinions, and other personal social or political issues.
9) Recipes.
10) Likes and dislikes
11) Conducting interviews either in class or beyond the classroom.

12) Interpersonal exchange. As we have seen, it would be possible to combine the two ability level students and perform certain activities. Through group work it would also be possible that the poor students might work hard to compete against the others. “Group work should be looked at as a teaching strategy which we should stick to and make sure that the students are aware of its benefits. (Kailani;  Muqattash, 1996, p: 206).  Modern educators say that: “Incorporating peer teaching and training to become autonomous into our methodology is not only a way of enabling our students to make the most of the English we have taught them by expanding it over years and years of fruitful self-directed learning; it can also be a convenient and rewarding way (for both teachers and students) of dealing with large, mixed-ability classes (Sionis, 1990, p: 91)
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