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ABSTRACT

This paper reports the results of a qualitative study with multiple case studies at all
four secondary schools in Angkor Thom District, Siem Reap province, about the learning
activities that are problematic in English mixed ability classes and to seek for the
practices applied to deal with those challenges. In this study, there were 5 teacher
participants. The researcher used semi-structure interview as an instrument tool because it
enables teacher participants to answer deeply to the questions asked, and the participants
feel more freedom to talk when interviewing. Results indicated that assigning students to
work in group, doing the role play and presentation as well as reading English texts are
the problematic learning activities of students in English mixed ability classes. Teachers
find it hard when allowing students to do these activities in the classroom. Although there
are some challenges found in teaching, the results also elaborated the practices that
teachers use to deal with such as: lecture, group students with mixed ability, play some
games when teaching, and use mixed methods both lecture and cooperative learning, use
some pictures when teaching, plan the lesson appropriately, create group chat of

Facebook as well as Telegram and inspire them to study more.

Keywords: Mixed Ability Classes, Practices, Students’ Learning Activities
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background of the Study

In Cambodian context, English is an important language which students have to
learn from the primary level to their higher education. If students know English well, they
will be able to find a job easier when they finish their studies. More importantly, the
mastery of foreign language in Cambodia plays a significant role in the improvement of
the nation, employment creation, and therefore poverty reduction (Mao, 2013). Indeed,
English language was included in primary school from grade 4 to grade 6, the study time
is 2 hours per week; however, the instruction of English in primary schools is dependent
on the availability of English teachers (Mao, 2013). If there are no English teachers or
someone who could teach English, primary school students would not be able to learn
English.

In English classes of Cambodian secondary schools, students mostly have
different background knowledge and degree of language proficiency; therefore, it is not
really easy to teach classes in which there are a lot of students with different ability. As
the secondary school level is from grade 7 to grade 9, and the study hours are 4 hours a
week (MoEYSS, 2015). When students have different ability in terms of English
proficiency, it is difficult for teachers to handle the classes. A class in which students
have different academic background, learning’s styles, achievement, needs, weaknesses
and strengths is considered to be a mixed ability class; moreover, students in this class
also have different strategies in learning (Ainslie, 1994; Ansari, 2013; Al-Subaiei, 2017).
In this case, it can be challenging for teachers to keep all the students’ attentions and
teachers may feel foiled since they do not have sufficient time to inspire and help slow
learners (Baker & Westrup, 2000). Moreover, “It is hard for teachers to make sure that
students are learning since they have different styles of learning, level and ability, and
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teachers are not sure that they provide students enough opportunity to improve their
learning ability and so on”, (Ur, 2013Db). Furthermore, the high achieving students will
feel bored when they have done the tasks earlier, and they have to wait for other students
and they will feel lazy if the teachers spend too much time on the slower students; on the
other hand, the slower learners will feel demotivated if the teachers focus too much on the
fast learners (Bhandari, 2020; Gustiani, 2019).

1.2 Statement of the Problem

Gustiani (2019) mentions that it is not easy to teach a class which consists of
mixed levels of students’ proficiency in terms of English language, and some teachers of
English are still applying traditional methods known as grammar-translation methods or
lecturing methods which allows only little time for students to practice what they have
learned; in particular, because of that lack of teaching methods, students are not given
proper time to practice their speaking skills.

It is obvious that some students have high general knowledge while others have
low general knowledge; additionally, their language use is different on the ground that
some can speak English very well, whereas the others are more likely to speak Khmer
rather than English in the classroom. Actually, in Cambodia, before students get into
grade 7, they have already been studying English since primary school or they even
started before in the family or private class; however, students are already in widely
mixed proficiency levels; therefore, it is very difficult for teachers to find effective
strategies and methodologies to equally help students improve their knowledge of English
(Mao, 2013).

Noticeably, in the mixed ability classroom, some students are very active while
the others are very passive. That is one of the reasons that some students are faster,

whereas the others are not. More importantly, educators have to recognize the mixed
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ability class carefully, for students have strengths and weaknesses, and they should
improve at different pace of learning in the class (Ireson & Hallam, 2002; Syathroh,
2019). Moreover, advanced learners can catch up the meaning of the lesson easily while
others have difficulties to understand the lessons; thus, it is not easy to teach (Nusrat,
2017). In addition, Kelly (1974) also mentioned that students have diverse learning styles
and for the poorly performing students, they may have some difficulties studying in
boisterous environment because they usually lose their attention easily. Furthermore, one
of the most difficult issues faced by English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teachers in
schools is teaching a class of students with a variety of English proficiency levels
(Gustiani, 2019).
1.3 Research Purposes

The purpose of this study is to explore the students’ learning activities that are
problematic in English mixed ability classes and to find out the practices teachers use to
deal with the problems at all secondary schools in Angkor Thom district, Siem Reap

province.

1.4 Research Objectives

To conduct this study, the researcher has two main objectives as follows:

1. To identify the students’ learning activities that are problematic in English

mixed ability classes

2. To discover the practices that teachers use to deal with the problems in mixed

ability classes
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1.5 Research Questions

In order to accomplish the two main objectives, there are two specific research
questions as follows:

1. What are the students’ learning activities that are problematic in English
mixed ability classes?
2. What are the practices that teachers use to deal with problems in mixed
ability classes?

1.6 Significance of the Study

This study benefits secondary teachers of English to have a better understanding
of the problems of students’ activities happening in English mixed ability classes and
provides some practices that teachers utilize to deal with the problems, and especially, it
will definitely help the beginning teachers on how to prepare instructional planning in
order to help students with low English proficiency level to comprehend the lessons as
much as students with high English proficiency level. More importantly, it will also be
beneficial for the stakeholders such as the school principals to let some teachers join
workshop or train more in order to help those teachers develop their teaching skills and
when they encounter the challenges happening in English mixed ability classes, they will
be able to apply the appropriate practices that they have studied in their real teaching; in
addition, some practices found in this study will be useful for teachers of English to apply
in their real classes.
1.7 Operational Definition of Key Terms

Mixed ability classes: Educators may give different definitions of mixed ability
class due to its context. In this study, the researcher refers the mixed ability classes as
classes which consist of students with the same grade and with a wide range of ability in

terms of English proficiency level.
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Practices: The common techniques teachers use to deal with the challenges
happening in mixed ability classes.

Students’ Learning Activities: The formal activities that students do during their
study-time.
1.8 Chapter Summary of Introduction

In this chapter, the researcher reviewed about the grade in which English was
included, and how English was used in primary school and secondary school levels, and
the mixed level of English between the students in the classes. Therefore, there are
challenges that teachers of English face daily in terms of teaching English. Teachers have
difficulties teaching such classes because when they try to take more time for the slow
students, the fast ones would feel bored and feel no longer study. Furthermore, the
purposes of this research are to find out the challenges of students’ learning activities and
practices teachers of English use to deal with such challenges, and these purposes lead to
2 main research questions which are about the problematic of students’ learning activities
as well as the practices. Additionally, this study really benefits the teachers, the school
management team as well as the stakeholders. Last, the key terms in this study are about
mixed ability classes, practices and students’ learning activities. The relevant literature

reviews of this study will be presented in the next chapter 2.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

This chapter will be about the definition of mixed ability classes, the reasons why
mixed ability classes exist, the challenges of teachers and students in mixed ability
classes, the practices teachers utilized to address the problems, some effective classroom
management and teaching strategies.

2.1 Definition of Mixed Ability Class

Educators may give different definitions and descriptions of mixed ability classes
depending on the context. In the practice of education, mixed ability classes are not
avoidable, and these classes contain students with different ages, motivation, educational
backgrounds, engagement and readiness to learn, and learning styles (Syathroh, 2019; Al-
Shammakhi & Al-Humaidi, 2015). Syathroh (2019) further states that in mixed ability
classes, there are three types of students such as high achieving students, average
achieving students and low achieving students. However, Bremner (2008) argues that
mixed ability classes refer to classes that do not consist only of different learners’
learning capacities, but also of alternative styles of students’ learning, and those students
will show their strengths at some points. Gordon (2010) also defines mixed ability class
as the class where the learners are in the same group and have similar background but
have different skills in the particular subject. Furthermore, mixed ability classes refer to

classes where learners have different levels of their language knowledge (Valentic, 2005).
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2.2 Why Do Mixed Ability Classes Exist?

Based on Seligson (1997), the factors that lead to mixed ability classes are: 1)
students come from different educational backgrounds, 2) students grow in various speeds
in terms of learning, 3) some students find learning language is easy while others do not,
4) some students feel into English, and 5) some students may be born in English-speaking
family or travel to English-speaking country.

2.3 The Challenges in Mixed Ability Classes

2.3.1 Teachers’ Challenges

Teachers of English encounter many challenges in teaching English in mixed
ability classes, it is not really easy to teach. Moreover, when textbooks in general are not
suitable for the different levels of students’ needs, students may find no interest in the
textbooks as it is easy for them while others find it extremely difficult (Xanthou &
Pavlou, 2010).

Interestingly, in Cambodian context, Mao (2013) also stated that English teachers
in primary school did not go through proper training and the classes are large with widely
mixed English proficiency level; thus, it is not easy to teach such classes.

Furthermore, in mixed ability classes, it is not really easy to prepare tasks that fit
all students” knowledge, and when teachers assign students to do some tasks, they may
think it is easy for everyone; however, some students might feel it is tough for them to do
the tasks, and some might even give up on their tasks (Baker, 2000, as cited in Rahman,
2018). Moreover, the faster students frequently complete the tasks assigned before the
others; as a result, while waiting for others to complete, they may misbehave. The weaker
students, on the other hand, are unable to complete assignments as quickly as the stronger
students; consequently, they may lose confidence and engage in ill-disciplined behavior

for a variety of reasons (Ansari, 2013). Moreover, it is not easy to group students together
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because there are a variety of levels and needs among the students in the classroom, so it
can be challenging; group work may engage lower achievers while being bored and
uninterested for advanced students (Al-Shammmakhi & Al-Humaidi, 2015).

Despite the fact that most classrooms are multi-level, teachers find teaching such
classes to be a difficult and demanding work since it requires them to create lessons that
include a wide variety of assignments according to a wide range of learning needs and
preferences (Ansari, 2013). Furthermore, Ansari (2013) states that it is hard to get
students’ involvement sometimes because some students participate a lot in learning
activities while others seem to remain silent for the whole lessons. In addition, when
teachers assign the tasks for students, half of the students have finished exercises when
the other half have only just begun, and if teachers spend much time explaining to the
weaker students, the stronger ones will get bored (Seligson, 1997). Also, Teachers are
not sure whether students participate and have the equal learning outcome because of the
time constraint (Khamdamovna and Karimovna, 2020; as sited in Abduljalil, 2021).

2.3.2 Students’ Challenges

Students are really eager to speak English, but they are afraid of making mistakes
while speaking, and sometimes even though they really want to express their opinions or
ideas to others, they still cannot, for they are poor in using appropriate words (Shahzadi et
al., 2014). Shahzadi et al., (2014) also mention that the other reason that make students
hesitate to speak is because they are not confident enough about their English ability.
Moreover, when students are poor in English grammar, vocabulary, they do not know
how to spell out the words or talk with other friends; what that should be noticed is that
some English teacher can’t even speak English fluently, and normally use only their
mother-tongue in English classes, this is one of the reasons that students cannot speak

English (Hossain, 2018).
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In addition, students feel hard to study English because some teachers of English
are not trained properly about teaching methods, so it is hard for them to study with;
moreover, teachers normally use teacher-centered styles; therefore, students do not have
much time practicing (Hasan Drbseh, 2019).

2.4 Effective Classroom Management in Mixed Ability Classes

Your classes can be effectively taught depends on how you manage your class,
and when it comes to the classroom management, it refers to the classroom environment
where students feel comfortably safe both mentally and physically; moreover, teachers
use classroom management to keep students engaged, motivated, attentive and productive
during the learning and teaching process (Kao, 2019). Furthermore, Kao (2019) mentions
what teachers do commonly for the classroom management when starting the lesson,
finishing the lessons, giving instructions, forming pair/group work, praising students and

dealing with conflicts in the classroom.

2.4.1 Discipline
A classroom without discipline is commonly disorganized, and traditionally,
teachers recognizes that discipline is like a punishment such as: asking students to write
words or sentences as many times as possible, not allowing students to learn as the ways
they want and so on; however, discipline is not about punishment; teachers should create
enjoyable environment in the classroom which full of participation, inspiration, and
productivity (Kao, 2019).
2.4.2 Classroom Routine
Teacher should always have classroom routine such as planning the teaching and
learning supplementary, arranging the students’ seats, giving feedback on students’
homework, or having warm-up activities (Kao, 2019). These classroom routines may

include: coming to the class early so that s/he can prepare the room better, preparing
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teaching materials in advance, teaching students how to move in the class properly,
getting students to take responsibility of cleaning the classroom as well as the board
erasing (Kao, 2019).
2.4.3 Rewards and Punishment
Everyone likes carrots, they do not like sticks, students are the same; they never
like the punishment their teachers give them. The things teachers should avoid are: letting
students stand in front of the class, fighting them, disallowing them to get into the class,
sending them to the principal, or making them clean the toilet or picking the rubbish
(Kao, 2019). Kao (2019) emphasizes that teachers should praise them in front of the class
or their classmates, let them enjoy the fun activities such as games or songs, praise the
whole class and so on.
2.4.4 Classroom Monitoring
It is important for teachers to walk around the class and monitor while students are
doing their task individually, in group and pair work. The reasons teachers have to do that
is to check whether students learn something from the activities and whether they are on
the right track, and to make sure they understand what to do and to be by their side when

they need teachers’ help (Kao, 2019).
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2.5 Practices to Deal in Mixed Ability Classes
A. Mixed Ability Grouping

It has been proposed by Mucheni (2015) that grouping students with mixed ability
students is one of the practices to deal with the challenges because it allows slow students
to improve their academic performance and learn more effectively while keeping fast
students engaged, providing everyone in the classroom has a sense of purpose and
responsibility. Additionally, group work can be fun and motivating, it can increase
students’ learning participation, enhance the students’ oral communication as well as
increase the students’ problem-solving skills, and students would improve their social
skills through cooperative learning activities and both lower and higher achievers would
benefit from working together (Killen, 2009; McMillan & Joyce, 2011; Ur, 2012).
Additionally, the teacher can pair advanced students with average and low-achieving
students so that the intelligent students can teach the slower students and the slower

students can learn (Hordiienko & Lomakina, 2015a).

B. Collaborative Work

Valentic (2005) emphasizes that collaboration encourages students to participate
in the educational process, regardless of their level of understanding. It teaches kids to
appreciate other people's perspectives, to speak up, and to improve self-confidence. Since
teachers cannot control all of the students, it is only natural that they assist one another.
Some learners adopt the role of instructor, making them accountable. Students that are
more advanced see that explaining something to others allows them to explore even more.
Group work, pair work, peer review, brainstorming, projects, poster presentations, and
peer-correction are all effective techniques for fostering collaboration (Valentic, 2005). In
addition, collaborative work really empowers students to improve their social skills while

working within their suitable learning styles (Bremner, 2008). Also, when students work
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together as a group and pair, they can learn more from one another and they could
produce the common product at the end of the lessons (Baharova et al., 2020). It is,
additionally, important to seat top students with beginners. It is helpful because the
advanced students can help the beginners, and forming students to work in pairs, teachers
can also include more challenging tasks so that the clever one will be able to assist the

slow ones (Djuraveva, 2021).

C. Motivation

In language teaching and learning, motivation is vital, and it is the engine that
drives the entire teaching and learning process, demands special attention, and when
students feel supported and valued and know that teachers really care about them, they
are more motivated to learn (Harmer, 2007). Motivation has an impact on teaching
dynamics, in some ways, affects what can be accomplished in the classroom and has an
impact on the efficiency of teaching and learning (Valentic, 2005). In addition,
introducing the strong learners as a model of hard work in the class will motivate others
to try harder as they see their model and teachers have to keep motivating them so that
they would keep studying more (Naddafi et al., 2019). As in the study of Kao (2019),
when teachers just tell students what they have done well, it is not enough, teachers need
to show them action; although we cannot inspire all students every time, we can have
some ways to motivate them such as making the lessons interesting and enjoyable so that
students feel happy to learn, planning the lesson appropriately based on the students’
ability, trying to call students’ names, building trust, mutual respect and good relationship
with students so as they would feel warm and safe to study and be a role model for them.
Yeung et al (2011) also emphasized that on critical academic outcomes, student

motivation may have a significant impact.
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D. Role-play and Presentation
It is important to get students involved in the learning and teaching process in
mixed-ability classes because when students engage, they would start learning things, and
as Nguyen (2015) explained that role-play can help students to work actively together and
know how to act in the given situation. Moreover, before allowing students to do the role-
play, teachers need to make sure that they are ready and know what to do (Nguyen,
2015). It is also necessary to allow students to come in front of the class so that they
would be able to present and practice what they have learned from the teachers, and role-
play and presentation enable students to learn to listen and respect one another’s ideas as
a classmate (Hernandez, 2012). Moreover, role-play can help students to engage actively
and provide students with chances to practice what they have learned in their real world,;
additionally, teachers can also use presentations to inspire students to engage in their
learning (Senekane, 2010).
E. Professional Development
Teachers need to be trained properly and join more workshop so that they can get
more ideas, learn new teaching methodologies, know more about the different types of
students in order for them to better manage and deal with the challenges in mixed ability
classes and teachers should also employ different teaching approaches when teaching
(Rahman, 2018; Al-Shammakhi & Al-Humaidi, 2015).
F. Providing Clear Instruction
In the process of learning, instruction is very vital; therefore, teachers have to
always give explicit instruction to the whole class in an easy way so as everyone in the
class can easily catch up the meaning of the lessons; moreover, teachers can also write on
the board, repeat, walk around and make sure that students know what to do and teachers

must be very well prepared, know exactly what they are going to do, always bring extra
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materials and encourage, and it is important for teachers to give positive feedback,
comment on both content and language, give them advice on what they need to practice

more and correct the mistakes (Rahman, 2018).

2.6 Effective Teaching Methods in Mixed-Ability English Classes
2.6.1 Teaching Reading

To get students to read the text is useful because when students read more, they
are likely to understand better, but if students read less, they may not know much things
around them; more importantly, teachers should also explain students about the two kinds
of reading such as extensive reading and intensive reading because it can help students
choose what kinds of text they want to read so that they will feel more enjoyable in
reading (Harmer, 2007). Moreover, Harmer (2007) raised up the sixth principles of
reading as follows:

Principle 1: Motivate students to read as much as possible: This means that the
more students read, the better they know things around, and it is also good to talk about
this principle with students in the class.

Principle 2: Students need to be engaged with what they are reading: Students
need to pay more attention when they read so that they can understand better and make
their reading more joyful.

Principle 3: Encourage students to respond to the content of a text, not just
concentrate on its construction: When students read, teachers do not just ask them to
focus on only construction which contains relative clauses, but also the meaning.

Principle 4: Prediction is a major factor in reading: As when we read some texts
in our own language, we can estimate what is in the books by seeing its cover, headline

and so on, these are the hints which are very important for us. It is the same for teachers
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in the class, s/he should provide students with some hints before allowing them to read so
that they can guess what is going on in the text.

Principle 5: Match the task to the topic when using intensive reading texts:
Teachers need to find good reading texts based on students’ level and the topic of the text;
moreover, teachers need to also find good reading tasks which have appropriate activities
during and after the text reading, and it is also significant for teachers to ensure whether
the text is easy or difficult for the class to complete or not.

Principle 6: Good teachers exploit reading texts to the full: Any text is full of
sentences, words, ideas and descriptions. It does not make sense when teachers just ask
students to read and drop it then move on to another point. Teachers should have further
discussion and make the tasks more interesting by bringing the text to life.

Moreover, for the reading part, teacher should use picture with the reading texts so
that students can catch up the meaning of the picture and they can also ask some
questions regarding the content of the picture (Hernandez, 2012).

More interestingly, Kao (2019) mentions that there are some techniques in
teaching reading such as pre-reading practice technique, main-reading practice
techniques, and post-reading practice techniques. He further explains that in pre-reading
practice techniques, teachers can get students do some pre-reading activities such as:
predicting true/false statement, using a picture or a paragraph or title, predicting questions
and sequencing sentences or pictures. For the main-reading practice techniques, teachers
can use grids (vocabulary grid and detail grid), comprehension questions, read and
identify the pictures or matching. For post-reading practice techniques, teachers can use

dialog/role-play, re-writing, analysis, and gap filling in passages.
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In vocabulary grids, teachers can select the necessary words in text to put in the
grid then ask students to guess the information in the text, then guess their guess when
they read. This will help students catch up on the meaning of the whole text better.

Figure 1. This is an example of vocabulary grid looks like:

Vocabulary Things Person
- Fire engine 4 v
- Barber
- Shop v
- Resident v

Adapted from Kao (2019)

For detail grid, teachers can plan the “Wh’-grid on the board and students can use
the grid to guide when they read.

Figure 2: An example of Wh-grid

What Where When How Result
- A big fire - National Road 5 | - Yesterday e, - 30 shops
PO e e e damaged

Adapted from Kao (2019)
2.6.2 Teaching Listening
Listening skill is the most important skill among the four macro skills because
listening always comes first; for example, before we can say a word, we have to hear how
it is pronounced (Kao, 2019). Kao (2019) further explains that in teaching listening, there
are three stages known such as pre-listening practice techniques, main-listening practice

techniques and post-listening practice techniques.
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In pre-listening techniques, teachers can use predicting true/false statement, KWL
techniques, using picture or paragraph or title, predicting questions and sequencing
sentences or pictures.

In main-listening practice techniques, to help students concentrate more when
listening, there should be some tasks for them to complete, those tasks can be “listen and
find”, comprehension questions (wh-/yes-no questions), true/false statement, sequencing/
ordering, using grid and listen and do.

For post-listening practice techniques, teachers may use dialog/role-play,
rewriting on what they listen and gap filling in passage.

Furthermore, there are five principles of listening suggested by Harmer (2007) as
follows: 1) inspire students to listen as much as possible, 2) assist students prepare to
listen before listening activities, 3) allow students to listen not only one time if they
cannot get the meaning of the text, 4) encourage students to respond to the content of the
listening, not just the languages, 5) prepare the different tasks for students to do so that
they feel purposeful while listening.

2.6.3 Using Discussion as a Teaching Strategy

It is important to do the class discussion because it can help students exchange the
ideas from each other, listen to others’ opinions, express and discover their own
perspectives regarding any topics, and students also can apply their knowledge learned
while discussing with their friends (Killen, 2009). Killen (2009) further emphasizes that it
is good to use discussion when teaching because it enhances students’ knowledge as well
as their understanding; moreover, it helps students improve their communication,

collaboration and metacognitive skills.
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2.7 Chapter Summary of Literature Review

This chapter reviewed about the previous studies on the challenges and practices
of teaching English in mixed ability classes and it revealed about the meaning of mixed
ability classes as well as the reasons why mixed ability classes exist. Moreover, it showed
that teachers in mixed ability classes usually face the challenges daily and teachers could
group students with mixed ability, allow them to work cooperatively with one another,
assign them to do the role play and presentation, and teachers should continuously
upgrade their knowledge and join more workshop so that they could use appropriate
teaching methods to teach students in mixed ability classes. The researcher also reviewed
effective classroom management and teaching methods in mixed ability classes. The next

chapter will be about chapter 3, the methodology of the research.
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This chapter describes the research design, sample size and sampling technique,
research instrument, data collection, data analysis, and ethical consideration.
3.1 Research Design

In order to conduct this study, qualitative research design is employed with
multiple-case study to identify the differences and similarities of the students’ activities
that are problematic in mixed ability classes and to discover the practices that teachers of
English use to deal with the problems between the four different secondary schools in
English grade 7 classes at Angkor Thom Secondary School, Hun Sen Svay Chek
Secondary School, Chub Tatrav Secondary School, and Techuo Hun Sen Angkor Thom
High School in Angkor Thom district, Siem Reap province, Cambodia. Angkor Thom
district is one of the districts in Siem Reap where most of the people are farmers and
those four schools are in a rural area.
3.2 Sample Size and Sampling Technique

In this study, the researcher decided to take all secondary schools in one district,
namely Angkor Thom. There are four secondary schools in this district. Three schools
known as Angkor Thom Secondary School, Chub Tatrav Secondary School and Hun Sen
Svay Chek Secondary School have only one English teacher for the three levels, grade 7,
8 and 9, but the other one, Techo Hun Sen Angkor Thom High School, has 2 English
teachers for grade 7 and two teachers for grade 8 and 9. However, the researcher decided
to choose only teachers in grade 7. There are two significant reasons the researcher chose
grade 7 teachers. Firstly, the researcher wanted to get a deep understanding of the
students’ activities that are problematic in English mixed ability classes in grade 7.
Secondly, students in grade 7 are still young between 13 to 16 years old and it is the

beginning of the secondary school year and curriculum, and that is when good habits are
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established or not; additionally, the researcher would like to seek for the potential
strategies teachers of English in grade 7 use to address with the problems.
Table 3.2. Students scored in English classes in February and March of 2022 at four

different schools in Angkor Thom district.

Variable Total number of Mean SD
students
Angkor Thom Secondary 119
School
Class A 39 28.67 7.44
Class B 40 27.95 12.67*
Class C 40 23.13 7.87
Techo Hun Sen Angkor 150
Thom High School
Class A 51 31 15.90**
Class B 49 32 11.95*
Class C 50 37 10.65*
Hun Sen Svay Chek 170
Secondary School
Class A 56 34.26 13.26*
Class B 57 20.66 8.94
Class C 57 20.91 10.32*
Chub Tatrav Secondary 76
School
Class A 38 36.37 15.80**
Class B 38 40.38 9.64

Note. *indicates each student performed differently from one another in a range of 10-
14 out of 50 scores in February and March of 2022. **indicates a significant difference
on students’ performance from one another (SD>14) in February and March of 2022.
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Before questioning the teacher-participants, the researcher tried to identify the
classes that could be mixed ability classes by analyzing the two months scores of students
by using Standard Deviation (SD) to indicate the gap between the scores of each student,
and if the SD of the students’ scores are 10 scores away from each other, the researcher
identified those classes as the mixed ability classes.

The SD for the class B of Angkor Thom Secondary School is the highest, this
means that students scored differently from each other in average 12 scores, and the total
score is 50. 12 scores differently from one another considered to be the mixed ability
class, and that is why class B is the class that the researcher focused on during the
interview when the researcher collected the data. Moreover, the researcher informed the
homeroom teacher about class B, not A and C.

At Techo Hun Sen Angkor Thom High School, the SD of class A, B and C are
high, 10 to 15 scores, this means that students scored differently in average 10 and the
total score is 50. 10 scores differently from one another considered to be the mixed ability
classes, that is why class A, B and C are the classes that the researcher focused on during
the interview when collecting data, and the researcher referred the teacher about those
three classes when interviewing.

The SD of class A and C of Hun Sen Svay Chek Secondary School is high, it
means that students scored differently from 10 to 13 score and the total score is 50. 10
scores differently from one another considered to be the mixed ability classes, that is why
class A and C are the classes that the researcher focused on during the interview when
collecting data, and the researcher referred the teacher about these two classes when
interviewing.

In Chub Tatrav Secondary School, the SD of A is the highest, it means students

scored differently in average of 15 scores, and the total score is 50. 15 scores differently
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from one another considered to be the mixed ability classes, that is why class A is the
class that the researcher focused on during the interview when collecting data, and the
researcher referred the teacher about class A, not class B, when interviewing.

For this study, the researcher choses purposive sampling as a sampling technique
because for this sampling technique, the researcher can choose the sample based on the
researcher’s knowledge and judgment, and the researcher definitely believes that those
samples can adequately provide the information the researcher needs for this study
(Fraenkel el., (2012). Similarly, Lunenburg and Irby (2008) state that purposive sampling
means selecting the sample based on the researcher’ experience or knowledge of the
group to be sampled. Moreover, the researcher uses this purposive sampling because the
researcher intentionally needs to get the detailed information from those teachers of
English who have been teaching English for more than three years in grade 7 in four
different secondary schools in Angkor Thom district.

3.3 Research Instrument

Semi-structured interview was utilized as the research instruments for this study
with five teachers of English in grade 7. Indeed, the researcher decided to use the semi-
structured interview because the researcher needed to collect in-depth information from
the participants. Mills and Gay (2016) state that semi-structured interview consists of
some specific questions and the researcher can use prompting questions to ask the
participants so that the researcher can get more detailed information. Moreover, during
the interview, the researcher took notes and paid special attention to the participants, and
asked permission from the participants to record/take the video so that no information
would be lost or forgotten during the interview. In addition, the researcher believed that
using semi-structured interview enabled the researcher to have a good interview with the

participants because they felt comfortable to tell everything they know regarding the
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researcher’s questions, and they could also skip some questions that they felt
uncomfortable to respond.
3.4 Data Collection Procedure

To conduct this study successfully, there are some specific procedures in
collecting the data from the participants. Before the researcher decided to conduct the
research at all four secondary schools in Angkor Thom district, the researcher called all
the principals of each school in order to unofficially ask for permission to conduct the
study there. After all the school principals offered a permission for the researcher to do
the research there, the researcher requested the permission letter from the manager of
New Generation Pedagogical Research Center (NGPRC) so that the researcher could give
the official permission letters to the principals. Then the researcher wrote the consent
letter which was approved and signed by the NGPRC’s manager and approached all
English teachers in grade 7 to ask them whether they agreed to be the participants of the
researcher’s study or not.

After having gotten the permission from all the participants, the researcher
prepared the semi-structured interview questions which enabled the researcher to ask the
participants more openly and freely. More importantly, the researcher took notes and
asked the participants to record the audio and video during the interview so that it is much
easier for the researcher to transcribe the data after the interview. It is very important that
the participants’ confidentiality is kept; therefore, all the participants’ information will not
be spread or shared without the participants’ permission. For the interview duration, it
took 40 to 50 minutes. The researcher interviewed the teacher participants one by one in
each school. When interviewing the participants, the researcher used prompting questions
to follow up the questions which have been asked the participants so that the researcher

could get enough information. More importantly, the researcher reminded teacher
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participants to provide the answers based on the highest SD of the classes of each school
so that teacher participants could refer to those classes when answering the researcher’s
questions.

After collecting all the data, the researcher transcribed the data from the notes and
recordings, or video so that the researcher could code the data into the main points.
Ultimately, the researcher took the gotten information from the participants to write as
research finding.

3.5 Data Analysis

After the researcher collected all the data from the participants, the researcher
organized the data properly so that it is easy for the researcher to transcribe the data.
When the researcher interviewed the participants, the researcher took notes and recorded
the audio or video; thus, it would not be really difficult for the researcher to transcribe the
data. Next, the researcher began to transcribe the data and coded the data by using the
color coding from the notes and audio/video into the main themes, and the researcher
went through the interview audio and notes/video for many times so that the researcher
understood what the data gotten from the participants more precisely. It was very
important for the researcher to read the transcripts of the data as many times as the
researcher could in order to understand the information of each participant explicitly.
After transcribing the interview, the researcher sent the transcripts of the interview to
each participant to check whether they agreed with the researcher’s transcripts, or they
would like to add something more or delete some parts that they felt should not be
included in the transcripts. After the transcripts had been accepted and agreed by the
participants, the researcher started to finalize the data carefully and separated some data

which was similar into paragraphs and coded it into themes. Then the researcher wrote
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some information which the researcher got from the interview to support themes which
have been coded, and finally, the researcher wrote the results of this study.
3.6 Ethical Considerations

Before the researcher conducted the study, the researcher asked the permission
from the school principals in advance in order to request the teachers of English teaching
at the secondary school level to be the participants for the study. More importantly, the
researcher also sent the consent letters to the teacher-participants to allow them to
understand the purposes of the study more clearly. In addition, the participants’
confidentiality and anonymity are kept, and before the interview days, the researcher also
informed the participants about the day and times in advance in order for the participants
to be ready for the observation and interview. Moreover, the researcher asked the
permission from the participants before recording the audio as well as the video, and the
researcher informed the participants that if they felt not comfortable answering some
questions, they could skip it and continue to the following questions.
3.7 Chapter Summary of Research Methodology

Six sections have been depicted in this chapter such as research design, sample
and sampling techniques, research instrument, data collection procedure, data analysis,
ethical consideration and scope and limitation. Qualitative research design was utilized in
this study in order to get a deep understanding of the study and purposive sampling was
employed to select the participants so that those participants are competent for the study.
Moreover, 5 participants were selected from all four different schools in a district, and the
semi-structured interview was used in order to find out whether the participants face the
same challenges or not. Additionally, to collect the data, the researcher provided the
consent letter to the teacher-participants so that they understand about the purpose of the

study before the researcher collected the data from them. The data was transcribed into
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Khmer and coded into themes, then the researcher translated it into English and finally,
wrote the results of the study. The ethical consideration of this study is participants’
names and information were kept confidentially, and participants were free to skip any
questions that they felt uncomfortable with. Last but not least, this study covered only the
secondary schools in one district in Siem Reap province, so it cannot be generalized in the

whole country in Cambodia.
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS

This chapter describes the demographic information of the participants and
research findings. The researcher interviewed five teachers of English with more than 3
years of experiences in four different secondary schools in Angkor Thom District, Siem
Reap province. It was great to interview those teachers so that they were able to depict
about challenges they have faced and some practices to deal in teaching English in mixed-
ability classes.

4.1 Demographic Information of the Participants
Table 4.1 indicates age, gender, teaching experience, and codes of the participants

at four different secondary schools in Angkor Thom district, Siem Reap province.

Table 4.1

Demographic Information of Teacher-participants

Code Gender Age Teaching Marital Status
Experience
V1 Male 32 4 Married
V2 Male 25 4 Single
V3 Female 34 6 Married
V4 Female 29 5 Married
V5 Male 28 5 Single

Note. There were five teacher-participants involved in this study, and 2 teachers coded as V3 and V4 are
female teachers and the other three are male. All of them had more than 3 years of teaching experience
in secondary schools.

4.2 Research Findings
The main problems found in teaching English at four secondary schools in Angkor
Thom district were teachers find it hard to assign students to work in groups, role-play,

communicate in English, do the presentation and reading English passages and the

38



practices teachers applied were lecturing, grouping students with mixed ability, playing
games in the class, including some pictures when teaching, planning the lessons in
advance, creating Telegram/Messenger groups, and motivating students. There are also
some recommendations from the teacher-participants for the mixed-ability teachers.

4.2.1 Problems in Mixed Ability Classes

4.2.1.1 The Impacts of Different Students’ English Proficiency Level

The problem of mixed-ability classes was recognized by all the teacher-
respondents. The first question asked whether students have different levels in terms of
their English proficiency or not. The teacher-participants confirmed that students, in each
class, have mixed ability, they further said that some students do not even know the
English alphabets. Moreover, V1 mentioned that some students study part-time beside the
public school; that is the reason why they understand English better. However, he further
explained some students did not have much time to study part-time, and in their villages,
there are not many schools to learn language as well. Interestingly, V1, V2, and V5
emphasized that some students did not learn when they were in primary schools due to
the lack of English teachers, that is another reason why some of them did not even know
the English alphabets.

The teacher-participants further added that the different levels of students bring
teachers some difficulties. V1 and V2 stated that when students have different levels of
English, it is hard for them to follow the books of the ministry of education, and they
cannot finish the lessons as the minister of education planned.

Additionally, V2 and V4 said that they could not apply the methodologies they
have learned from their teacher training center because if they applied them, only a few
students in the class could understand the lessons, and in the classes, there were more

than 40 students. V3 further elaborated that sometimes when she taught some lessons or
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repeated some points too many times for the slow learners, some of the smart students
were bored and they showed to her by their face that they did not want to continue
studying. Moreover, V4 and V5 mentioned that when they assigned students to
communicate or work in groups, they did not work together well because some did not
even know some words or exercises teachers asked them to do, their friends told, though.
V5 further emphasized that sometimes even though he tried to play games or create an
interesting learning environment, some slow learners still did not participate.
4.2.1.2 The Problematic Students’ Learning Activities in the Classroom
A. Working in Groups
V1, V2, and V3 mentioned that when they assigned students to work in groups,
the result was not as what they expected because most of the students could not do it even
if the teachers tried to facilitate them, they still could not do it. They further mentioned
that because of the mixed ability students, working in group is a difficult and challenging
for them. Moreover, V3 additionally clarified that:
When | put my students to work in groups, | always notice that only the smart
ones are active and do the tasks | assign them, the rest just sit and watch the

clever students do. That is why I rarely ask my students to work in groups. (V3)

Additionally, V2 stated that when he assigned weak students to work with smart
students, he expected that they would work well with each other and they would be happy
and fond to work with weak students; however, it was not like he expected, clever
students were not excited to work with the others. When this happened, he said that he
tried to tell those clever students to help weak students because it can help them become
cleverer, and he added and advised them that, “If you help or teach others, you will
remember things you have learned longer.”

Furthermore, V5 emphasized that putting students in groups is not a good idea, for

most of the time he grouped them, the result was usually opposite from what he has
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aimed. He preferred to assign students to do the exercises individually, then correct the
answers on the board so that they can verify their answers.
B. Role-Playing
V2 mentioned that most of his students are very shy and not brave enough to talk.
He clarified that when he taught some lessons and prepared some of the role play
activities for them, they just ignored and told him back that they did not want to do, and
even though he tried to persuade them to do the role play, they just said they could not do
it. He further explained that:
Sometimes | really want my students to be active and to participate more in
learning, but when | prepared some activities for them to do, they just told me
that they could not do it and they told me that they did not want to do it. (V2)
C. Doing the Presentation
“To do the presentation in front of everyone in the class is not really easy and
comfortable for students”, V3, V4 and V5 said. V3 additionally indicated that when she
assigned students to do the presentation about some topics they have learned or are
learning, only female students were brave to do it, while male students were not brave
enough to do. She further explained that female students were smart because they always
paid attention carefully when studying and they always asked questions when they did not
catch up the meaning. Also, V4 mentioned that doing the presentation was difficult for
them because they had some problems with speaking, they did not know many words to
speak and some even did not know all the alphabets yet. Moreover, V5 illustrated that
students were not confident and brave enough because they usually thought they had no
ability to talk in front of their classmates, and he emphasized that even though he tried to

motivate them and stood by to help them, they still could not do it.
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D. Having Conversation

“Pairing students to converse with each other in English is very difficult”, V1 and
V 4 said. They further explained that to assign students to work as a pair to have
conversation, only smart students could do it; the slow learners could not speak even
though teachers asked and motivated them to.

E. Reading English Passages

V3 mentioned that in the class, there were many slow learners so when she asked
them to read, they found it difficult. She said she needed to repeat for them 3 or 4 times,
but when she asked them to read, they still could not read. She spent a lot of time teaching
students to read. She further exemplified that when she gave a text for students to read
and answer some questions related to their parents’ job, only a few students could answer
among the 50 students, and she added that they did not know how to answer it. Not only

reading, but also writing, speaking and listening are difficult for them, she added.

4.2.1.3 Behaviors of Slow and Fast Learners in the Classroom

A. Behaviors of slow learners

Four participants out of five mentioned that slow learners liked to sit quietly
without talking and they were usually passive in the classroom. No matter whether they
understood or did not understand the lessons, they just said nothing. Moreover, they
stated that most of them liked to sit at the back of the classroom as well. More sadly, “The
tasks or homework he assigned them to do at home, they did not do and just told him
back that they did not know how to do”, V1 said. Interestingly, when students told her
that they did not know how to do something, V3 told them back that “That is why you are
required to come to study and if you already knew, you did not need to come”, she further

explained them.
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Although four teacher-participants said that slow learners liked to be quiet in the
classroom, V5 emphasized that most of them liked to talk too much about somethings
outside the topics they were learning, and sometimes when he asked them about what he
was explaining, they were just shocked and told back that they did not know or just
forgot. V5 further illustrated that he was very mad at them sometimes, but he tried to be
calm and continued motivating them to concentrate more on the lessons. Besides, V5 also
stated that most of the slow learners were shy and not brave enough to talk and asked
questions, he told them to talk and ask, though. Notably, V5 said that some of them did
not come to study regularly, they just came to school 3 or 4 days a week, mostly they
were absent.

B. Behaviors of fast learners

V1, V2, and V5 stated that fast learners liked to ask questions related to the
lessons that they are learning to make sure that they did not misunderstand some points,
and they mentioned that most of them participated actively in the learning and teaching
process. Additionally, V1, V2, V4 and V5 said that when they asked some questions to
the whole class, those students always wanted to respond to the questions immediately no
matter if the answers were right or wrong, they were brave enough to share to the class
and they also wanted to show off their ability to their classmates. Also, V5 emphasized
that they usually try to speak when they get the chance to speak, and even in the break
time they just try to talk in English to their friend and when | asked them, they just said
that they wanted to improve their English-speaking skill.

In addition, “They really pay attention and like to take notes when I am explaining
the lessons”, V3 and V1 said. Mostly, they like to concentrate very much when the

learning and teaching process is taking place, they further added.
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All participants mentioned that the activities of both slow and fast learners do not
strongly affect their teaching, but they just feel stressed out and depressed in teaching
sometimes.

4.2.2 The Practices Dealing with Problems in Mixed-ability Classes
4.2.2.1 The Techniques and Practices Applied in Teaching English in Mixed-
ability Classes
a. Lecture

Every teacher has different techniques in terms of their teaching and sometimes
they find some techniques useful or effective while other teachers find them useless or
ineffective. Based on the interview of teacher-participants, V1 stated that lecturing is the
solution to deal with his mixed ability classes because he mentioned that when he used
lecture as his teaching technique, he can control the students in the class well and it is also
easy for him to manage students to behave better in the classroom. He further emphasized
that he really wanted to use group work, but it is hard for him to ask students to work in
groups because there are a lot of students in class and the tables are difficult to move as
well.

b. Grouping Students with Mixed Ability

Although V1 stated that lecture is good for her class, V3 argued that using lecture
in the classroom all the time is not really good because students can become passive and
sleepy when they do not have time to talk or do some activities. She additionally
explained that using lectures is easy for teachers because they are not tired of preparing
the activities for students, just look at the textbooks and explain some points, then ask
students to copy. To her, she usually used group work to implement in her class because
she has found out that using group work and cooperative learning in the class are really

effective because smart students can help slow learners while working together.
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Noticeably, grouping students with fast and slow learners may work or may not
work in some circumstances. Most teacher-participants, except V5, mentioned that
grouping students to work together is very effective because when students work
together, they can share and help explain each other. Mostly, fast learners are really open
to share what they know with their friends when working together; however, when they
work individually, they are not really open to share, they said. Moreover, V2 further
mentioned that in some lessons, he tried to explain slowly and repeat for several times,
but students did not really understand; thus, he allowed smart students to work, discuss
and explain in the group, then they got the points faster. More interestingly, V4 stated that
when working together, slow learners were able to participate more in activities because
even if they do not really understand the points they are discussing, they are still pushing
themselves to join with smart students. With this regard, she said that she always walked
around to facilitate the groups so that she could motivate and help give ideas when they
needed. V4 further stated that when assigning slow learners to work in group, she usually
gave some score to them so that they are motivated to participate more in the group
activities.

c. Playing Game

V3 explained that besides working in groups, playing games is also one of the
techniques that can help students feel relaxed and happy to learn, so mostly she included
games in her teaching as well. She further elaborated that the games that she prepared for
her lessons are Writing Competition, Clapping the Board, Sok says, Hot Potato and Sit
Down, Stand Up and so on. She added that when students play these games, students can

review what they have learned and remember what they have learned.
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d. Using Mixed Techniques
V5 mentioned that he used mixed techniques, sometimes he used lecture and
sometimes he used cooperative learning techniques, he further explained that it depends
on the situations he is facing, for instance, if he sees his students are too noisy, he uses
lecture to make them listen, and when he sees his students look bored, he starts to play
short games to get their attention back. Furthermore, he said:
If I just include games, use lecture or group work all the time, my students will feel
bored. For example, | noticed that when | include a game at the beginning of the
lessons, the first-time students were very happy, but when | play almost every hour |
meet them, they just told me that, “Oh, teacher, please do not play game, | want to
study.” This is why I said I used mixed techniques in my teaching. (V5)
e. Using Pictures When Teaching
V2 mentioned that teaching students by showing them some pictures can attract
students to participate in learning and teaching process a lot, and they really try their best
to ask questions in order to be able to do the presentation in front of their friends. He
explained that with some pictures on flip chart sticking on the white board, students are
more interested in learning, and he said that most of students seem to be visual learners;
therefore, when teachers had some pictures during teaching, they really participated
actively.
f. Lesson Planning
V4 stated that she usually plans activities before she teaches, and she said that she
follows the steps of the lesson plan she has prepared. She believed that following the
steps can help her students understand the lessons well. She exemplified that when she
taught students conversation, she allowed them to listen to her or audio first, then asked
them to practice conversation in pairs and when they finished, she let them copy into their
notebooks to practice more at home.
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g. Creating Telegram/Group Chat Messenger

V1 mentioned that creating Telegram as well as Messenger groups is very
necessary because he can find some good lessons to share with his students so that they
can learn more outside the school. He further elaborated that he usually tried to find some
lessons from YouTube or other Websites which are related to the lessons in order to send
to his Telegram or Messenger group so that students can learn more at home, and he
frequently tell them to watch and note questions when reading or watching, and when
they meet him, he can respond to any questions asked.

h. Motivation

Based on the interview results, all teacher-participants mentioned that they always
motivate their low achieving students by clapping their hands for them and giving them
some extra score for the monthly test. They further stated that students are curious to
learn when they get inspiration and score from teachers.

In addition, V1 emphasized that he always motivated students by saying “You can
do it.” He stated that he always said this when he taught his students because he believed
that it is very important to push them to feel curious and hopeful in learning. He further
illustrated that by saying, “You can do it”, and told them to remember that, “Everyone
can do it, so can I”. As a result, students seemed to change their attitude of being lazy to
being hard-working, and he also noticed that students feel happy and motivated when
they hear that say. V4, additionally, stated that she usually praised those students in front
of others so that they feel proud of trying harder to get more admirations from teachers.

More interestingly, V5 mentioned that he advised students to look at other people
around them to see how hard those people try in order to be smart students and he just
told them that their future depends on how hard they are trying to make it bright. He

further added that they should look at the role model that they admire the most and learn
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from those so as they can improve and move themselves to another. V2 also mentioned
that whenever he assigned the tasks for students, normally the low achieving students
usually spent much more time than the given time and could not finish it on time, and
some students did not even do it because they think that they could not do the assigned
tasks. To deal with such an issue, he encouraged them to try their best to respond to the
tasks no matter if the answers would be right or wrong, just answer it, he added. Funnily,
V3 mentioned that she told students to try working on tasks and feel free to ask her any
questions if they have, and she would allow them to go home first when they could finish
early as the given time, and this is only in a case she assigned students to do at the last
hour of the class time.

All teacher-participants mentioned that providing support and helping low
achieving students are effective because they have noticed that students have improved
their ways of learning, some of them became braver when answering the questions, as a
result.

4.2.2.2 Things Students Do When They Finished the Tasks Earlier

When the best students have done tasks earlier, teachers may ask them to do other
tasks, have a break or go home early. As V1, V3 and V5 mentioned that when they gave
exercises to students to do and when some of them have done the tasks earlier than the
given time, they put more tasks for them in order to occupy them constantly so that they
will not make a noise or bother others. By doing so, they have noticed that students could
improve their knowledge. In addition, V1 and V2 stated that they usually ask them to read
the next lessons in advance so that they can have more ideas when studying those lessons.
Besides assigning more tasks and asking students to read the next lessons, V1, V2, V3,
and V5 emphasized that they just ask them to keep quiet and help or give some ideas to

the slow learners in order for them to be able to complete the tasks as others. Those
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teacher-participants additionally stated that if they did not keep quiet, they would be
punished; for instance, the teachers would blame and let them stand for 5 to 10 minutes.
Noticeably, V3 mentioned that if she allowed them to do exercises at the end of the study
hour, she would allow them to have a break first or go home early.

However, when low performing students have done the exercises or tasks late, V1,
V2 and V3 stated that they always walk to them and facilitate them and ask them what
they still do not understand or provide them more similar examples as well as the
explanation so that they can catch up and continue doing their tasks. Interestingly, V3 and
V4 mentioned that they usually ask those students to ask their friends who sit next to
them or ask them for copying as well. V4 further stated that she usually inspired them to
keep trying and told them that, “I am always here for you whenever you need.”
4.2.2.3 Recommendations from Teacher-Participants for Mixed Ability Class
Teachers

Despite their difficulties, the respondents had interesting recommendations to
share. To teach students in mixed ability classes is not really easy for teachers. They may
face many challenges in daily teaching. There are some recommendations from teacher-
participants for the mixed ability classes’ teachers as follows:

V1 mentioned that teaching students with various ability is not so easy, for their
ability is different from one another; however, he suggested that teachers should include
more fun activities and try to engage students participating in the learning and teaching
process so that they can be more active and happier to learn. If teachers just come to teach
without any purpose, they will not make the lesson interesting. He further added that
teachers should not teach students only in the teacher-centered style, s/he should persuade
them to talk as much as possible because when they talk, they may feel interested in

learning. He stated that technology is very advanced in this contemporary society; thus,
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teachers should include ICT in teaching so that the lessons would be livelier and more
interesting for students.

Moreover, V2 and V3 emphasized that teachers should care more about students’
learning process and frequently check in order to know how much they have learned and
what points they need to improve. They, additionally, said, “Some teachers just come to
teach students with a marker and textbooks, and they just come to write some difficult
words, ask students to read and take note into their notebooks, then let them go home.”
They stated that when teachers do this, students cannot be clever or become good learners
because they just come to copy. V2 also said that teachers should open a study club for
students so that they could have more time learning and practicing the lessons they just
have learned; it can help students learn from one another when they have a study club to
share their knowledge to each other. Furthermore, V3 emphasized that teachers should
continuously learn new methodologies in order to support teaching, and she mentioned
that as we know that state teachers have many hours to teach in some schools; hence, the
school principals should divide time properly for teachers to take some time doing more
research to prepare lessons well and upgrade their knowledge in order to facilitate
teaching, and she further mentioned that a good salary should be one of the main factors
to push teachers to teach more effectively.

More importantly, V4 and V5 mentioned that teachers should identify the
students’ ability and have the willing to teach, and teachers need to be patient and don’t
put pressure or hate those students who cannot learn fast like others; instead of putting
pressure as well as hating, teachers should inspire them more so that they feel valued and

important to continue studying hard to become better students.
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4.3 Chapter Summary of Findings

Based on the data presented above, there were some activities that teachers find
hard to teach in mixed ability classes. Assigning students to work in group is not easy and
when teachers assign students to prepare for the presentation as well as the role-playing,
they usually feel nervous to talk; moreover, students also find it hard to communicate in
and read English passages. The study also found out that although teachers of English
face some of these challenges of the students’ learning activities, they have applied some
techniques to deal with the challenges such as lecturing, promoting cooperative learning,
showing some pictures when teaching so that students can see and describe about what
they see, and following the steps of the prepared lesson plan. More interestingly, even
though working in groups is a problem of students’ learning activities, it is also a solution
to solve the problem of mixed ability classes. There are also some recommendations for
mixed ability teachers such as teachers should include some fun activities, care more
about students’ learning process, include ICT in teaching, open the study club as well as

continuously develop the professional development in terms of teaching methodologies.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION

This chapter presents the analysis and interpretation of the research findings
shown in chapter 4. The main problems of students’ learning activities and the practices
in teaching English in mixed ability classes found in this research are analyzed and
interpreted to find the similarities, differences and to compare with literature review that
has been written in chapter 2. The main problems and the practices that teacher-

participants have faced are discussed as follows.

5.1 Problems in Mixed Ability Classes

It is unavoidable to have students with mixed ability in English proficiency in
Cambodian public schools. Teacher-participants mentioned that some students do not
even know the English alphabets while some know English better, and the respondents
further indicated that some primary schools are lacking of qualified English teachers, that
is the reason why they could not teach students well. Actually, it is true that some
primary schools lack qualified English teachers and most teachers are elder, they do not
know English as well. This finding is in line with the study of Mao (2013) stating that in
Cambodian context, teachers in primary school did not go through proper training, and
the classes are large with widely mixed English proficiency, that is why it is not easy for
them to teach such classes.

However, when students come to secondary schools, teachers start re-teaching
them the alphabets so that they are able to learn English throughout the year and teacher-
participants further explain that they usually take one to two months to reteach the
English alphabets to students because teachers want to help those students learn and catch
up English better. Moreover, students who can speak English or know English better
when they study part time or extra classes. This finding agrees with the observation

proposed by Seligson (1997) that students come from different educational background
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which some studied at the private schools and in primary schools, so that is why they
know English better. In Cambodian context, some primary schools in the rural areas do
not have English classes due to the lack of English teachers; therefore, that would be a
reason why students do not have the knowledge of basic English compared to those who
study part time or at private school. In this case, teachers in secondary school or high
school should stop complaining about the problem that students do not know English
alphabets; instead, they should reinforce their basic English by teaching them the
foundation of English at the beginning of the year before following or taking some
lessons from the textbooks to teach them.

Interestingly, teacher-participants also explained that they could not finish the
lessons as the minister of education planned because the books of the ministry do not fit
with the students’ ability, so that is why teachers could not finish the lessons. Xanthou
and Pavlou (2010) illustrated that when the textbooks are not suitable for students’ ability,
they would find no interest in the textbooks as it may be easy for them while others find it
difficult to learn. Normally, smart students would feel bored if the textbooks are too easy
for them because they do not want to study the same things again and again as the slow
ones.

To help slow students learn English better, teachers need to teach them slowly and
repeat some important points; however, when teachers repeat too many times, other
students just feel bored and are lazy to study anymore. Moreover, when helping slow
learners, teachers can prepare some tasks for fast learners in advance so that they can
work on their tasks while the teacher is helping the slow ones. Although it is not easy for
teachers to teach, it helps him/her to be more creative in preparing the lesson for mixed

ability class, and teachers can differentiate tasks for both slow and fast learners so that
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they would feel happy to study. Furthermore, if the textbook is difficult to teach, teachers
can pick up only some points of the books to teach students.
5.2 The Problematic Students’ Learning Activities in English Mixed Ability Class

5.2.1 Working in Groups

It is not easy to assign students with mixed ability to work in groups because
students do not feel the same when they work together. Most clever students are not really
happy to work with slow learners, for they do not want to waste time explaining the slow
learners. However, when assigning students to work in groups, teachers usually expected
that students would work well; it was not working well. The reason that group work does
not go well is because slow students are not comfortable and confident enough to share
their ideas with their group members, and sometimes when they contribute, the clever
ones do not want to listen as well; therefore, they just end up sitting and watching the
cleaver students do. As Al-Shammakhi and Al-Humaidi (2015) stated that there are a
variety of levels and needs among the students in the classroom, and it can be challenging
to bring them to work together; therefore, those activities would engage lower achievers
while it is boring and uninteresting for advanced students. It is necessary for teachers to
get to know their students better so that it will be easy for them to assign students to work
in groups and make that group work well.

5.2.2 Role-Playing and Doing the Presentation

As human beings, sometimes we are not confident enough to perform and talk in
front of others because we feel we may make mistake, or feel that somebody else would
laugh at us, that is why we are not brave enough to perform and talk. As teachers, we
always want our students to participate and engage actively in our class; however, some
students do not want to engage in some activities. As teacher-participants illustrated that

when they assign students to do the role-play, some do not want to join and they just told
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teachers that they could not do. In Cambodia context, students are not normally exposed
to their real world; therefore, they are not able to perform better because their teachers
rarely train them about that. Moreover, as the study of Shahzadi et al., (2014) mentioned
that students hesitate to speak English because they are not confident about their English
capacity. Actually, if students are not allowed to practice their English daily, they will not
be able to speak it. As Shahzadi et al., (2014)’s finding, confidence and shyness are the
major problems for students to speak. In order to deal with this, teachers should cultivate
the culture of talking in the class frequently so that students are familiar with it. To do so,
teachers can prepare some topics for students to publicly speak or ask students to come to
read or speak in front of the class, and ask them to discuss and work in pair so that they
can have more chances to talk. When students have more times to talk, they will be used
to it, and this will help them deal with shyness, and they will be more confident when
they speak in front of the class.

5.2.3 Reading English Passages

Students may not be able to read English texts if they do not know many
vocabularies or grammar. It is true that in some public schools in rural area, the students’
ability of English is different from one another. Some students may have studied English
since they were in primary school while some did not due to their busy schedule of
farming. As some teacher-participants mentioned that when they allow students to read
the text and answer some questions, only a small number of students can do it; whereas
the rest just ignore it. Moreover, Hossain (2018) states that when students know English
only a little, it is hard for them to spell out the words and students are not used to

speaking English because their teachers only used L1 (mother tongue) in the classroom.
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5.3 The Practices Teacher Use in English Mixed Ability Classes

5.3.1 Grouping Students with Mixed Ability

Even if working in group is a problem in teaching English in mixed ability
classes, teacher-participants mentioned that it is also a solution. This is linked with the
study of Mucheni (2015) who explained that working in groups can help children learn
better and more successfully while keeping the high achievers engaged and giving
everyone in the classroom a feeling of purpose and responsibility even though it is an
issue in mixed ability classes. Similarly, students would improve their social skills
through cooperative learning activities, and both lower and higher achievers would
benefit from working together. Group work can be enjoyable and motivating, and it can
increase learning participation, improve oral communication skills as well as problem-
solving skills (Killen, 2009; McMillan & Joyce, 2011; Ur, 2012). Also, Hordiienko and
Lomakina (2015a) indicated that when teacher group advanced learners with average and
low-achieving ones, the clever ones can teach the slows ones to learn too. This means that
when we ask students to work in groups both clever and slow learners together, we need
to explain them to help each other while working together, especially the clever ones have
to help and explain the slow ones. However, teachers may encounter some challenges
while assigning them to work in groups such as some students do not want to do their
tasks, some just talk outside the given topics, and some may be lazy to talk and share
ideas. To ensure that working in groups works for everyone, teachers need to facilitate
and monitor everyone in the group and be ready to give them a hand when needed. When
teachers assign students to do any task, s/he needs to facilitate and help them so that we
can ensure that they all do things as what teachers ask them to do, and if teachers do not
care and focus on what they are doing, some students may not do as what teachers ask

them to.
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In addition, in order to implement group work successfully in the classroom,
teachers have to make sure that everyone in the group has responsibility to do. In
illustration, some can be responsible as a secretary, writer, speaker, reader and facilitator
and so on. By doing this, students in the group would act more actively while working
together.

5.3.2 Role-Playing and Doing the Presentation

It is very important to allow students to do the presentation because it can help
students develop their skills in terms of preparation and speaking skills. Students are able
to develop their skills when they have the chance to practice as much as possible.
Conversely, letting students do the presentation in front of their friends is not easy to do,
for students do not feel comfortable in doing it. As teacher-participants indicated that only
female students who are brave enough to do the presentation while male students are not
brave to do. Perhaps male students do not focus much on study, they just take time
playing football or volleyball, that is why they do not feel comfortable to do and know
many English words as well. Another factor is probably boys are not interested in what
the girls are, so that is why boys do not concentrate on their study, and they are also
perhaps distracted by their peers while learning. Moreover, male students are so shy to
talk in English because they do not know much English and are not motivated to speak
frequently. In this case, teachers should pay more attention to students by allowing them
to do tasks such as individual exercise or presentation, and let them practice often and
daily so that they would feel much braver than they used to when they do the presentation
or role-play.

However, this result is opposite with the study of Nguyen Minh (2015) saying that
role play can help students to work actively together and know how to act in the given

situation. This means that when the students act out, they can learn something. Moreover,
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before allowing students to do the role-play, teachers need to make sure that they are
ready and know what to do. Moreover, teachers can manage instructional issues in the
classrooms by using presentations to encourage students to participate in their learning
(Senekane, 2010). Teachers can get students involved by giving them some topics so that
they can prepare before they do the presentation; additionally, when assigning them to
prepare for the presentation, teachers can facilitate them and help them when they need
help. More than that, the teacher can organize some clues or hints which can help them
prepare before the show and presentation days. Doing this will help students feel
comfortable and safe to do the role play and presentation. When teachers ask students to
practice again and again during the class, students will get used to it, and they will feel
happy to do the future activities of role-play as well as presentation.

5.3.3 Reading English Passages

Students cannot read the English texts or passages because they do not know
much grammar, many vocabularies or they do not like reading. Although students find
difficult in reading, teachers should find ways to get them involved with reading often.
Teachers should design some easy texts for students to read so that they are more familiar
with it. Furthermore, teachers have to master how to teach reading, and if they do not
know how to teach reading, they cannot teach reading well. Teachers should apply the
techniques of teaching reading written by Kao (2019) as follows:

Step 1: Pre-reading practice technique, it is about how teachers prepare the
activities such as designing the true/false statements related to the text, using KWL chart
technique which stands for what | Know, what | Want to know and what | Learned to
elicit from the students, or using picture or paragraph to get them engaged in reading

activity.
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Step 2: Main-reading practice technique: teachers can apply vocabulary grid,
comprehension questions of the texts or design some pictures or matching pictures with
vocabulary.

Step 3: Post-reading practice technique: in this stage, teachers can allow students
to do the role-play, or use dialog, re-writing or gap filling of the passages read.

If teachers follow the stages of teaching reading and know how to teach reading, it
will help students to feel more responsible while reading. It will also help teachers
facilitate each stage of the reading better.

In any skills of English, activities or tasks, if teachers provide clear information, it
will be very important for students to follow or go on the track of what teachers want
them to do and while allowing them to do the tasks or activities, teachers can also walk
around to ensure that everyone is working on their tasks, and if possible teachers can give
them some advice so that they will be able to do their tasks, and teachers should also
correct their mistakes if they spot some (Rahman, 2018). As teachers, we should start
teaching reading to students some days in a week so that every student will be familiar
with reading and start to read books. In order to push students to like reading books,
teachers should also be the ones who like reading books too and show them in some
cases; moreover, teachers can prepare some short and easy texts for them to read daily or
assign them to do as their homework. The assigned texts should be starting from easy to
difficult ones so that the students would feel into reading. By doing so, students will have
the culture of reading in their minds.

5.3.4 Playing Games

Games play an important role in teaching languages because they can help
students review what they have learned and improve their thinking skills as well as

flexibility. A teacher can use games at the beginning of the lesson, at the middle or at the
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end of the lessons, it depends on how the teacher plan his/her lesson. Before playing
games, teachers have to tell students what the game is for and why it is important to play
this game. By knowing the purpose of playing games, students will feel happy to play and
engage in the playing process. Moreover, it is very beneficial to play games in the
classroom because it can help students feel relaxed during studying as well as enjoy
learning.

5.3.5 Motivation

Students are happy when they are inspired by their teachers. As teacher-
participants mentioned that when students feel uncomfortable and unhappy to learn,
teachers always motivated them by saying you can do it. This means that motivation
really helps students feel hopeful in learning. Even if sometimes students feel bad or have
some problems with their learning, teachers can guide them and motivate them to keep
fighting for their study. Especially in language teaching and learning, motivation is very
important, and it can push teaching and learning to go well; additionally, motivation can
make a positive contribution on the effectiveness of teaching and learning (Valentic,
2005).

If teachers just motivate them to learn, some students may not follow them;
however, if teachers encourage them as well as show them the importance of study,
students will rethink what they wrongly do while studying and change that inappropriate
behavior. Teachers need to understand their students better so that they can use
appropriate techniques to help them learn; the carrot method is recommended for
teachers.

More importantly, teachers can motivate students by praising them in front of the
class or others, providing extra scores for their tests or quizzes, applauding them when

they answer some questions or do something good, awarding them some gifts such as
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candy, stickers or study supply, and so on. By doing these, students would feel happy to
learn because they think that their teachers care for them so much.
5.4 Chapter Summary of Discussion

As the results of the study have been investigated and discussed in this chapter, it
showed that there are students’ learning activities that are problematic in English mixed-
ability classes, and what interestingly is that some problems are similar as the common
practices that teachers usually use when teaching. The results and discussion indicate that
some problems and practices found in this study are also the same and contrast with
previous studies. The problems of students’ learning activities were when students were
grouped to work together, it did not go well, students were not brave enough to do the
role-play as well as the presentation, students were not able to read English texts and
answer the questions of the text well, and they find it hard to have the conversation with
their classmates in English. Although teachers found challenges in teaching, they also
have found some practices which can be considered to be the solutions to tickle the
challenges such as grouping students with mixed-ability, providing students clear
instructions before allowing do the role-play or presentation, including some games in
teaching and learning process, knowing the steps to teach reading or any skills in English
when teaching and inspiring them to learn more, and teachers need to develop their

knowledge and skills continuously in order to help students learn better.
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION, LIMITATIONS, AND

RECOMMENDATIONS

This chapter describes the conclusion, limitations and recommendations of the
study.
6.1 Conclusion

In this study, the researcher mainly wanted to explore the problematic students’
learning activities and practices that teachers use to deal with. Noticeably, based on the
research findings and discussion presented in chapter 5, it showed that teachers at Angkor
Thom district, Siem Reap province, usually encounter problems with the students’
learning activities such as working in group, when assigning students to do the
presentation, just only some students are capable, the rest just say that they cannot;
moreover, students find it hard when teachers ask them to read the English texts and
answer some questions regarding the texts, they still cannot do it, and when
communicating in English, they dare not do it because they are afraid of making mistakes
and they are scared of their friends laugh at them. In addition, when teachers encounter
those problems, they just use lecture, assign students to work in mixed groups, use
pictures when teaching, apply mixed techniques in teaching, plan the lessons properly,
create Telegram or Messenger group chat, include some games as well as motivate them
more to study, in order to deal with those challenges.
6.2 Limitations of the Study

In this study, there are some limitations. First and foremost, the researcher chose
only a small sample size. There were only five teacher participants, and the four
secondary schools are only in one district in Siem Reap province. Secondly, this study
particularly focused on the problematic students’ learning activities and practices teachers

utilized to address the problems only in grade 7, so it cannot be generalized to every
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grade in secondary school nor high school; conversely, it can be generalized to grade 7 in
Siem Reap province. Thirdly, the researcher used only one tool to conduct this study,
namely the semi-structured interview. Actually, the researcher planned to do classroom
observation as well; unfortunately, because of the time constraint, the researcher could
not do the observation, so the data was collected by using only the semi-structured
interview from teacher-participants. The researcher could have explored deeper to see the
real students’ learning activities in the classroom and how teachers tackled those
problems if the observation has been conducted.
6.3 Recommendations

The findings of this study can be useful for English teachers who teach in
secondary school, mainly in grade 7, and it can also be important for further studies. If the
other researchers want to conduct research that is similar to this topic, the sample size
should be increased and the researcher should interview not only the teachers, but also
students. Moreover, classroom observation should be considered as a tool along with the
interview so that the collected information can be more precise. Last but not least, there
should be another research on a topic of students’ perceptions on studying in English
mixed ability classes so that teachers can understand more about what students find
challenging, what they think about studying in this kind of classes and what teachers
should do in order to help them. This would help teachers understand better about

students’ needs when teaching English in mixed ability classes.
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS (ENGLISH VERSION)

BCIBRNRENSISIS/IEMs BT

NEW GENERATION PEDAGOGICAL RESEARCH CENTER

Research Topic: Challenges and Practices of Teaching English in Mixed
Ability Classes in Siem Reap Province

Supervisor: Stanislas Kowalski
Author: Kon Veasnha

Semi-structured Interview Questions

Opening

Good morning! How are you today? What did you have for breakfast/lunch?
Thank you for agreeing to give an interview this morning. To begin with, 1 would like to
introduce myself. My name is KON VEASNA and | am the M.Ed. student in Mentoring
at the Faculty of Education of New Generation Pedagogical Research Center of National
Institute of Education, Cambodia. I am currently doing a mini-project on a topic of
“Challenges and Practices of Teaching English in Mixed Ability Classes in Siem
Reap Province.”

| am very grateful that you have given me a chance to have an interview with you.
As for now, | would like to ask a few questions and please be assured that | will keep all
the information confidential, and you will be able to verify your answers after | have
transcribed the data of this interview, and | would like to inform you that you can skip
any questions if you feel uncomfortable answering it. Just relax and enjoy with the

conversation. OK, have you got any questions before we start? Great, let’s begin now!

l. General Information Questions

Q1 Could you tell me a little bit about yourself and work experience?
Q2 How many hours do you teach for a week? How old are the students in your
classes?
Il. Key Questions
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Research

What are the students’ activities that are problematic in teaching English in

Question 1 | mixed ability classes?

Q1 Have you noticed the big differences between your students in terms of English
proficiency levels? (Do you think it is a serious problem in your teaching?
Why/why not?)

Q2 Can you list some of those problems?

Q3 What are the students’ learning activities that you find difficult when your
students have very different English proficiency levels? (Can you describe those
activities in detail? How do u organize?)

Q4 During those activities, do you observe serious differences between the slow and
fast learners in terms of behavior? (What are the behaviors of slow and fast
learners? Do those behaviors affect your teaching?)

Research | What are the practices teachers use to deal with those problems?

Question 2

Q1 What have you done so far to deal with mixed ability classes? (Can you specify
some techniques or practices you have applied? Please also provide some real
examples.)

Q2 Do you think grouping students with mixed ability would be a good way to deal
with the problem? (Why/Why not?)

Q3 What do you do when the best students have done the tasks you assigned earlier
than the other students?

Q4 How do you motivate low achieving students to do their tasks? (What kind of
supports do you usually apply? Is it easy to provide that support? Have you
noticed which of those methods are effective?)

Q5 Do you have any recommendation for teachers with mixed-ability classes? (What

are those commendations?)

Ending/closing

Is there any important information you want to add? Thanks for your valuable time

spending with me for such a great interview! | really appreciate your answers, and |

would like to end this interview now. | really look forward to meeting you again one day.

Thank you so much once again for your participation!
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APPENDIX C: CONSENT LETTER FORM (ENGLISH VERSION)

My name is Kon Veasna who is pursuing M.Ed, majoring in Mentoring at New
Generation Pedagogical Research Center (NGPRC) of National Institute of Education
(NIE). To complete my master’s degree successfully, I am currently conducting one
research over the topic “Challenges and Practices of Teaching English in Mixed Ability

Classes” in Siem Reap province.

1. The purposes of the study

Actually, the researcher conducted this study in order to identify the students’
activities that are problematic when the gaps between low and high achieving
students are too broad and to seek for the practices that teachers use to deal with the
problems at Angkor Thom Junior High School, Hun Sen Svay Chek Junior High
School, Chub Tatrav Junior High School and Techo Hun Sen Angkor Thom High
School. More importantly, the results of the data collection from all English
teachers will provide important information to contribute the reference, which is the
basis evidence for all the stakeholders in education field such as the school
management team, teachers, especially the beginning teacher who just graduated
from training course to understand the challenges that they might face when
teaching English in grade 7 and be ready to deal with the problem as possible as
they can. Lastly, this research can become a significant document for students,
professors, teachers as well as the relevant institutions for further exploration about

this topic.

2. The process of the interview

If you agree to participate in this interview, you will only be asked some
important questions related to the purpose of this study. Depending on the section
of each question, you may take about 15 to 20 minutes to answer, so the interview
may take around 30 to 60 minutes. Moreover, during the interview, | would like to
record audio as well as video (if the interview runs via zoom) to keep as a document
and a report in order to help interpret the data later, and what | have received will
take time to do the verification with you again when there is lack of information.
All your personal information will be kept confidentially.
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3. Privacy’s policy

All information will be kept confidentially and used by only one researcher. It
is not a test and there is no right or wrong answers. Your insightful perception is
very important to me and | hope that you can participate in this study. It is the
teacher’s choice whether the teacher wants to participate or not. If you choose to
participate in this study, you have the right not to answer or skip any questions

during the interview process.

4. Research’s contacts
If you have any questions or problems regarding this study, you can directly

contact me via these addresses:

- Telephone number: 097 204 8179 (Telegram)

- Email: kon007veasna@gmail.com

5. Agreement of participation (for interview)
Since the purposes of this study has been stated clearly, | will participate in
this interview. | have rights to answer or not without any threaten conditions.

Participant: Researcher:
Date: Date:
Signature: Signature:
Name: Name:

74


mailto:kon007veasna@gmail.com

APPENDIX D: CONSENT LETTER FORM (KHMER VERSION)
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