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Introduction
Every person is unique in various aspects. The students in a monograde situation differ in language acquisition, abilities, experiences, knowledge, interest, skills, attitudes and aptitudes, self-confidence, self-esteem and personality. It is important that teachers keep in mind that no two people can be alike. (Skinner, 1964, p, 17) Every student, studying in any grade has his/her own pace of learning and own level of learning. Thus in a grade, levels of learning vary from student to student. This variation arises multilevel situation in the same grade. (Bharadway, 2001)
In most parts of the world, students are graded based on their age. But it is common knowledge that students skills and language proficiency varies. In English as a Second Language (ESL) classes there are learners who are at the expected level, who are below the level and who have already accomplished the expected level. Where the teaching of the English language is concerned, the proficiency levels of students depend largely in students’ exposure to the English language and their socioeconomic backgrounds. Their individual pace of acquiring knowledge and language skills also has an impact.
In the Sri Lankan context, most teachers plan lessons focusing on learners whose skills and capabilities are at the middle level. As a result, especially the learners with lower proficiency are neglected and labelled as failures in the classroom. This has an impact on their self-esteem. An effective teacher should be able to help all learners learn. Multilevel teaching has the ability to assist teachers to address the learning needs of all learners.

Effective teachers design lessons pitched at multiple levels that challenge their students at their own level and provide support and scaffolding so they can push themselves to their own next level of learning (Peterson, 2005).
As students in any class vary from the others in the classroom, the teaching that focuses only on one group of students is not effective. This study was carried out to explore the impact of multilevel teaching in improving English language reading skills of Grade 7 students.
Multilevel teaching is where one lesson is taught to an entire group of students while meeting the individual needs of each student. 

The objectives of this study include:
Identifying the students’ proficiency levels.
Examine the techniques and strategies that can be used in multilevel teaching.

Plan and implement multilevel teaching strategies and techniques.
Assess the suitability of implemented strategies and techniques.
The Methodology
The study was done as an action research. First, the researcher observed some ESL lessons done by the teachers of English and conducted structured interviews with five students to get an understanding about the individual differences of English reading. The literature review was done to get an overall understanding on multilevel teaching and a survey was done with the teachers of English to understand the present usage of multilevel teaching strategies in the ESL classrooms. The background information collected through the questionnaires, structured interviews and the classroom observations stressed the importance of an action research to develop the English language reading skills of the students. In the action research,  a pretest was used to evaluate the scanning and skimming abilities of the students. The total marks given for the pretest was 20. Based on the inter quartile range of the marks, the students were categorized into three levels as:

1. Students who obtained above 9 marks.
2. Students who obtained between  5 marks and 9 marks.

3. Students who obtained below  5 marks. 
The students were categorized in to three levels as it was convenience for the researcher to design most appropriate learning activities for the each level. 

An intervention was carried out to facilitate the students and the duration of the intervention was one month. Lessons were planned to address each level of proficiency and multilevel teaching was applied to facilitate each level. The intervention was carried out  to address the need of every child at each level.
During the intervention, the researcher focused on scanning and skimming. The need to improve vocabulary was also addressed during the intervention. The researcher applied multilevel teaching strategies during the intervention. Every lesson started with the engagement of the whole and later, group activities were assigned. The grouping strategy was changed according to the lesson. After assessing the lesson, different tasks were provided to the students to suit their level of proficiency. In order to develop their vocabulary, students were assigned different homework according to their proficiency level. They were asked to read books and collect new words. The researcher helped the students to select the books according their proficiency levels. The sample of the research is 12 students purposively selected from a school in Dehiowita Division.
Data collection

Different techniques such as observations, a review of literature, a questionnaire, a pre-test and a post-test were used in collecting data.

Data collection tools
1. Pre-test administered to forty students in a school in Dehiowita Division.

2. Questionnaires administered to the teachers of English in three schools.

3. Structured interviews with five students.

4. Classroom observations.

Results and Discussion

The levels of proficiency of the students in a monograde class were identified through the pretest administered to the students. The following figure shows the distribution of students’ marks of the pre-test. It revealed the individual differences in proficiency of reading skills as only 11% of students obtained between 10-20 marks.

[image: image4.png]



Figure 1. Distribution of marks of the pretest.

The lesson observations, structured interviews and the questionnaire for the teachers also revealed that students’ proficiency levels vary. Also, they revealed that the students face various difficulties in reading in English.

Before examining how multilevel teaching can be implemented, the researcher identified the teachers’ awareness of multilevel teaching. All the teachers stated that they were aware of the concept of multilevel teaching. According to the teachers’ responses, the following figure shows the multilevel strategies used by the teachers in teaching.
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Figure 2. Multilevel strategies in  teaching.
All the teachers responded that they sometimes use those strategies with some degree of success. The researcher carried out 20 lessons to develop English language reading skills through the multilevel teaching. Grouping, pair works, peer tutoring, differentiating task, differentiating homework are some strategies used in the intervention.
The post-test was administered at the end of the action plan to examine whether the researcher was able to develop the English language reading through multilevel teaching. The disparity of the marks between the pretest and the post-test are presented in the Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Marks received for the pre-test and the post-test.

Figure 3 shows that all the students have developed their reading skills. 75% of the students showed a considerable improvement in English language reading skills. Twenty five percent of the students showed a slight development in reading skills
Conclusions/Recommendations
The study reveals that the students belonging to different proficiency levels in an English language classroom can be helped in their reading through multilevel teaching strategies. Multilevel teaching has the potential to cater to the demands of a mixed ability class. Grouping strategies, differentiating tasks, differentiating homework, peer tutoring are some multilevel strategies that can be used in a language class. Multilevel teaching strategies can be adopted in the classrooms very effectively and they can create student centered classrooms. In order to implement multilevel strategies in the English language reading class , the following recommendations can be made.
Planning for multilevel teaching
· Teacher should be aware of the students’ pace of learning, learning styles and level of knowledge. 
· In planning, the teacher should consider which activities should be assigned as a group activity, as pair work and as tasks to be performed individually.
· The lesson plan should consist of different tasks for the students with different level of proficiency under the same objective. 
Multilevel instructional strategies.
The lesson should be started with the whole class and the beginning activities should be assigned to the students as pair activities or as group activities. Activities can be differentiated at evaluation. Tthe lesson can be summarized with the whole class. 
Learning materials.

· Use different evaluation task sheets for each proficiency level.

· Make tasks sheets attractive.

· Allow students to select reading materials based on their interest and modern reading materials such as e-books and digital books. They can be introduced the students in order to encourage all students to read in English.
· Create activity sheets to facilitate the students in each level of proficiency.
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