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Abstract: The increasingly heterogeneous nature of university language classes presents a
significant pedagogical challenge, rendering traditional, lockstep instruction ineffective.
This article argues that addressing learner diversity requires a deliberate shift from a
singular teaching methodology to a flexible toolkit of evidence-based strategies centered
on the principles of Differentiated Instruction (DI) and Universal Design for Learning
(UDL). The paper delineates a core set of methodological tools, including tiered
assignments, flexible grouping, learning stations, adaptive learning technology, and
multimodal scaffolding. It explores how these tools, when used synergistically, allow
instructors to differentiate by content, process, and product, thereby creating an inclusive
learning environment that supports mastery for all students—from the hesitant beginner to
the advanced/heritage learner. The conclusion emphasizes that the effective management
of heterogeneity is not about individualizing instruction for each student, but about
creating a responsive and engaging ecosystem where variability is planned for and valued.

Keywords: differentiated instruction, heterogeneous classes, higher education, language
teaching, universal design for learning (UDL), scaffolding, tiered assignments, flexible
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INTRODUCTION

The demographic landscape of higher education is changing, and with it, the
composition of the modern language classroom. Instructors now regularly face a
constellation of proficiencies, learning backgrounds, aptitudes, and motivations within a
single course cohort (Tomlinson, 2014). This heterogeneity, while a rich resource for
intercultural exchange, poses a formidable challenge to pedagogical models predicated on
the myth of the "average" learner. A traditional, teacher-centered approach, which delivers
identical content at a uniform pace, inevitably leads to disengagement, frustration, and
ultimately, failure for students at both ends of the proficiency spectrum (Coubergs et al.,
2017). To meet this challenge, a paradigm shift is necessary. This article posits that
effective teaching in mixed-ability contexts is not defined by a single, perfect methodology
but by the strategic deployment of a repertoire of core tools. Grounded in the frameworks
of Differentiated Instruction (Tomlinson, 2014) and Universal Design for Learning (Meyer
et al., 2014), these methodologies empower educators to systematically plan for diversity.
The following sections will outline a practical toolkit, providing a conceptual and practical
guide for transforming the heterogeneous language class from a problem to be managed
into a dynamic and effective learning community.
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The core methodologies presented here are not mutually exclusive; rather, they are

most powerful when interwoven throughout the curriculum.

1. Differentiated Instruction (DI) as the Organizing Framework

At its heart, DI is a proactive approach to planning that gives all students
opportunities to learn effectively by tailoring instruction to their needs. It operates on three
key pillars:

Content: What the student needs to learn.

Process: Activities through which the student makes sense of the content.

Product: How the student demonstrates learning.

The following tools are practical applications of this framework.

2. Tiered Assignments

Tiering is the practice of creating parallel tasks at varying levels of complexity and
abstractness around the same core learning goal (Heacox, 2012). In a language class, a
writing assignment on "daily routines™ could be tiered as follows:

Tier 1 (Foundation): Write a paragraph of 5-7 sentences describing your basic daily
routine, using a provided word bank and sentence starters (e.g., "First, I... Then, I...").

Tier 2 (Intermediate): Write a short email to a friend comparing your weekday and
weekend routines, using transition words and at least three complex sentences.

Tier 3 (Advanced): Write a narrative blog post about a "perfect day,"” incorporating
descriptive language, a variety of tenses (e.g., what you would do, what you might have
done differently), and idiomatic expressions.

This ensures all students are engaged in meaningful, yet appropriately challenging,
work.

3. Flexible Grouping

Static grouping can reinforce ability hierarchies. Flexible grouping, by contrast, is a
dynamic strategy where students are grouped and regrouped based on the learning
objective (Valiandes, 2015). This creates a fluid classroom culture where every student is a
resource.

Homogeneous Grouping (by readiness): Used for targeted, teacher-led instruction
on a specific skill (e.g., a group struggling with past tense conjugations).

Heterogeneous Grouping (by mixed readiness): Used for collaborative tasks where
peer modeling is beneficial, such as completing a complex information-gap activity or a
project-based learning task.

Interest-Based Grouping: Students choose groups based on a topic of interest for a
research project.

Learning Profile Grouping: Grouping by preferred learning mode (e.g., kinesthetic,
auditory, visual) for a review activity.

4. Learning Stations and Centers

This model physically organizes the classroom into different activity centers,
allowing the teacher to work with a small group while other groups work independently
(Bondie et al., 2019). For a 90-minute lesson on "food culture,” stations could include:
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Station 1 (Teacher-led): A homogeneous group works on a targeted grammar point

(partitive articles in French).

Station 2 (Listening): Students watch authentic cooking videos and complete a
comprehension task.

Station 3 (Speaking):A heterogeneous group engages in a role-play at a market
using prompt cards.

Station 4 (Writing/Culture): Students compare the nutritional guides from their
home country and the target culture, writing a short analysis.

This structure inherently differentiates process and allows for intensive, small-group
support.

5. Technology-Enabled Differentiation

Digital tools provide unprecedented capacity for personalization. **Adaptive
learning platforms** can deliver customized grammar and vocabulary practice, adjusting
in real-time to student performance (Vanbecelaere et al., 2020). Furthermore, technology
facilitates **multimodal product creation**, a key tenet of UDL. To demonstrate
understanding of a novel, students could choose to write an essay, create a video summary,
record a podcast-style character analysis, or design a digital comic strip. This empowers
students to leverage their strengths.

6. Scaffolding as a Foundational Practice

Scaffolding provides temporary support that is gradually removed as proficiency
increases. This is crucial for bridging the gap in a heterogeneous class (Walqui, 2006).
Scaffolds can be:

Verbal: Think-alouds, prompting questions.

Procedural:Graphic organizers, outlines, checklists, word banks.

Instructional: Modeling, providing examples of strong and weak work.

The key is that scaffolds are temporary and designed to be faded, promoting
independence.

7. Formative Assessment for Data-Driven Differentiation

Effective differentiation is impossible without ongoing, formative assessment.
Tools like exit tickets, quick polls, and low-stakes quizzes provide the real-time data needed
to make informed instructional decisions about grouping, tiering, and necessary re-
teaching (Wiliam, 2011). This creates a responsive feedback loop where teaching adapts to
learning.

CONCLUSION

Managing the heterogeneous language class is one of the most complex tasks in
higher education, but it is not insurmountable. The methodologies outlined—tiered
assignments, flexible grouping, learning stations, adaptive technology, strategic
scaffolding, and ongoing formative assessment—provide a robust and flexible toolkit for
any educator. Their collective power lies in their ability to operationalize the principles of
DI and UDL, transforming a classroom of disparate learners into a cohesive, dynamic, and
inclusive academic community. The goal is not to create 25 individual lesson plans, but to
design a single, rich learning environment with multiple points of entry and pathways to
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success. By embracing this toolkit, instructors can move beyond merely managing

diversity and begin to harness its full potential as a catalyst for deep and meaningful
language learning for all.
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