Epithelial tissue is a diverse group of tissues that line body cavities, surfaces and tubes. They can have a wide range of activities, mainly absorbtion, secretion and protection. Sometimes all of these can be performed by the same epithelial surface. 

They can be classified by their embryologic origin: 

ectodermal origin- lining of skin, mouth and anus. 

endodermal origin-lining of respiratory system, digestive tract, and glands of digestive tract (eg liver,pancreas) 

mesodermal origin-lining of blood vessels and lymph vessels. 
( although these are usually referred to as endothelium) and lining of body cavities ( although these are usually referred to as mesothelium). 

Epithelium can also be classified by histologic appearance 

1) Number of cell layers 
a-single layer = simple epithelium ( eg lining alveoli in lungs) 
b- more than one layer = stratified epithelium (eg skin) 

2) Shape of surface cells 
a) simple squamous epithelium ( eg lining of alveoli in lung) 
b) simple cuboidal epithelium (eg lining collecting ducts of kidney) 
c) simple collumnar epithelium (eg absorbtive lining of small intestine or stomach lining) 

d) stratified squamous epithelium (eg lining mouth ,vagina or oesophagus) 
e) stratified cuboidal or collumnar ( rare found in some ducts eg salivary glands and sweat glands) 
f) transitional epithelium ( found almost exclusively in the bladder lining and urinary tract- stretchy because of large surface cells) 
g) pseudostratified epithelium ( looks stratified but isn't, because all the cells sit on the basement membrane but only some reach the surface ( eg lining larger airways). 

3) By presence of surface specialisations like cilia or keratinisation 
a) eg simple cilliated columnar epithelium (found in oviducts) 
b) eg stratified squamous keratinising epithelium (skin) 
c) eg pseudostratified ciliated epithelium ( lining of larger airways) 

Complicated I know, but the system is logical if you follow it through. 

Some important points to note are that the more cell layers there are the better the protection of lower layers. 
Single cell layers are better at diffusion and absorbtion. 
Keratinisation allows waterproofing and increases protection. 
Cillia allow the movement of material such as mucus along the epithelial surface. 
Collumnar cells are usually more active than cuboidal or squamous cells and are often involved in secretion or metabolic functions.

