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Looping

The complexity and magnitude of changes young adolescents 
experience during the middle school years are profound. 
Providing them with a learning environment that fosters 
the development of meaningful relationships is imperative 
to help them navigate successfully through this time. The 
educational practice of teachers and young adolescents 
remaining together for two or more years, known as looping, 
provides a stable learning environment that supports students’ 
developmental changes and responds to their individual 
needs. Researchers posit that using looping in the middle 
school environment provides an opportunity to support 
meaningful relationships and learning (Carnegie Council on 
Adolescent Development, 1989; George & Lounsbury, 2000; 
Jackson & Davis, 2000; National Middle School Association, 
2003; Nichols & Nichols, 2002; Simel, 1998; Westerfield, 2009) 
because it enables teachers and students to develop long-
term relationships where both parties are deeply invested in 
overall student achievement and growth. 

As an educational practice, looping has existed for several 
centuries in Germany, Japan, and Italy (Simel, 1998). Although 
the structure varied, the practice of keeping students and 
teachers together for several academic years was, and still 
is, intentional. In these countries, looping is implemented 
in both elementary and secondary schools. However, it was 
not until Dewey and his colleagues introduced the idea of a 
“community of learners” in the early 1900s that the essence 
of looping was popularized in the United States. Prior to 
this time, teachers and students looped, but for pragmatic 
reasons—not to build relationships or enhance practice 
(Grant, Johnson, & Richardson, 1996; Simel). 

Following A Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence 
in Education, 1983) and the Back to Basics Movement in the 
1980s, renewed interest in innovative school organizational 
models emerged. As one of these models, looping gained 
popularity in elementary schools. The practice of looping 
slowly spilled over into a small number of middle schools. 
Looping has not been widely employed in middle schools; 
nonetheless, when it has been used, teachers and students 
have benefitted (e.g., Franz, Thompson, Fuller, Hare, & Miller, 
in press; George & Lounsbury, 2000; Nichols & Nichols, 2002; 
Pratt, 2009; Simel, 1998). By the mid-1990s and into the early 
2000s, it was estimated that several hundred middle schools 
had adopted looping in some form (George & Lounsbury, 
2000).

In support of This We Believe characteristic:
•	 Organizational structures that support meaningful 

relationships and learning 

Advantages of Looping

The advantages of looping are intertwined for teachers, 
students, and families. These can be categorized in three 
broad areas: (1) time, (2) relationships, and (3) student support 
and engagement. By its very nature, looping provides 
additional time, which, in turn, enhances instruction and 
assessment. Relationships—teacher/team-to-student, 
student-to-student, teacher/team-to-parent—benefit from 
the stability afforded by looping. Finally, engagement among 
teachers, students, and parents increases and fosters the social 
development of students due to the multiyear investment. 

Time 
In many stages of the looping process, time is saved. Teachers’ 
knowledge of students’ strengths and weaknesses enables 
them to begin instruction immediately in the second year 
of a looping cycle (Crosby, 1998; Elliot & Capp, 2003; Simel, 
1998); teachers and students do not have to engage in the 
“getting to know you” process again. Therefore, the first day 
of the second year of school is similar to returning from a 
long vacation rather than starting a totally new school year 
(Forsten, Grant, Johnson, & Richardson, 1997; Pratt, 2009; 
Simel, 1998). Summer can be viewed as an opportunity to 
bridge instructional activities from one year to the next. 
Looping teachers can provide purposeful learning activities 
for the summer months and hold students accountable for 
that learning, thereby adding extra time to the academic 
experience (Crosby, 1998; Forsten, Grant, & Richardson, 1999). 
In addition, teachers are able to prepare more effectively 
for the upcoming year based on their extensive knowledge 
of students (Cistone & Shneyderman, 2004; Elliot & Capp; 
Simel). As a result, teachers estimate that at least a month 
of instructional time is gained in the second year of looping 
(Gaustad, 1998). In a similar fashion, looping supports the 
assessment of students. Teachers are able to maximize their 
knowledge of students’ abilities, thus, optimizing student 
growth. Additional time from looping gives teachers the 
opportunity to assess student achievement and diagnose 
potential academic problems (George & Lounsbury, 2000). 
Students are less likely to be retained, given that they 
have more time to learn basic skills (Burke, 1997; Cistone & 
Shneyderman). Furthermore, looping students are also less 
likely to be referred for special education services (Forsten  



et al., 1997). Assessment of students is also positively impacted 
by the extra time provided by looping. 

Relationships  
The sense of community and belonging established during 
the looping years enables teachers, students, and their 
families alike to engage fully in the overall learning process. 
Relationships developed in a looping classroom encourage 
students to connect in more meaningful ways—students 
learn to construct knowledge together, problem solve 
together, and take risks with their learning together (Northeast 
and Islands Regional Education Laboratory at Brown 
University, 1997; Westerfield, 2009). The emotional climate 
created in the looping environment cultivates students’ social 
competence. In addition, special education students and 
second language learners tend to perform better in looping 
classrooms because of the relationships and strong sense 
of belonging (Northeast and Islands Regional Education 
Laboratory at Brown University). Essentially, the relationships 
created during the first year of the looping cycle cause the 
second year of the loop to flow in a smoother fashion, thus, 
supporting the notion that significant relationships have a 
direct impact on learning (Cistone & Shneyderman, 2004; 
Comer, 2001; Pratt, 2009). 

George and Lounsbury (2000) and George and Shewey 
(1997) found that participants invested in long-term teacher-
student relationships (i.e., looping) agreed that a greater 
sense of community developed as a result. Teacher-student 
rapport is recognized as a vital component of an effective 
classroom (Montalvo, Mansfield, & Miller, 2007; Westerfield, 
2009). Better rapport between parents and teachers can 
result in more active parent involvement and therefore higher 
levels of student achievement. The context of looping results 
in improved relationships among teachers, students and 
parents, and an increase in satisfaction is experienced by most 
participants (Cistone & Shneyderman; Elliot & Capp, 2003; 
Forsten, Grant, & Richardson, 1999; Simel, 1998). 

Student Support and Engagement  
The stability of a looping classroom affords all students the 
opportunity to grow and bond with their teachers and peers, 
enabling them to engage more deeply in the educational 
process. The looping classroom can be particularly beneficial 
for students with academic or social challenges (Forsten,  
et al., 1997; Pratt, 2009; Westerfield, 2009). Rapid growth, 
change, and development in young adolescents can make 
this period in their lives particularly troublesome. Looping 
may help to alleviate some young adolescents’ frustrations. 
Students may be less apprehensive about the start of a new 
school year when returning to a looping classroom. McAteer 
(2001) found that looping students were happier in the fall 
of the second year of school than their non-looping peers. 
Looping students were not required to adjust to a new 
teacher or a new set of classmates. By looping, a transition 

is avoided, creating greater stability and consistency for 
students. Teachers remain an integral part of students’ lives in 
the looping environment; as such, teachers are able to foster 
their students’ social, emotional, and academic competence. 
Typically, students in a looping classroom are highly engaged 
in the learning process. In addition to increased academic 
achievement (Franz, et al., 2009; Pratt, 2009; Rodriguez & Arenz, 
2007), looping students have higher rates of attendance 
and reduced numbers of behavioral incidences (Arhar, 1997; 
Cistone & Shneyderman, 2004; Forsten et al., 1997; George & 
Lounsbury, 2000). Looping students and teachers become 
highly invested in the entire education experience.

In summary, the overall structure as well as academic and 
social support afforded to students and families involved 
in looping ought to lead to increased involvement and 
familiarity with school systems. Not only do students and 
families benefit from looping, teachers and administrators 
benefit as well. Teachers and administrators are better able to 
meet students and families where they are and propel them 
forward when capitalizing on knowledge of students’ abilities. 
This in-depth knowledge is gained over time—a luxury of 
the looping classroom. The investment of time, cultivation of 
relationships, and prolonged engagement associated with 
looping, promote an academic environment in which most 
people flourish. 

Potential Concerns Regarding Looping

While there are many benefits to looping, disadvantages 
do exist. Teachers are responsible for providing engaging 
instruction for two academic years to the same group 
of students; in the middle school this could mean two 
completely different courses (e.g., earth science and physical 
science). Preparing for two separate content areas can be 
a challenge. In addition, teachers face exhausting their 
pedagogical skills and using all of their “tricks” in the first 
year of the loop. Classroom management strategies, too, 
could be affected by the looping cycle, especially for new 
teachers or teachers with limited management skills (Simel, 
1998). Teachers must understand the looping process and 
be committed to it (Elliot & Capp, 2003; Pratt, 2009). Likewise, 
administrators must guard against over-placement of 
struggling students into a looping classroom. Administrators 
should not consider looping classrooms as an intervention 
to meet the needs of students with disabilities or those of 
second language learners (Forsten, et al., 1997; McAteer, 2001). 

Concerns regarding looping for each of the stakeholders 
vary. Disadvantages for students focus on students who 
enter the looping classroom after “membership” has been 
established. Entering a looping classroom during the second 
year (or later) of the loop can negatively affect classroom 
cohesiveness and possibly cause the new student to feel left 
out (Hegde & Cassidy, 2004; Simel, 1998). Parental concerns 
about looping center on the teacher’s expertise—parents 



do not want their child to be placed in a classroom with an 
ineffective teacher for two or more years. Teachers have similar 
concerns regarding difficult students and parents (Cistone 
& Shneyderman, 2004). Finally, personality conflicts bother 
all involved—most teachers, students, and parents prefer 
classrooms void of conflict (Nichols & Nichols, 2002; Simel). 

Implications for Middle Schools

Looping has many advantages for middle schools and middle 
grades education, in general. Increased student achievement, 
student and family participation in the educational process, 
better school attendance, and reduced disciplinary issues 
are all advantages that can be attributed to the long-term 
teacher-student relationship developed during the looping 
years. While disadvantages exist, careful planning can reduce 
the negative effects discussed previously. Young adolescents 
are at a time in their lives when cultivating consistent 
relationships is essential. Looping provides a structure that 
fosters the development of these relationships. Although the 
literature on middle school looping is limited, the anecdotal 
information documents that looping, if implemented 
correctly, can be positive. Since research is lacking, specific 
benefits cannot be solely attributed to looping but to the 
relationships that are formed within the looping environment 
as well. 
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