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Is looping the instructional strategy needed in the effort to provide the instructional time needed for at risk students to have a chance to succeed in schools, emotionally, socially and academically? 

Toward the end of a school year, have you ever had a child in your class that you just weren’t sure what to do with?  Have you ever wondered if you should retain him/her?  Have you ever wondered if you should just promote him/her and hope that they succeed?  This is a problem facing a majority of schools in our country today.  What are our schools doing to address this sensitive issue?  Peter Magnuson, states in the 1999 article To Promote or Retain, “the position of the U.S. Department of Education advocates summer school, homework centers, looping, and early identification to help those who may lag behind others.” Barbara Hanson, a researcher on the practice of looping states, “As school systems from coast to coast look for innovative ways to restructure schools in order to improve student performance, many are looking to multiyear assignment as a way of shaking up existing paradigms” (Hanson, 1995). 

Looping, according to Nichols and Nichols (2002),  “Is sometimes called multi-year teaching or multi-year placement—it occurs when a teacher is promoted with his or her students to the next grade level and stays with that group of children for two or three years.” Other researchers such as Grant, Johnson & Richardson (1996), define looping as,  “The practice of keeping a group of students with the same teacher for at least two consecutive years. A teacher moves with his or her students to the next grade level rather than sending them to another teacher at the end of the school year”. Lastly, an NEA Today article says,  “At its most basic, looping is two teachers or teams of teachers in contiguous grades that create a partnership.  This pairing permits, for example, a first grade teacher—or a seventh grade team—to progress with students to the next grade.  Meanwhile, the partner moves back down a grade to begin a new cycle” (Anonymous, 1998).

Researchers and educators are finding that looping has many vital components in the welfare of both struggling and non-struggling students. Through reading and analyzing the research on looping, I have found these components to be the reasoning behind why some educators are now implementing looping into their schools.

1. In looping classrooms, teachers and students get to know each other well, which provides security for the students.

In today’s classrooms where the big push is for all students to be proficient in every subject at every grade level, teachers are pressured into concentrating mainly on content and they tend to forget about the nurturing side of teaching.   Researcher Barbara Hanson states, “With looping, teachers get two years to nurture and reflect upon our students and instructional objectives, we can be certain that our instruction will be constructivist, or child centered, rather than curriculum centered” (Hanson, 1995). 

Last year as I was teaching third grade for my very first time, I felt the pressure and need to concentrate mainly on teaching content. The standardized tests were coming at the end of the year.  I had to get through all the standards so my students would be familiar with all the content that they were going to be tested on. I didn’t feel like myself, I knew something was missing in my teaching. So I sat down and reflected on my teaching ways and figured out that what was missing was that I didn’t know my students.  My classroom was a curriculum-centered classroom instead of a constructivist, child-centered classroom.  I had lost focus on what teaching was all about.  Once I started to get to know my students on a personal level, my whole classroom atmosphere changed and that’s when the real learning began.  The downfall of this experience is that I really didn’t get to know my students until half the year was over.  Just when I began figuring out the learning styles, interests, strengths and weaknesses of my students, the year was sadly over.  Vermont educators Mazzuchi and Brooks (1992) write, “Looping provides teachers and students alike with the “gift of time” for observing social and language development.”  These two teachers as well as many others are finding looping to be invaluable in assessing growth. 

The “gift of time” is what I needed with my third grade students. I often wished I could have moved with this class to the next grade level.  We were starting to understand each other and we were definitely forming long-lasting relationships in the last half of our year. I often wonder to what extent our relationships could have grown if we were looped for a second year.  Jacoby (1994) describes how looping into a second year with the same children allowed her to offer more constructive criticism on academic work without damaging the student-teacher relationship.  She also observed that shy, students grew ever more comfortable by the second year and participated more in classroom activities and discussions.  I can see how looping would be beneficial to shy and insecure children.  Looping would give them the opportunity to stay with the same group of kids, it would erase the awkwardness of meeting new friends on the first day and it would give them the security of knowing the expectations and teaching style of the teacher.

2. Looping provides stability that children of today are in desperate need of. 
This component of looping makes me think of those children that require the most of your attention, the first to arrive at school and the last to leave. These children see their teacher as the most stable force driving their lives.  The one person they can count on to be in the same place everyday on a consistent basis. Looping has the ability to create long-term relationships, which gives these children an opportunity to have a stable “third parent” figure. With this stability, school becomes these children’s only secure and stable place.

Hanson (1995) has found that looping, or multiyear assignment is increasingly vital to the countless children whose lives are constantly amongst change—change of residence, change in family structure, and change of financial status.  Our kids come from broken homes, or go home to empty houses, or see parents only on weekends: they seem to really benefit from having a teacher as a role model, mentor, and friend.  Looping appears to provide a strong support system for these children.

In a research article by Nichols & Nichols (2002), research literature indicates, “Stability, persistence, and intimacy are the fundamental characteristics of looping groups” (Wynne & Walberg, 1994). “Presumably, one reason that schools generally have less influence on student development than families and peers is the low level of stability and persistence that often exists in a school organization.  Changing teachers and class peers from year to year can make it difficult to develop healthy cohesion and in-depth adult-student engagement. In an effort to generate student intimacy, other practices such as reducing class size or using cooperative learning in brief, transitory groups may be insufficient in generating maximum cohesion” (Mazzuchi & Brooks, 1992).  “Cohesion might be obtained through continuity in teacher-student, teacher-parent, and student-student relationships developed through years of interaction” (Nichols & Nichols, 2002).  

I have taught all primary grades in my current school and I have experienced first- hand how cohesion can be obtained through continuity in teacher-student, teacher-parent, and student-student relationships.  When I was teaching first grade I had a little boy that had very high anxiety as well as many other different behaviors that set him apart from his classmates. I struggled connecting with him and he struggled connecting with his peers. I had many discussions with his mother about his behaviors and toward the end of the year we decided to have some tests run on him.  The tests continued throughout his second grade year.  The final conclusion came to be that this little boy had Asperger Syndrome. When this little boy was moving on to third grade, a third grade teaching position opened up.  I volunteered to take it and I had the opportunity to teach this child again.  Our principal and the mother to this child thought it would be beneficial to this little boy if I would once again be his teacher.  Just like I imagine a looping experience would be, my relationship entering into the third grade with the little boy was a familiar one, which decreased both of our anxiety.  I read up on his disability and because of my prior knowledge of his learning abilities and strengths and weaknesses we had a successful year.  It didn’t take us the first two months of third grade to get to know each other. Along with a more cohesive teacher-student relationship, my parent-teacher relationship also blossomed. The parents and I built upon our past communication and carried on from where we left off a year ago as we re-established a unified front communicating regularly.  Lastly, the little boy’s classmates (cohesion) relationships became stronger when they learned how this disability makes him think differently and feel differently than them.  They were very understanding and caring toward him, which generated a higher degree of cohesion.

This example incorporates how the continuing class teacher has the opportunity to form a closer relationship with the children’s parents over they years. The link between school and parents is strengthened so that when problems occur, the child, teacher and parent bond helps everyone involved work things through instead of handing the problem on to someone else. According to the Nichols and Nichols article (2002), “The trusting relationship developed between parent and teacher makes it possible for both to reflect on growth and change over a greater time period and to discuss and direct long-range goals for their children.  The familial structure of looping or persistent grouping provides an avenue by which parents, along with their children, can feel a sense of belonging or community.”

3. Looping reduces the rate of retention and social promotion.

In Forston’s 1997 book, he states, “Looping tends to reduce special education referrals as well as it reduces grade level retentions.  The looping teacher has more time to work with the child before making the decision to have the child tested.  Also there is less need for retentions for those students lagging behind because they need a little more time to better understand concepts.  With the teacher’s better understanding of the child as a learner the trauma of retention often is not necessary.”  He also states “Looping is based on the most basic need to form strong, enduring relationships with others.  When parents and teachers see the positive effects of the looping arrangement in the happy faces of their children, they are sold” (p.17).

I have a child in my first grade classroom this year that falls into this retention vs. social promotion issue.  As a teacher it has been weighing on my mind as to what I can do for this student.  By reading the research on looping, I see that what she needs is more instructional time than what her peers require in order for her to better understand the concepts. I feel as if she is about to make big strides but I see my time with her ticking away.  Hanson (1995) reminds us, “Each child develops at a unique pace and looping teachers can experience the joy of seeing even the late bloomer blossom.” I feel sad that the year is almost over and I may not be able to get the chance to see this little girl blossom. If I had another year as looping teachers do, I could adapt a curriculum to meet her individual needs. I worry about the anxiety that she will bring into second grade next year when she tries to tackle the harder curriculum.  “Looping classrooms place less pressure on young students to learn all the curriculum objectives in one year.  If students don’t master a concept in the first year, they then can receive help over the summer or even at the beginning of the second year” (Little & Dacus, 1999). 

The second year of looping is where teachers, parents and students see the most growth. A pilot group of teachers from Attleboro, Massachusetts says, “A bonus for teachers is that they gain almost an extra month of teaching time.  Getting-to-know-you time becomes virtually unnecessary during the second year, enabling us to get to learning without much review.  We also find it easy to build on the experiences we shared the first year” (Hanson 1995).  I can see how this would be an advantage to the starting out a new school year because it does take time to assess new learners to distinguish what their preferred ways of learning are as well as their behavior patterns from the preceding year.  Hanson (1995) says, “Looping reduces the risk of replicating information that may have already been taught the previous year.”

  Anita V, Lael (2000), did a research study that examined the perspectives of teachers who have taught in a multiyear setting while listening to their experiences.  The teachers indicated, “Their classroom has optimal teaching and learning time due to the increase in instructional time gained at the beginning of the second year of the loop, because they have established a relationship of strong bonding, not only with their students, but with the parents of those students as well, and because they have been able to utilize the summer(s) between the multiyear as instructional time, they feel student achievement has, in fact, been impacted in a positive manner.”

4. Looping creates an emotional and social support system that enhances academic improvement.

Looping gives teachers the time to construct the emotional and social support systems that will promote lifelong learning. Chirirchello & Chirirchello (2001), state that a review of literature suggests many social, emotional and academic advantages are the result of looping.  Their classroom-based action research supports this view.  Their surveys and interviews demonstrated that, “Parents consistently believed looping students would have less anxiety (emotional), that student-teacher relationships are important (social), and that the looping teacher would have a better understanding of her students’ strengths and weaknesses of as a result of looping (academic).  The students themselves believed that their relationship with the teacher improved (social), that they had less anxiety about returning to school in September (emotional), and that they would learn a lot as a result of looping (academic).”  I believe that a teacher can begin to construct these types of relationships in one year traditional setting but the support system that continues throughout the second year is crucial to those children who have a hard time opening up to establish trust in adults.  Looping creates a climate that will encourage these timid learners to become involved and to learn how to take risks in which they will be successful.

Robin Lee Shultis, another researcher, also did a study that supports this component of looping.  Her qualitative study found, “Students were able to build strong emotional bonds with their teachers and fellow classmates.  Staff, parents and students saw many social benefits to looping.  The students experienced less stress, felt more comfortable with their teachers and classmates, and had a positive attitude toward school. Parents and teachers alike reported an increase in student academic performance.”(Shultis, 2002).

Looping has many advantages that can aid in the effort of restructuring schools to provide the instructional time needed for at risk students, but it is not a cure-all and with all new approaches, it does come with some disadvantages.  All students do not have great experiences, and educators have identified several areas of potential concern. Among them are these:

· “An inappropriate match—a personality conflict between student and student

or teacher and student;

· The possibility of having to put up with a poor teacher for multiple years;

· The possibility, in this day of teacher mobility, that the teacher will not be there through the looping cycle;

· Less exposure to new students and teaching styles;

· The difficulties faces by new students who enter a class that has looped;

· The difficulty of adjusting to a large school environment after being used to cloistered ones; and

· The difficulty of separating at the end of the cycle, something that can be difficult for both teachers and students” (Chaika, 2005).

The recommendation that I would propose for looping is that more quantitative research be done. Quantitative type research needs to be done in order to determine whether looping really does in fact increase student academic performance. Quantitative studies need to be performed to prove that there is a correlation between looping and student achievement as measured by standardized test scores. In this day and age with standardized tests being the core of measurement, educators need to be certain that any new practice that they are going to adopt into their classrooms has been proven to lead to academic achievement.  Many qualitative studies have been performed but it isn’t enough at this time to persuade a widespread of schools and teachers to jump on and take hold of this practice.  The effectiveness of looping is limited because it isn’t used on a common basis in school systems within the United States. If educators and researchers are looking for it to become an instructional strategy that is going to take hold and help restructure schools in the future, than more updated research also needs to be completed.  

In conclusion, the practice of looping offers the potential for both academic and social benefits for children. The literature concludes that academically, there is more time for at risk students to learn basic skills without turning to retention or social promotion. This in turn provides more opportunities for students and teachers to get to know each other. There is also more time-on-task at the beginning of the second year of looping due to prior knowledge base of students, and lastly there are studies that do show improved student achievement.  The literature concludes that socially, there is more time to establish strong, emotional bonds with teachers and peers, school is looked at as an extended family community, and shy students have more opportunities to gain self-confidence within the stabilized classroom environment.  The major disadvantage of looping is a mismatch of personalities between the student and the teacher, which can easily be solved by transferring those students to another teacher at the beginning of the second year.  Once again, the heart of looping is the promotion of-- extended, meaningful, and positive relationships between students and teachers that cultivate student motivation and self-confidence, in turn, stimulating learning outcomes for students.
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