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INTRODUCTION

This article provides teaching ideas and suggestions that focus on the use of a loop pedal or loop station.

There are a number of different approaches to looping, and it’s possible to use a pedal or a piece of computer-

based software. For the purpose of this article, I’m referring to the use a looping device such as the Roland RC-

30 Loop Station. There are, of course, lots of options out there, and using a computer sequencer can produce 

similar results. I’ll explain in this article, however, why I’ve particularly enjoyed using the physical pedal.

The motivation behind this resource is to consider a new way of approaching a fairly common concept in 

music. The use of repeating ideas and patterns is not a new concept, but this approach may inject some fresh 

life into loops.

While the use of looping devices at Key Stage 3 is a fun and interactive approach, the scope of loop pedals 

themselves is far broader. Students may go on to use them to enhance their own practice; create their own 

GCSE composition; or perform their own music. This article is potentially just the starting point of an exciting 

musical journey revolving around loops.

Another motivation is to provide a whole-class approach to music making. Working with a class of 30, I’ve used 

a loop pedal to create music and teach students the basics of composition, melody, harmony and rhythm.

WHAT IS A LOOP PEDAL?

Most non-musicians might associate a pedal with a car or a bike, but we musicians have a few different pedals 

in our lives. This isn’t a piano’s sustaining pedal, or even a long note in the bass. This is a physical floor-pedal 

device.

A loop pedal or loop station is a device with an input and an output. You can play an instrument into the input or 

attach a mic, and the output connects to a speaker or computer. The pedal itself essentially records whatever 

you play into it, then loops (or repeats) it, and allows you to go on to record another track or layer over the top 

– and repeat the same process again and again. A loop pedal allows you to create ‘live looping’, where you’re 

effectively recording and playing back your music.

Explaining a loop pedal isn’t easy, but hopefully you get the idea. You may have heard of a loop pedal before, 

or seen one in use. For me personally, however, they have proven the most exciting addition to my classroom 

since GarageBand. It’s possible to create loops on a laptop or tablet, but for the purpose of this article I am 

referring to a floor pedal, which allows for greater whole-class interaction. Some of the techniques described, 

however, could easily be created using a piece of sequencing software.
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The concept of looping, however, isn’t a new one, and in many ways dates back hundreds of years. You only 

have to consider the use of ground bass or the passacaglia form and you’ve essentially uncovered some of 

the origins of loops.

A loop is very much like an ostinato, and the loop pedal allows an exciting live exploration of these compositional 

tools. It’s also true to say that much of the music we know today is built around repeating chord patterns or 

basslines, and therefore students will be extremely familiar with the sound. Whether in jazz, classical, Baroque, 

rock, pop or blues – all feature some element of repeating patterns.

LOOPING?

So what is ‘looping’ all about? And what are the origins of the technique?

A loop is essentially a repeating bit of music, or a repeating sound. The length of a loop will vary, and you 
can create both digital loops (on a computer) and live loops – which is where the loop pedal comes in.

Looping is therefore the process of creating loops, and the common technique is to layer loops on top 
of each other. Most music teachers will already have come across computer-based loops in software 
such as GarageBand, which allows students to create a piece of music using pre-recorded loops. This 
can at first seem unmusical: selecting loops that someone else has created is sometimes viewed as 
not really true composition. And that sometimes even makes teachers shy away from loops. But 
the process of selecting and organising sounds is highly musical, and from it students can gain huge 
insights into structure and form.

HISTORY OF THE LOOP PEDAL

The loop pedal device owes a lot to the development of multitrack recording in the 1950s. The concept 
of layering together pre-recorded music was the precursor to doing the same in a live setting with a 
looping device.

It wasn’t until the early 1990s, however, that dedicated looping devices became available, and in 
2001 Roland and Digitech devices moved the technology substantially forward. Nowadays, there are 
a number of key artists who use loop pedal devices to create their music.

Ed Sheeran is possibly the best example: his 2017 Glastonbury set is an amazing example of the loop 
pedal in action, and it’s astonishing to see that a single musician with a mic, guitar and loop pedal can 
entertain a crowd for two hours. Sheeran is able to use his loop pedal to record his chords, bassline, 
vocals and harmonies, and even throw in some rhythmic elements.

HOW IS A LOOP PEDAL USED IN THE REAL WORLD?

As previously mentioned, artists use loop pedals in live settings to create music and entertain crowds. 
They’re also used on recorded studio albums and as experimental compositional tools, and there are 
even national and international loop pedal competitions.

And of course, loop pedals are now being used in education, by students in GCSE and A level compositions 
and performances. I have worked with a number of students who have used looping devices to create 
music, and I’ve seen them used in live concerts and for GCSE submissions. One student who submited 
a GCSE performance received an A* because he was controlling not only his voice, but also his guitar 
and the loop station itself (the student provided the moderator with detailed information, of course).

http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x5rywgr
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LOOP PEDALS AND SINGING

It can sometimes be hard to engage classes with singing activities, and hard to show them that progress 

is being made. A loop pedal in the middle of a classroom and a microphone attached to it, however, will 

guarantee a room full of noise and singing.

Lesson 1

In this lesson, students should start exploring sounds. They should understand what the loop station is all 

about, and get excited about what it can do.

1. BEFORE THE LESSON

Set the pedal up before the lesson, but don’t plug everything in. Make sure you have everything you need 

ready, and maybe test it all before the lesson. Make sure the pedal is in the middle of the room when the 

students enter, and ideally move desks out the way and sit them in a semicircle around the pedal. Having 

the pedal in the middle of the room and having students sat or standing around it is crucial for this type of 

interactive, whole-class lesson.

2. INTRODUCE STUDENTS TO THE PEDAL

Now introduce students to the pedal, and show them exactly what you’re doing. Start plugging in the cables, 

microphone and speakers, and talk them through the technology. Although this is simple in some respects, it’s 

really useful for students to know what an XLR lead is and why one end is called male and the other female. 

Show them that we have an input device, and also an output to speakers. You could go straight into an amp, 

or you might use a mixing desk. This is basic technology, but it’s still crucial for them to know about it and 

understand it.

SHOPPING LIST

I’m advocating the use of a physical loop pedal or station in this resource, because I value the interaction 
that the whole class can have with a device like this. It’s possible to set one up in the middle of the 
classroom and pass the microphone around the room, allowing students to step forward to operate 
the pedal. It’s also possible to use a sequencer to record loops and then edit them, of course, but that’s 
a very different task – and a much more individual activity.

1. Loop pedal/loop station: when it comes to technology, the price point is always key, so shop 
around. I’d recommend the Boss RC-30, or the cheaper option of the RC-1.

2. Jack lead: if you want to plug a guitar or bass in, then you will need one of these.

3. Microphone: a cheap and effective model is the Behringer Ultravoice XM8500.

4. XLR lead: this will be used if you want to plug your microphone into the loop station. You may 
also need one to plug into your speakers if you’re using a mixing desk.

5. Instruments that can be plugged into the loop pedal: keyboard, guitar, bass, ukulele. But you 
can also use the microphone, and students can create all the sounds they need.
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3. CREATING YOUR FIRST LOOP

The basic principle is that you press the pedal down and record something. When you’re finished, press the 

pedal again and it will save that loop.

This makes the process sound easy, but it really isn’t hard. The two pedals I’ve mentioned work in basically the 

same way. Before the lesson, play around with your loop pedal and get to grips with how it works. What you’re 

doing at this point in the lesson is modelling to students what the pedal does and how it works.

Once you’ve recorded the loop and pressed the pedal to end your recording, the pedal will then keep playing 

what you’ve recorded. It will also play any silence that you leave. From an early stage, it’s a good idea to get 

a sense of eight beats when modelling using the pedal. This will not only come in handy later, but also helps 

students understand how the pedal works.

If you’re going to layer loops together, you’ll need to leave space for other layers to fit into the overall mix. The 

RC-30 comes with some built-in beats that are really useful. They are fairly simple, but you can use them to 

help with the process. Alternatively, you can turn on a click – the pedal lets you set a tempo and then you can 

show students how the eight-beat concept works in action.

4. OVER TO THE STUDENTS

Now hand the microphone over to a student and let them record something. You’re now instantly breaking 

down a barrier, and you should find that students are keen to contribute. At this stage, they might like the idea 

of simply making a noise or saying something funny into the microphone. Allow this to be fun, and don’t try 

to make it melodic or complex at this stage. Encourage creativity and enjoyment, and remember that at the 

moment you’re just getting students’ minds thinking about the pedal itself.

At Key Stage 3, we want to break down barriers to creating music. Not every student will be a singer, and not 

every student will be confident with a microphone. But microphone skills are important for life in general. If a 

student can sing and wants to come up with a short melodic idea, encourage them to do so. Similarly, if you 

have a student who can beatbox, make sure they use their skills at this point in the lesson.

XLR CABLES

XLR cables are used in a range of settings from live performances to studio/classroom recordings. 
They have three pins and a circular connector, and they have a male or a female end to them. They 
are used to deliver balanced microphone and line-level signals, and can be either short or very long. 
An XLR cable will connect a microphone to a mixing desk – or indeed to a loop pedal. It can also be 
found sending audio signals from the mixing desk to a speaker.
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4. TALKING IT THROUGH

Now talk the students through what a loop pedal is, what it can do and why you are using it. You might consider 

showing them this video of Ed Sheeran’s ‘You Need Me, I Don’t Need You’, where he uses a loop pedal in a 

studio setting. You may have time to watch the whole thing, or you might want to jump in halfway through and 

see if they can tell you why you are watching it.

5. ASK SOME QUESTIONS

There is little point in just watching a video without asking the students some questions. This will help to get 

discussion flowing, and will also introduce them to topics and concepts linked to the loop pedal. Use these 

questions as a starting point:

 � Ed Sheeran mentions that he has only just got a tuner. How does a tuner help a guitar player, and why are 

they good to use?

 � How many different layers does he use?

 � He uses a metal clip-type device on his guitar called a capo. What is it, and what does it do?

 � What different guitar techniques does he use?

 � What type of guitar is he using in this video?

 � What technique does he use to create the rhythmic dimension of the song?

 � How does he create vocal harmonies in this performance?

These questions may need to be tailored to the level of the class that you are teaching, but the most important 

thing is that the video gets them thinking, gets them inspired, and shows them the real potential of the device.

6. BACK TO THE LOOP PEDAL

Returning to the loop pedal, it’s important that you now work with a beat. In a previous lesson on singing, I 

taught my classes a very simple beatboxing approach from a Voces8 workshop. Alternatively, get students to 

create an eight-beat rhythm where they stamp on beat 1 and then clap on 2, 3 and 4, then repeat.

You’re aiming to record a backing beat onto the loop station. Here, you’re creating your first layer, and it’s 

important that students keep in time and together.

7. RECAP

End the lesson by recapping some of the key terms you’ve covered so far:

 � Loops

 � Ostinato

 � XLR cable

 � Beatboxing

 � Rhythm

 � Time signature

 � Layering

 � Capo

 � Tuner

 � Harmony

 � Melody

MICROPHONE TIPS

 � When you sing into a microphone, aim to have it just 1 or 2cm from your mouth.

 � Be natural, and sing into the microphone as you would normally,

 � If you’re suddenly changing in pitch or volume and getting higher and louder, move the microphone 
away from your mouth so as not to overpower the speakers.

 � Feedback is caused by a ‘loop’. It occurs when the microphone is too close to the speakers, 
so that the mic picks up the amplified sound from the speaker, and then sends it back to the 
speakers, thereby creating an infinite loop. It manifests itself as a loud, high-pitched noise that’s 
very unpleasant for everyone in the room. Avoid getting too close to the speakers to help avoid 
feedback.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DV0TJZ7Kp40
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LTZVreGnx7o&t=156s
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Talk also about how the following lesson you’ll build on the simple layer you’ve created and start to look at 

pitch and melody.

Make sure that at the end of the lesson you ask students to go away and search for more loop pedal videos 

online so that they come to the next lesson excited and ready to create more music. With the RC-30 loop 

station, you can save the loop you created in stage 6, but if that isn’t possible then it’s easy to get the class to 

recreate the beat every time – and a useful recap at the start of the following lesson.

Lesson 2

In this second lesson, we’re going to build on the techniques of lesson one, and start to add more layers to the 

basic rhythmic layer, as well as starting to experiment with melody.

1. Remind students of the set-up of the loop pedal and also what was covered last lesson. Now get the class 

creating the eight-beat rhythmic layer and if needed, re-record this layer into the pedal.

2. Now we have the rhythmic layer looping, ask students to come up with a noise, sound, ostinato or two-

syllable word that they want to record into the pedal. They can rehearse their own idea individually as the 

loop continues, and then you can ask for volunteers. Select students to come and take the microphone, 

and record their idea into the pedal. You may want to control the pedal yourself, as you’ll want to start the 

recording at the start of the loop, and some students won’t naturally feel where this happens. Now ask a 

second student to come and add their idea to the loop. It’s important to ask them to think about where they 

want their part to come in the loop. An awareness of the space that’s left is also crucial. A student might 

want to add an almost rhythmic aspect to the loop, maybe something with a higher pitch that mimics a hi-

hat drum or cymbal. Anything is good, but get the students thinking about how their contribution will add 

to the overall piece.

3. Stage 2 can continue for as long as students have ideas. Every so often, stop the loop and discuss what 

you have so far, and give the students a chance to talk about what the piece is lacking, and how it could 

be improved. It’s important to get students thinking about how musical ideas can be different and play 

different roles in the piece. It’s also possible to delete the last thing you recorded into the loop pedal, so 

don’t panic if something goes wrong.

4. The final stage is to introduce students to the website Incredibox they will use the following lesson and 

interact with for homework. Incredibox creates interactive loop-based pieces of music. You can to select 

different elements and add layers as you go. Introduce them to the site, and create a couple of different 

pieces before the end of the lesson. Finish with a recap, and let them know that the following lesson they 

are going to be creating a live version of an Incredibox piece.

Lesson 3

1. At the start of the lesson, create an Incredibox piece. It’s advisable to work out what you’re going to do 

before the lesson, so that you know it’s achievable. Create the piece in front of the students, and then go 

through each part of the piece with the class.

2. Now assign different parts to different groups. Four or five parts are probably best, but you can decide 

based on the ability of your class. Each group needs to rehearse their part together.

3. Listen to each group perform their part, then put the whole thing together and ask students to evaluate 

what they think it sounds like.

4. Using the loop pedal, put the piece together stage by stage. This helps to show students how a piece can 

be built up, and how each layer will bring something different.

This is likely to take up most of the lesson, particularly if there is rich class discussion about how improvements 

can be made to the overall sound. In the next lesson, they are going to be asked to come up with their 

own piece in an Incredibox style, so ask them to play around with Incredibox at home so that they come in 

with ideas.

http://www.incredibox.com
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Lesson 4 

Now that students have experimented with copying the Incredibox ideas, they should come up with their own 

ideas. This can be in small groups of four or five, and each person in the group will need to record their own 

part into the loop pedal.

If you feel that students need to be stretched, challenge them to add an element of harmony. It will depend on 

how much singing they have done in the past. This lesson needs to be all about group work and collaboration, 

and then a final performance into the loop station that the whole class can enjoy.

Extension work

Loop pedals are great for singing and teaching harmony, and a wonderful way of building songs from the 

ground up. Individual students may want to use the pedal to create their own music, and it could also be used 

to help teach students about chords, where different groups sing in the three notes of a standard major or 

minor triad.

If students at Key Stage 3 are exposed to technology such as this, they begin to see how music is created, 

layered and built up from potentially small ideas. More importantly, these lesson ideas are designed to be fun 

and engaging for students, and will work for whole-class teaching. Stepping forward and adding an idea to 

a bigger piece will give students a sense of community music making. Using a loop pedal in this way can 

therefore give students a voice as they start to see that they can sing or create something musical – which is 

a really exciting thing to watch.


