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  At the end of the 2011-2012 school year Fraser High School’s staff voted to move 

forward changing the grading and learning systems to Standards-Based Learning (SBL) starting 

in the in 2013-2014 academic year.   There are various definitions and terms used for this type of 

learning system, including proficiency-based learning.  For the purposes of this research, the 

terminology used will be Standards-Based and Fraser High School’s current working definition 

of SBL: Standards Based Learning is a framework of an ongoing learning cycle that ensures all 

students learn and can demonstrate proficiency (Lonze, 2012).   The purpose of this dramatic 

change is to positively effect students’ motivation, learning, and achievement.  Moving toward 

the SBL system this agenda will remain the focus.  The guiding question of this research will be: 

What are the effects of standards based learning and grading on high school students’ motivation 

and comprehension? 

  As a teacher at Fraser High School I find this research extremely important, as it will 

determine the manner in which I approach the methodological change.   The administration has 

developed a committee charged with directing this revision of FHS, of which I am a member.  I 

take this honor and responsibility seriously.  The staff members will rely on the committee to be 

the pinnacle of knowledge within the district.  We will need to be prepared for potential 

problems and drawbacks while directing our school toward best-practice in student success.  We 

must be prepared to help as other districts following the same steps have acknowledged “even 

the most experienced teachers have been left feeling like first-year educators” (Competency 

Approach Challenges Colo. District, 2012).  Research will be important to share with our 

colleagues facing these challenges. 



 2 

  These adjustments to the high school are not limited to the learning system, we are also 

moving forward developing 3 different academies to address diverse student needs.  We began 

these academy developments in the fall of 2011.  The three academies are: Alternative, 

Technology, and Traditional.  As we worked through the process of developing these academies 

each began to individually question the current grading system and how it can be applied or 

changed to better fit the ideal academy model, this led the school toward the SBL system.  It is 

believed that providing students with more autonomy in regards to their curriculum diverse 

student needs will be better served. 

  Fraser’s administrative team developed their proposal based upon research and practices 

from schools around the nation.  Best practice is questionable based on data gathered in Colorado 

and Oregon.  In Westminister, Colorado the Adams 50 school district began implementing the 

SBL system in 2008.  Their state standardized tests have provided mixed results.  Within the 

district 10 schools saw improvements and 6 schools saw drops in their overall scores 

(Competency Approach Challenges Colo. District, 2012).  In Oregon research as shown that 

schools working with the Oregon Business Education Compact have achieved above average 

results on the math and reading standards tests in 2010-2011 (Williams, 2012). 

  The sole focus of these types of changes to our educational practices are not simply to 

improve standardized testing scores, the main objective is to improve student motivation, 

achievement, and learning.  By shifting our focus to a standards-based approach we are offering 

a more in-depth learning of limited concepts rather than memorization of facts (Love, 2001).  

Students become more responsible for their learning and are able to “recognize and communicate 

progress,” empowering and enabling them to develop more personalized academic goals 

(Midgett, 2001).  It is believed, when students are given these routes to personal efficacy student 
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will develop more internal motivation rather than relying on the grade for external motivation. 

  Another internal motivation through SBL will come from the direct and “real-world” 

application of the concepts being taught.  Teachers often hear, and sometimes even ask, the tired 

question “how will I ever use this in the real world?”  Student motivation is low when the feel 

the information is irrelevant to their lives.  By allowing more time on a specific standard, time 

for students to “engage in problem solving, apply their learning to real-world phenomena, and 

talk with each other and their teachers about issues and methods” they will have the opportunity 

to develop greater interest and engagement with the material (Beck, Hart, & Kosnik, 2002). 

 Therefore, my research question “what are the effects of standards based learning and grading 

on high school students’ motivation and comprehension?” has 3 components.  1) How does SBL 

increase student motivation to learn the material presented? 2) How does SBL increase students’ 

ability to learn more effectively? 3) How does SBL allow students’ to better achieve both the 

school systems standards of excellence and the requirements of standardized testing?  This 

proposed research platform will enhance my ability to meet the needs of the committee on which 

I serve, the school at which I teach, and most importantly the students to whom I am responsible. 
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