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One of the most inspirational schools I've ever visited is literally in my own back-
yard. The Crossroads Middle School in Baltimore, Maryland was the brainchild of 
educator Mark Conrad. When Mark was Principal at Crossroads, it was a place 
that every school hopes to be: intellectually stimulating, culturally diverse, chal-
lenging, warm, complex, creative and wonderfully successful. I was often hired 
by Mark to provide professional development to the Crossroads staff on brain-
based learning, but it was me who did most of the learning whenever I visited 
this incredible school.  

I remember once asking Mark why he named it "The Crossroads School." He 
explained that middle school truly was the "crossroads" for many students. 
If students experienced success in middle school and learned the skills to suc-
ceed academically, they would go on to rigorous high school programs then to 
college and beyond. But those middle school students who failed to master these 
skills frequently failed to complete high school. Mark cited a Johns Hopkins study 
that predicted high school graduation outcomes with remarkable accuracy based 
on several simple academic and behavioral data points taken in middle school. 
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If middle school is so important to future academic success, are there actions we 
can take to increase the success of our middle schoolers? One idea with some 
brain-compatible support relates to study skills. Harvard professor Howard Gard-
ner suggested that children learn in different ways via what he labeled "multiple 
intelligences." Gardner was critical of education's almost exclusive reliance on IQ 
testing as the measure of intelligence. He suggested that many students not 
rated high on IQ tests were in fact quite intelligent and learning a great deal. 

Gardner's theory spawned significant interest in the concept of learning styles. 
While learning style theories in education have been around for some time, 
Gardner's multiple intelligences theory inspired a renewed examination of how 
those styles impact how we learn. Brain research certainly confirms that each of 
us is wired differently from the other and that this unique wiring system is a result 
of our environmental experience. Simply put, when we learn something new the 
wiring in our brain changes. These changes are unique to each individual. In ad-
dition, no two brains store the same information in the same way in the same 
place. Rather, we develop unique patterns and preferences for processing the 
information we encounter. Some have called these patterns and preferences 
"learning styles" and initially organized them into broad categories known as the  
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visual, auditory and kinesthetic styles. While neuroscientists argue there are 
thousands if not millions of unique learning styles, these three broad categories 
provide an initial framework for discussing learning styles and their impact in 
education. 
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Here's the idea. If information to be learned is presented in a style contrary to the 
student's preferred learning style, the information will not be processed and re-
membered as effectively. Of equal if not of greater importance is the alignment of 
the learning styles and the assessment method. If the testing technique is in a 
different style than the student's preferred learning style, optimal test perform-
ance is unlikely.  

For example, most middle school curriculum is delivered and tested in the visual 
learning style. The visual style focuses on words, pictures and symbols to repre-
sent the information to be learned. Visual learners typically enjoy reading, have 
little difficulty sitting still for extended periods of time and test well. They are also 
typically the students getting "A's." Arguably, these students have an advantage 
because the teaching and testing style of the school, visual learning, aligns di-
rectly with the student's personal style. But what about the kinesthetic learner? 
Kinesthetic learners process information physically by building, deconstructing, 
moving, and creating external physical representations. How will a kinesthetic 



learner perform on a visual-learner-engineered assessment? Probably not as well 
as the visual learner and probably not in a way that accurately reflects their true 
level of learning. 
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One idea is to provide a method of bridging the gap between how a student learns 
and how they are tested. Since it is unlikely that schools will soon be shifting to 
multiple testing instruments to accommodate every learning style, this means that 
students will have to learn to translate their auditory or kinesthetic learning into vis-
ual learning concepts. In short, students need study skills. Study skills programs 
are almost exclusively developed to fit the visual learning preference for curriculum 
delivery and assessment.  

The problem is, who is responsible for teaching these skills? I think if educators 
and parents would focus on resolving this one question and selecting a single  
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study skills method to utilize with students, some pretty significant results would 
occur. I also think that middle schools should take the responsibility for teaching 
these skills and the parents should support what the school teaches. Why? Be-
cause schools are in the best position to select the one study skills method to be 
used in the school, have the resources to teach it with fidelity and can readily align 
the chosen study skills method with state testing methods. 
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There are many study skills programs with data-backed success stories. Imagine 
that a middle school selects "Study Skills Program A."  The middle school incorpo-
rates Program A into all grades and all subjects. Students in grades 6 through 8 
are taught increasingly sophisticated versions of Program A as they progress 
through each grade level. All teachers know and instruct in Program A study skills. 
Elementary feeder schools to the middle school begin teaching Program A study 
skills in the 4th and 5th grades. Parents also receive information and instruction in 
Program A and use it consistently to support homework and increase individual 
skills.  

In a short period of time, I believe powerful results would emerge. Students will 
have developed the ability to convert their learning to the visually-biased assess-
ment scheme resulting in improved test performance. Roles would be clarified, 
ending the confusion about who will teach students study skills, when, and by what 
method. The sophistication and depth of skills in using Program A will grow for four 
years (4th through 8th grade), greatly increasing the students' ability to manage the 
rigors of high school. 

It is true the brain learns in many different ways. It is also true that one way of 
learning is not inherently better than the other. But as long as schools are testing 
learning in one dominant style, it behooves us to teach young                          
brains to convert their learning to match that requirement. 
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Hilton Garden Inn - Tyson’s Corner 

8301 Boone Boulevard   |   Vienna, VA   |   9 a.m. - 4 p.m. 
 

Registration rate: $159   /  Group rate: $119 (three or more registrations) 
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This workshop has been approved for 6.0 contact hours of Category I CEUs by the Board of Social Work. 
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Dear Frank/ /I am a high school guidance counselor and 
the parent of two middle school students. Given the in-
creasing pressure to perform well on standardized tests 
and a more competitive college scholarship environment, 
any “quick tips” to help my students and my own kids im-
prove test scores?//Kevin in Pennsylvania 
 

Dear Kevin //While it is always a challenge to offer any-
thing “quick” when it comes to the brain, here is a tip that 
could make a difference in your students test performance 

#�.�'$#3.�

over time — particularly when they get to those all-important SATs and ACTs. Have 
your students “read with a dictionary.” Whenever they are reading anything, from a 
textbook to ESPN magazine, have a dictionary nearby. Basic paperback dictionaries 
can be purchased at a dollar-type discount store so that you can have several 
around the house. As your student is reading, teach them to stop at words they don’t 
know and look them up in the dictionary immediately. They will not only build vocabu-
lary (a big content area on standardized tests), they will improve their comprehension 
and, consequently, their mastery of the material being read. Most readers are unfa-
miliar with between 10% and 35% of the words they read so this investment of a little 
bit of time can really pay-off over the long haul. Try it yourself with that latest New 
York Times Bestseller or the Sunday newspaper. You’ll be surprised at how easy it is 
if the dictionary is nearby and at how much you learn! 

If you have a question for Frank, e-mail info@upsidedownorganization.org, subject: 
"Ask Frank." 
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· http://homepage.mac.com/chrisbiffle/Menu38.html 
 Power Teaching... FREE brain based teaching              

resources that kids and teachers LOVE! 

· http://www.thinkkids.org/parents/ 

· http://www.lostatschool.org/index.htm 

· http://www.fcbcsupport.org/ 

Submitted by Maurine Larkin, Principal, Odenton        
Elementary, Odenton, Maryland. Thanks, Maurine! 
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Dec. 5 
OPEN WORKSHOP: "Giving a Fish a Bath:  
The Untold Story of the Adolescent Mind"  
Presented by Frank J. Kros, MSW, JD 
Tyson’s Corner/Vienna, VA 
 
Dec. 5 
The University of Maryland School of Social Work 
"Rethinking Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorde r (AD/HD): What Works, 
What Doesn’t and Why?"   
Presented by Terry Long 
Baltimore, MD 
 

Dec. 10 
The University of Maryland School of Social Work  
"Giving a Fish a Bath: The Untold Story of the Adol escent Mind"  
Presented by Tanya Birsner 
Washington, DC 

Jan. 16  
Texas Network of Youth Services (TNOYS) 
"Rethinking Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorde r (AD/HD): What Works, 
What Doesn’t and Why"  
Presented by Frank J. Kros, MSW, JD 
Austin, TX 

Jan. 23  
OPEN WORKSHOP: "Stocking the Toolbox: Brain-Compatible Strategies for 
Challenging Behaviors"  
Presented by Frank J. Kros, MSW, JD 
Columbia, MD 

Feb. 17-19 
The National At-Risk Education Network (NAREN) 2009 Conference:  

· "Giving a Fish a Bath: The Untold Story of the Adol escent Mind"  
Presented by Frank J. Kros, MSW, JD 
Panama City, FL 

· "Whose Child is This Anyway: Power Tools for Foster ing Academic             
Success in Our Foster Children  
Presented by Shawn Reagle Kros, LCSW-C 

 Panama City, FL 

· "Rethinking Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorde r (AD/HD): What 
Works, What Doesn’t and Why"  
Presented by Heather Higgins, LCSW-C 
Panama City, FL 
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The Child First Authority (CFA) organizes and funds 
school-owned after school programs in public schools 
throughout Baltimore City. CFA seeks to improve the 
quality of life in low socioeconomic status communities 
by providing excellent learning opportunities to youth 
and by organizing parent and community support for 
change. The CFA receives funding from the Family 
League of Baltimore City (provided by the Mayor's         
Office and City Council), the Maryland Department of 
Human Resources, and private foundations, including Straus, Weinberg, and Bal-
timore Community Foundation. Child First currently has programs in thirteen 
schools located throughout Baltimore serving over 1,400 children. Each program 
includes extended-school-day academic, cultural, and recreational enrichment 
activities. 
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As we enter this season of Thanksgiving, we personally and professionally give 
thanks for the many blessings in our lives and send our warm gratitude to all of 
you who have supported our mission. We truly could not have done so much 
without you.  
  

--- The Upside Down Organization  
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