




In 2015, Philip Bowman reached the point where simply supporting his students with learning 

differences did not feel like he was doing enough. Knowing there must be a better way to unlock 

individual potential for each student, he did what any dedicated educator would do: Philip began 

researching and experimenting in his special education classroom at the International School 

Bangkok. The answer, he found, was a universal framework that empowers each learner with the 

personalized tools and skills necessary to become self-directed and independent learners that 

reach results that they once thought were impossible.

Philip’s journey toward a new framework for special education started with an exploration of the 

analyses from the most influential researchers in education. He compared high-impact learning 

strategies in John Hattie’s top “Influences and Effect Sizes Related to Education,” found 

inspiration in Robert Marzano’s “Nine Instructional Strategies for Learning,” and leaned heavily 

into the implications of Jean Piaget’s work on schema and constructivism theory in education. 

Philip also recognized the strong research supporting the use of response to intervention (RTI)1 

and multi-tiered systems of supports (MTSS)2. He recognized that the founding father of 

evidence-based teaching John Hattie was right when he argued that the most important factor for 

teacher effectiveness was measuring the impact of their own pedagogical interventions3. For 

learners to flourish, educators need to become researchers, evaluators, and scientists in their 

own classrooms4. 

Philip gained even deeper insight from studying fields outside of education. He realized that 

cross-pollination between disciplines leads to the best idea generation5. He read foundational 

works from psychology, psychiatry, physiology, neurobiology, decision theory, statistics, and 

systems theory. He realized that his instincts in his own teaching arose from key concepts in the 

study of the importance of beliefs6, language7, measurement8, timing9, and design thinking10. But 

one theme kept recurring across these interdisciplinary fields, towering in significance above all 

pedagogical guideposts: change is more profound when it comes from within.  
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If this is true, that “change is more profound when it comes from within,” the logical application in 

education would be to regularly listen to our students and find ways to scaffold learning goals that 

they choose to pursue11.

Indeed, Philip’s research led him to the realization that self-directed learning is the key to 

developing happy and healthy life-long learners. Students whose change comes from within, who 

are masters of themselves and their learning goals, attain astonishing growth inside and outside 

of the classroom12. 

Evidence from researchers in self-directed learning led Philip to focus on cultivating key traits in 

his students: self-awareness13, self-advocacy14, self-management15, and goal setting 16, 

monitoring17, and adjusting18. He framed these traits within the whole-child approach, including 

social and emotional goals in addition to academics19,20. Further, Philip felt strongly that the best 

educators emphasize strengths rather than deficits, emphasizing each child’s potential instead of 

their weaknesses21. Leveraging the strengths of his students cultivated a growth mindset, 

developing their metacognition skills and allowing their personal ambitions to flourish. 

Philip hypothesized that the ideal way to maximize student learning is through one-to-one 

conversations with students about their learning. These are conversations where students drive 

the learning and focus on what matters most to them. Instead of talking, teachers primarily listen 

and provide targeted expertise as needed so that students can build their own tools, improve 

skills, and illuminate possibilities. A class founded on one-to-one sessions would be a class that is 

truly centered on the student and cultivates authentic student agency.

But how, in the midst of a bustling classroom with a packed schedule, was Philip to facilitate this 

new approach of one-to-one conversations facilitating personalized learning? He realized there 

are challenges that have prevented the one-to-one approach from being widely used by 

teachers22–25. The biggest hurdle for many is the logistics of structuring a classroom to facilitate 

one-to-one conversations26. All too frequently, the limitations of classroom structure prevent one-

to-one instruction from becoming a core practice27. 
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Philip realized that a fundamental rethinking of his classroom structure was required. 

His goals for his new classroom structure involved both space and timing, with emphasis on 

privileging the student voice and facilitating one-to-one sessions. With the green light from the 

International School Bangkok, Philip transformed his classroom space from a traditional layout to 

a free-flow space that facilitated personalized and self-directed student work. He carved out an 

area for one-to-one conversations that was private but allowed him to monitor other students. He 

shifted the focus from academic support and study skills to a focus on self-awareness and self-

monitoring, leading to higher self-esteem28. Philip hypothesized that this shift would help students 

achieve their self-identified academic, social, and emotional goals29. 

Most importantly, in his new class structure, Philip made time for frequent one-to-one sessions of 

five to seven minutes and monthly one-to-one conferences of 20 to 30 minutes. Coaching the 

students toward more independent learning was key to making one-to-one learning a reality in his 

new classroom structure.

The International School Bangkok was sold on Philip’s new classroom model. They approved 

Philip’s plan to trial his promising approach and encouraged him to measure its efficacy along the 

way. Over the next four years, Philip systematically trialed and reiterated his approach in his 

classroom and used student data to fuel these improvements. 

At the end of four years, the learning outcomes were remarkable. 
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The success of his program made Philip realize he needed to make this framework available to all 

educators. But it was not until the 2020 Special Education Network and Inclusion Association 

(SENIA) conference that he realized how great the need was for a scaffolded, one-to-one 

approach. At SENIA, Philip heard many conference participants express excitement about the 

promise of personalization. But they were uncertain as to how to make it happen in their own 

classrooms. To address this need, Philip dedicated himself to transforming his framework—

already shown to have immense success with students with learning differences—into a universal 

tool that could be used by any special education teacher.



Based on cutting-edge research, the MARIO Framework draws from discoveries in 

neuroscience, medicine, design thinking, systems theory, and psychology. As it grows, the 

MARIO Framework is constantly evolving to take into account best practices in education 

as well as new insights from science.
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MARIO Educators are confident they are receiving an advanced professional development training 

program. Our innovative approach to personalized learning is combined with professional 

development research by Dr. Linda Darling-Hammond30, Harvard31, and the US Department of 

Education32. All courses are aligned with the USA’s Every Student Succeeds Act33 and the UK’s 

Standard for Teachers’ Professional Development34. 

Becoming a MARIO educator gives you access to a robust system of flexible modules that prepare 

you to to adopt the framework with fidelity. One-size-fits-all programs don’t work35. Instead, MARIO 

is designed for you to build your own living and evolving program specifically designed for your 

context. We are here to encourage and guide you on your own journey to skillfully employing the 

MARIO Framework in your classroom with one-on-one coaching, personalized learning projects, 

and ongoing evaluation and feedback. 

The MARIO Movement is rapidly being utilized around the world, currently reaching thirty 

international schools in over fifteen countries. You can partner with special education teachers 

worldwide who are deploying this model. Join the online community discussions with colleagues 

and instructors to exchange ideas and build relationships.

We invite you to become part of the MARIO Movement and empower your students to achieve 

new levels of success. You can be a key player in driving innovation and transforming the concept 

of what special education is capable of.
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