
A student-centered approach that is
guided by interdisciplinary research
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The MARIO Framework is committed to
privileging the student voice and letting
one-to-one conversations drive student-
centered learning. Drawing from the work
of educational leaders like John Hattie,
Robert Marzano, Jean Piaget along with
the strong research supporting the use of
Response to Intervention (RTI) and Multi-
Tiered Systems of Supports (MTSS) the
framework combines and uses a variety of
high impact pedagogical strategies within
the field of education.

The MARIO Framework, and its core of
one-to-one learning, is also built upon
advanced research from neuroscience,
medicine, design thinking, systems theory,
and psychology.

THE MARIO FRAMEWORK:
WHY IT WORKS
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In neuroscience, exciting new research shows how one-to-one
conversations like those in the MARIO Framework transform the
neurophysiology of the conversationalists, strengthening the junctions
between different regions of their brains.

N E U R O S C I E N C E

Insights from medicine inform the MARIO emphasis on the
expert/learner relationship, grounded in how “exceptional potential”
arises from careful listening of the medical practitioner to the patient.

M E D I C I N E

Ecological systems theory sets the context for learner progress -
filtered and focused via the cultivation of self-awareness.

E C O L O G I C A L  S Y S T E M S  T H E O R Y

Psychology, particularly research in sociolinguistics, reveals how the
one-to-one learning of MARIO facilitates the best outcomes via a
flexible combination of educational psychology paradigms.

P S Y C H O L O G Y

Knowledge from Design Thinking informs the iterative, student-
centered approach to goal setting and outcomes improvement.

D E S I G N  T H I N K I N G

The MARIO Framework is founded on what
science has revealed about learning – not only
from educational research but across disciplines
concerning the whole person and the ways we
gain mastery.
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Recent findings in neuroscience have revealed a phenomenon known as conversational
synchrony. In observing the brain function of humans engaged in conversation, scientists
have found that humans begin to mirror each other behaviorally and physiologically. This
mirroring, known in neuroscience as synchronicity, has long been observed as a
beneficial outcome in the therapist-patient relationship, but the role of synchrony in
interpersonal conversation is an exciting new development. The physiological mirroring
that occurs during successful interpersonal conversation includes matching of breathing
rate, movement patterns, and convergence of word choices and speech patterns.
Fascinatingly, as conversationalists achieve synchrony with each other, their underlying
brain physiology begins to change. Important regions of the brain called the ventromedial
prefrontal cortex and the right temporoparietal junction form stronger connections with
each other as conversational partners engage.
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NEUROSCIENCE

The one-to-one conversations that are
foundational to the MARIO Framework
build conversational synchrony. As
students and teachers engage in one-to-
one sessions and conferences, their
conversations transform the learners’ brain
physiology, strengthening the functional
neural junctions that elevate their
cognitive processing power.

On top of this, studies have shown that the
goals of the participants in the
conversation lead to different
configurations of behavioral outcomes.
MARIO prioritizes learner-driven goal
setting within the one-to-one
conversations, tailoring the session
outcomes towards the most impactful
learner behaviors.
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One-to-one teaching facilitates close
behavioral modeling: the learner observes
the teacher and is “led by the hand” – as
described by Dr. Sylvius – towards the
behaviors that the teacher demonstrates.
Thus, the teacher shows the learner how
to respond to challenges, identify
strengths, and navigate complex
situations. The one-to-one context
assures the learner that the teacher’s
behavior is for the learner and is modeled
for their specific situation. The one-to-one
interaction also allows the teacher to
direct poignant questions to the learner
that draw out their reflections, deepening
the learning process.

The field of medicine has long understood
the importance of one-to-one interactions,
as demonstrated in the format of
healthcare conversations between doctor
and patient. These personalized, one-to-
one primary care conversations have been
shown to lead to “exceptional potential” in
the advancement of patient health. In
addition, new research has revealed that
conversation is the key to understanding
unexpected outcomes in healthcare
settings, even more than patient data or
physiological parameters. 
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It is important to note that the MARIO Framework avoids the pitfall of “neuromyths”, which
are erroneous beliefs arising from misunderstanding and misapplication of neuroscience in
education, such as the myth of right-brain versus left-brain thinking. Neuromyths can be
prevalent in new educational models, but they must be rejected by intentional
interdisciplinary cross-talk between education and neuroscience, such as is found in the
MARIO Framework. The MARIO team draws only on peer-reviewed science published in
world-class journals to inform practices and arm teachers with evidence-based strategies
backed up by reputable scientific studies.

MEDICINE
“My method is to lead my students by the hand… then I question the students as
to what they have noted and their thoughts.”
Dr. Franciscus de la Boe Sylvius, 17th-century physician and teacher

The MARIO Framework draws on this
wisdom from medicine, discovering
exceptional learner potential via one-to-
one conversations that reveal new paths
to student success.
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As the MARIO team continues to innovate, new research findings are continually
being incorporated in the training and materials provided to MARIO educators. For
example, recent discoveries concerning the neural networks underpinning ADHD
have found that raising motivation in a child – such as by facilitating child-focused
goal setting using MARIO – has positive effects on attention that can be similar to
what is achieved via medication.

MARIO & STUDENTS WITH ADHD

Researchers of the functional neurobiology associated with ADHD recently proposed
that this neurotype is a “whole-brain” disorder, meaning that every neural network of
the brain is involved via mechanisms specific to each person. Thus, interventions that
respond to the whole child are necessary to address the multitude of ways that
ADHD can affect behavior and outcomes. In the MARIO approach, learning is
centered on the student, privileges their voice, and uses one-to-one conversations to
honor that learner as a fully robust person with specific, individual needs.

DESIGN THINKING
In our rapidly-changing society, the
imperative upon schools is to equip
learners with meta-competencies that
transcend cognitive knowledge. Learners
must be able to manage their knowledge,
utilizing high-level skills such as selection,
integration, analysis, and social
deployment of information in complex
environments. These skills require
metacognitive awareness of their actions,
abilities, values, and attitudes. Teachers,
therefore, must transition from simple
knowledge transfer to developing
individual learner potential. Key to this is
learning processes that are self-regulated
and collaborative, tailored to the individual
student.

The MARIO Framework uses the Stanford
IDEO model of Design Thinking, defined as
a user-centered approach that privileges
the priorities of the end-user to achieve
tailored interventions. The goal of these
interventions is not to create new
instructional materials, though support for
this is available to teachers if needed.
Instead, MARIO builds on the insights of
the teacher/learner dyad, the expert team
collaboratively formed via the one-to-one
sessions  . The MARIO approach allows the
teacher/learner team to adopt a growth
mindset, addressing the ways that
students view themselves, their
experiences, their goals, and their abilities
through targeted, frequent, timely, and
personal conversations.
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The MARIO Framework cultivates the Design Thinking mindset in learners using goal
tracking and coaching to help learners become increasingly skilled at collecting, analyzing,
and implementing data concerning the outcomes of their efforts. The Design Thinking
MARIO learner becomes adept in using one-to-one session outputs to achieve self-
monitoring, self-management, and self-modifying, a powerful trifecta of skills in self-
directed learners.

MARIO works because it is user-centered in the Design Thinking tradition, is growth-
mindset oriented, is personalized to each learner, and is focused on the development of
high-level meta-cognitive abilities.

SYSTEMS THEORY
Well-known to teachers is Urie Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory, which
explains the complex relationship between a child and their environment as a series of
interacting and enmeshed systems. However, the complexity of these systems and the
Bronfenbrenner emphasis on equally prioritizing every detail of the child’s environment has
led to challenges in the deployment of ecological systems theory in the classroom. How is
a single teacher to navigate the multitudinous influences in each child’s life?
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The MARIO Framework provides a path forward to filter and refine the wealth of
knowledge from consideration of the learners’ ecological system. MARIO combines Design
Thinking with Ecological Systems Theory to create a user-centered, clearly articulated
roadmap of the learner’s past, present, and future goals via teacher-guided one-to-one
sessions and goal-setting scaffolds. The MARIO approach privileges the learner’s
understanding of the systems in which they operate, but facilitates the use of teacher
expertise to formulate advanced meaning from learner insights.

PSYCHOLOGY
The MARIO Framework draws on strengths
from both behaviorist and constructivist
theories of educational psychology to
maximize student benefit. Studies have
shown that learners with learning
differences can benefit from the
structured approaches arising from
behaviorist theory, particularly the
breaking down of complex tasks into
manageable pieces. From constructivist
theory, evidence supports the impact of
the real-world meaning and
contextualization that naturally arises in
the one-to-one sessions. The MARIO
modules empower teachers to combine
techniques from both approaches to form
personalized learning trajectories for each
learner.

In addition, MARIO addresses research
from psychology that has shown a
correlation between fear of failure and
poor outcomes in learners with learning
differences. Studies suggest this fear is
potentially due to the early and frequent
pressure learners with special needs feel
to conform in the classroom  . In the
MARIO one-to-one conversations, the
student is freed from the pressure of
classmates and able to discuss setbacks
from a growth mindset with a caring and
supportive teacher mentor. In this way,
MARIO frees learners from the fear of
failure and opens up new avenues of
exploration and growth.

Copyright © 2020 MARIO Framework

27

28

29

30,31

32



Arising from sociolinguistics and situated within the process-product model of education is
the recent finding that students’ psychological perception of instruction is an important
component of the learning process.  It has further been shown that developing a positive
student perception of instruction is highly dependent on the teacher-learner interpersonal
relationship, with a good relationship being pivotal for effective teaching and learning. The
MARIO Framework cultivates the teacher-learner interpersonal relationship via the one-to-
one sessions, which facilitate the high-quality conversational time that is key to deepening
relationships.

An additional advantage to the one-to-one model is the connection between “teacher
immediacy” and learning. Teacher immediacy is the set of behaviors that creates a
perception of physical or psychological closeness between learner and teacher. Increased
teacher immediacy increases student motivation, leading to improved learning outcomes
and teacher effectiveness   .
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THE MARIO FRAMEWORK WAY
The MARIO Framework is founded on research from education, neuroscience, medicine,
design thinking, systems theory, and psychology. Our team actively monitors relevant
research as it emerges, incorporating findings into the MARIO system to create and deploy
a living model of support for special needs learners. As we train the MARIO Educators of
tomorrow, we are also identifying future course instructors and team members to help
others reimagine special education.
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