Denise Krebs, Gallit Zvi, Hugh McDonald and Joy Kirr came together to discuss “Genius Hour”. Each of these teachers has been running Genius Hour in his/her classroom and writing about their experiences online. This is the “Genius Hour Manifesto”: A guide to anyone who wants to know WHAT Genius Hour is, WHERE the idea came from, HOW to facilitate it in the classroom, WHY it is a next-practice in education, and HOW to get involved. Enjoy!
What is Genius Hour? Where did the idea come from and how did it start? Why do it?
Denise: Genius hour is student-driven, passion-based learning. Very simply, it is a time when learners are asked what they want to learn, and the teacher gets out of their way. I was inspired to have genius hour by a tweet I saw from Angela Maiers in November 2011.


After seeing that tweet, I did a Google search for genius hour and Dan Pink’s blog post “The Genius Hour: How 60 minutes a week can electrify your job” came up. That’s all I needed. I knew it was the kind of learning experience I wanted to provide for my students. We’ve been doing it ever since.

Last year, Gallit and I started the #geniushour Twitter chat. Our first chat in March 2012 challenged me to start having genius hour each week with my students.

Hugh: I first learned of this term after reading Denise Krebs blog and the tweet (referenced above) where she referenced an article titled “Genius Hour” referenced on Daniel Pink’s Blog.   Genius Hour is an idea that gave employees in a work place a scheduled autonomous hour each week to think, learn, and explore on how to make themselves and their work environment better, more creative, and more exciting to be a part of.  From the blog entry I was immediately struck by how simple the idea is. If you give people time for creativity, discovery, learning, and a say in the culture of their environment, you create an opportunity for empowerment and growth of the individual and the organization.

I immediately loved the idea and retweeted Denise’s tweet. I then began the journey in my classroom. Denise did a lot of initial work connecting the idea to the classroom. I used many of her initial samples and questions preparing my students to participate in their first Genius Hour in the later part of 2011 and early January 2012.

The joy in my students’ eyes and the eyes of the teachers in my school when they saw my students at work on their initial Genius Hour projects was priceless.  Genius Hour as an idea gives autonomous personalized learning time out of every week to students to question, think, learn, and explore the things they loved and were curious about. This was something special that engaged learners like nothing I had seen before. The learning atmosphere felt amazing. I could walk down the hall and ask Gallit a question and return to see them all still on task, questioning, driving their own learning, and having fun being curious. It was an amazing feeling as a teacher to see your students excited about learning. By modeling what a learner thinks about when they are learning I was seeing individualized, personal, and passionate learning taking place before my eyes by a classroom full of 12 and 13 year-olds.

Joy: I got the idea from Ewan McIntosh at a conference in Michigan, Feb. 2012. I didn’t have a name for it, but he encouraged us to let students pursue their own learning. He was ready to overhaul our schools so student schedules revolved around this type of learning! All I was looking for was an overhaul of the way our ELA department tackled independent reading. I was so tired of doing more work than the students, with quarterly book projects being due the week of grades, and knowing many students didn’t actually read any of the book. So… researching anything of their choice? Sounds like independent reading to me!!  The name came that same month, when Gallit and Denise held a #GeniusHour chat on Twitter… I was hooked on the idea that students could pursue their own learning!

Gallit: I first learned about Genius Hour on Twitter.  Hugh McDonald retweeted Denise Krebs’ blog post about Daniel Pink’s blog post on Genius Hour in the business world and I immediately loved the idea. I knew I had to try it with my students and have been hooked ever since.

Genius Hour has become a precious time, loved by all my students.  It is a time when they are allowed to develop their own inquiry question about whatever it is that they want to explore.  We start by watching some inspirational videos, talking about our passions and our wonders, and then they develop their questions from there. I think it is so important for students to have that time to really focus on their own wonders. It is truly personalized learning and so vital because as one of my students, Morgan, pointed out, “you don’t want to learn your teacher’s passion, you want to learn your own passion”.

Genius Hour is amazing. All the kids are excited and student engagement is at its highest. Some students are huddled around a laptop doing research on countries they are interested in, others are creating websites, PowerPoints and slideshows on an area of interest, and some are out in the hallway filming movies.  Some aren’t using technology at all, but rather are building and creating things with their hands. But no matter what they are working on, the common thread is that it is something they are passionate about and/or wonder about.

Two years later, Genius Hour is a permanent block on my schedule and the movement is spreading!  Every month we have new teachers joining our chat (first Wednesday of each month) and our Genius Hour Wiki (geniushour.wikispaces.com) has had over 4000 hits these past two weeks alone!

How does Genius Hour work in your classes?
Joy: In my class, 7th graders have an 80 minute ELA block. We have one block, the first day of the week, dedicated to Genius Hour. Some students just read. Some research. All share, but in different ways (book talks, blog posts, presentations). My dream? For students to read, be inspired, and act on it. (I got this from Erin Olson, after I met her in Boston in July.) Students create a goal every other week, and then grade themselves on it during our one-on-one conferences. If they present what they’ve learned, they fill out a reflection form, but it is not graded.

Gallit and Hugh: Last year, Gallit gave the students one hour per week and expected them to present about every fourth block, so that they roughly had 3 hours of Genius Hour time before they had to share their learning with the class. Hugh based individual projects on the premise of 100 minutes of Genius each week.  After a couple weeks, Genius Hour students would share with the class via our blogs and in class presentations.

This year, we reflected on this practice and decided that we would lift those conditions. Now, students work on their Genius Hour projects every Friday afternoon, and they present when they are ready. For some students that will be after one session and for some it will be after 6.  It really depends on what they are learning about and how they plan to present.  Genius Hour is personalized learning and so we believe that presentations should take place when students feel ready, not because it is the ‘fourth’ session.  We check in with our students regularly and they blog about their progress as well.

Denise: I give students two periods a week, about 85 minutes, to work on their genius hour projects. Each Wednesday, students know that they can work on their project of choice. Oftentimes, these projects are long-term, going for 4-6 weeks. Other times, students choose a new project each week. For the most part, students bring their own supplies from home.

I believe experience and reflection are key reasons to have genius hour. The experiential learning is engaging and gives students great joy. However, I also believe, as many have said, that experience without reflection does not produce real learning. Therefore, as part of genius hour, we do three things. We keep in mind the essential questions that we are trying to answer, we create products of our learning, and we make our learning visible by reflecting in a blog post about what we have learned at least each month.
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Why is this a “next practice” in education…what is the future of Genius Hour and this type of learning?
Gallit: I feel passionately about the need for education to become more individualized. I have spent the last two years researching motivation and personalized learning and there is much to be said for the connection between the two.  I know that my students love when they are given choice in an assignment or project.  They don’t all learn the same and they don’t all have the same interests.  That is why Genius Hour is so key; it gives the students the freedom to choose not only the subject matter, but also the method their inquiry project is to use.
In a time when answers to fact-based questions are so easily “google-able”, shouldn’t we be encouraging our students to create, innovate and ask deep, meaningful questions?  I don’t need my students to memorize dates and facts, I want them to push the boundaries of their imaginations and become creative doers who fully believe themselves capable of genius, because indeed they all are.

Hugh: I feel the importance of personalizing learning for students should be at the forefront of any discussion relating to education, and Genius Hour does that.  We want to find ways to engage students as learners and creators of inquiry-driven content.  Students want to feel connected to the learning that is happening in their classroom and the standardization of learning across North America does not do that.  Students in many classrooms around North America are motivated by letter grades and percentages and NOT LEARNING!  Students in our classrooms are like adults in the real world.  If you do not engage them in their learning then they will not know how to learn and not want to learn.  How else can you explain large chunks of the population dropping out from school?

Please check out this journal article published in Educational Leadership. “Special Report: Why Students Drop Out” by Amy Azzam. She states, “Approximately ⅓ of all high school students in the United States fail to graduate.  For Blacks and Hispanics this rate rises to 50 percent.   Why are students dropping out in droves?  No one knows better than the students themselves.”
The number one reason the students gave for why they were dropping out was they were bored with school!  Yikes!!  Inquiry driven models like Genius Hour put the focus on how to question, persevere, and recognize the joy of learning more about their passions.  If we give students more opportunity (time) to be creative and connect with what they are learning, then I am sure legislatures around North America and the world will have to adjust their thinking and education policy.

Our understanding of school is shifting and we must embrace it and listen to what the world of learners is telling us: “Connect me to my learning, so I can inspire others and myself.”  It is not enough anymore to say we are creating a generation of life-long learners if we are not embracing a change in our philosophy in schools to a more personalized, inquiry-driven model that connects a student’s learning to the world.

Engage them and teach them how to learn and they will learn for a lifetime.  They will be motivated to ask questions and some may find solutions to some of the world’s greatest problems (poverty, cancer, aids, civil wars, the environment, etc…).  Dan Pink’s book “Drive” has really pushed my thinking on individual motivation.

Simply put, Genius Hour is here to stay because it engages the learner to question and want to learn more.  The only question should be is how do we create opportunities for all learners at all levels of schooling to experience the magic of Genius Hour on a regular basis?

Denise: Education has already changed from being the process of knowledge dispensing to a process of facilitating understanding. We need to fully embrace this “next practice,”  which is already here. Every day I read or view another example of this occurring today. Here are just two of the latest:

In a recent post on the blog Raising Modern Learners, “First Take: Teens Know…The Internet Changes Learning,” Will Richardson tells parents what they can do to ensure this “next practice” is happening in their children’s schools:

“Ask your child’s teachers to describe the opportunities they give to students to learn deeply about the things they care about using technology. Start conversations focused on giving students more of a say over what they learn and how they learn it. Make it about developing kids as learners rather than developing them as consumers of what is in many ways an outdated curriculum.”
Another example is in a speech to education leaders in Iowa, Brandon Busteed education director at Gallup Polls, says, “The cost of knowledge is trending toward free.” That reminded me again, as educators we need to get out of the knowledge business and into the learning business. Busteed goes on to say that hope, engagement and well-being account for as much as one-third of the variance in student success.

If we want students to be successful, we don’t drive them toward success by continually working on standardized tests. We can take at least some of our time to give them choice in what they are doing in school. Genius hour gives students (and educators) hope, engagement and well-being. Read what Melina, a high school senior, says about this kind of learning:

For so long I have been told what to know and taught how to know it, but never once did I really feel in control of my learning. I felt like the knowledge went into my brain, stayed there until after exams, and then was thrown away like a smooth stone into a lake, out of my reach forever.

 

But when you are passionate about something and can learn it the way that YOUR brain understands it, it seems the knowledge takes root.

In this age where knowledge is ubiquitous, and no longer belongs to the teacher to dispense during lesson plans, school needs to change. We need to inspire students to become lifelong learners. Genius hour can do that.

How can we all get involved?
Joy: When I realized my students COULD and ARE owning their own learning outside of school, that’s when I realized I could give them the time inside of school. This would make school a more educational place for them, where they could see that they are valued as contributors to our learning. To be taught how to learn independently – that is the hook to creating life-long learners.

Denise: Genius hour is not a program. I believe it comes from a student-centered educational philosophy. When I became a connected educator, lifelong learner, and one who makes my own learning visible, that’s when I wanted the same for my students. That’s when I began actively teaching students creativity and the skill of learning. That’s when I started giving them time for genius hour.

To get involved, you just need to give up the reins of your classroom for a portion of the day or week. The rewards will bring hope, engagement and well-being to you and your students. You will not be sorry.

Gallit: As Denise stated above, Genius Hour is not a program.  It is more like a movement in education…a philosophy…a belief that students should have more choice in their learning and more opportunities to be creative!

Anyone can do Genius Hour with their class!  All you have to do is set aside a little time (one day a month, one hour a week, whatever works for you) when you step aside and allow the students to create their own learning experiences and inquiry projects.

Before starting, it is a good idea to scaffold by talking about your passions, what you wonder about and creativity.  Some ideas on how to introduce Genius Hour can be found on my blog and on the Genius Hour Wiki.  You can also check out the #GeniusHour hashtag on Twitter and join in the conversation! There are so many fantastic educators on Twitter who would be more than glad to help out!

One of my students, Hunter, has a wish that “someday every teacher could let their children do [Genius Hour]”. Me too, Hunter, me too.

Hugh: I agree with my colleagues above.  Genius Hour is a shift in education philosophy from teacher centered learning to student centered learning.  It puts students in charge of creating questions in their learning.  Genius Hour gives them opportunity to learn from their discoveries that work and don’t work and be okay with that, as long as they are prepared to ask more questions and be persistent in their learning.  The world needs generations of thinkers that are creating questions and working hard to answer them.

How can you get involved?  You can be brave and join the conversation on the Genius Hour hashtag on twitter (#geniushour).  #Geniushour is also home to a powerful and engaging chat hosted by Denise and Gallit that takes place the first Wednesday of each month at 6pm PST.  You can also access the Genius Hour Wiki . It is filled with a lot of resources to guide you in establishing Genius Hour in your classroom.  There are a lot of amazing educators and risk-takers on there sharing their resources and engaging you in conversation about the personalized learning and inquiry taking place in their classes daily.  Join the conversation, learn, and share your experiences by blogging and tweeting about your experiences and the experiences of your students.

We all can learn from each other.  It reminds me of this blog post I wrote on Genius Hour “Sharing Genius Hour – Simple to You and Amazing to Others”.  You never know what will spark someone into exploring the genius within themselves. It is what we do with our students. Shouldn’t we be looking to do this for other educators too?  We are all learners, and we should all have the gift of time to explore our passions in creative ways. We are all here to help guide students and each other in the journey of learning.

Resources are plentiful for helping those interesting in Genius Hour get started. Including Joy Kirr’s recent LiveBinder on Genius Hour found here: Joy’s LiveBinder
Follow Denise Krebs, Gallit Zvi, Hugh McDonald and Joy Kirr on Twitter!
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Genius Hour Manifesto | Dare to Care 

[...] Hugh, Joy and I were excited to talk about our passion in this “Genius Hour Manifesto” post at Education is My Life (@edismylife). I wanted to add a link here, so you’d be [...]
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Reply March 21, 2013 

Kris 

Excellent explanation of Genius Hour. I think I learn something new every time I read all of your comments and tweets. Keep spreading the word!
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The Genius Hour Manifesto | Inquire Within 

[...] piece on Genius Hour.  We gladly accepted and through the use of GoogleDocs we co-wrote “The Genius Hour Manifesto“.  You can check it out on Education is My [...]
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Genius Hour -- Let Your Students Challenge Themselves | Angela Maiers, Speaker, Educator, Writer 

[...] “The learning atmosphere felt amazing. I could walk down the hall and ask Gallit [a fellow teacher] a question and return to see them all still on task, questioning, driving their own learning, and having fun being curious. It was an amazing feeling as a teacher to see your students excited about learning.” [...]

