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Abstract 

Engaging students in learning is often a challenging task, especially during the middle grades 

where the demands of school become more challenging for learners (Sanacore, 2008). Many 

students are passionate and keenly interested in many things and immerse themselves deeply in 

learning to those ends. This research project outlines an instructional approach which connects 

utilizing such student motivational interests within the learning requirements of the BC 

Curriculum. Through this teaching method known as Genius Hour, students are given an 

opportunity to bring their passions and curiosities into the classroom in a way that aligns with 

much of the curriculum. Through the exploration of various research and literature related to 

motivation and engagement, Genius Hour, 21st century learning, and the BC Curriculum, this 

project led to the creation of a research-informed handbook for using Genius Hour within the BC 

Curriculum. The handbook provides guidance for using Genius Hour in upper elementary and 

middle school grade classrooms with the intent of having students deeply engaged in the learning 

process in a way that allows them to develop many important 21st century skills. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

Growing up on Vancouver Island was a true privilege. I was involved in various sports, 

played on high-level hockey teams, explored the outdoors, and received a high-quality education 

throughout the process. I was always a hard-working student who spent many hours studying for 

tests and completing detailed projects. In reflecting on what stood out from my experiences at 

school, I specifically remember many of the learning tasks we did in Français Langue classes, 

English Language Arts classes, and some Social Studies classes. I always got really excited for 

the French speech competition every year, as we had to create and deliver a speech about any 

topic of our choice. This was always a chance for me to share my passion for hockey with others 

and I still remember parts of those speeches to this day. In middle school, I recall doing a 

research project in Français Langue class about my favorite athlete at the time, Vancouver 

Canucks goaltender Roberto Luongo. I also recall choosing to make a video about Galileo to 

present at the Renaissance fair in grade eight. I even remember that I wrote about spending time 

fishing with my dad and brother for one of the English provincial exams in high school. I find it 

very interesting that most of the learning activities and projects that I still remember today are 

those that involved some element of student choice. In no way am I discounting the work I did in 

other classes and subjects, as I often really enjoyed and was successful in classes such as math 

and science. However, it is interesting that the learning I did that involved me choosing topics I 

was passionate and curious about are the things that have really stuck with me to this day. 

As an educator, I am intrigued by a very specific form of inquiry and project-based 

learning known as Genius Hour, which allows students to learn about something that truly 

interests them (Matteson, 2016). Genius Hour is time set aside in class for students to learn about 

a topic of their choice through means of developing an essential question, researching their topic, 
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and creating a final project to share their learning (Kesler, 2013). It is something I have now used 

several times with my classes at various points in the school year. This thesis project aims to 

create a handbook for using Genius Hour within the BC Curriculum with the goal of increasing 

student engagement.  

Context 

Being a fairly new teacher, I am fortunate to have joined the profession during a time in 

which innovative teaching and learning strategies are becoming the norm.  

Throughout my young teaching career, I have had the privilege of being an educator in a 

small city on Vancouver Island in British Columbia. My career began at a secondary school 

teaching Social Studies 10 and Sciences Humaines 10 (French Immersion). I have now spent the 

past few years teaching grades five through seven at a French Immersion elementary school. 

Throughout my time in the education profession, I have had many positive experiences, met 

many great people, and learned many new things. Among the things I have learned up to this 

point in my career, there are two things that are particularly interesting to me. Firstly, students 

seem to do their best writing when it is about themselves, their lives, or a topic that they are 

passionate about. This has also been observed by Behizadeh (2014). Secondly, students that are 

often disengaged with regular school learning activities such as reading, writing, and math are 

often more engaged when given the opportunity to learn with technology, such as an iPad. This 

includes doing research, learning to code through various apps, and playing review games using 

the Kahoot app. 

In reflecting on my own experiences as a student and comparing them to what I have 

observed in my teaching practices there certainly seems to be a strong connection between 

positive, memorable learning opportunities and student choice. According to Hurt (2015), it is 
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important to learn about student passions and interests and then find ways to weave them into the 

classroom. The combination of a student choosing a topic and then conducting research sounds a 

lot like Genius Hour, which “allows students to spend time in school exploring, researching, and 

studying any topic of their choice” (Rush, 2015, p. 26). In our 21st century classrooms we often 

have access to technology, such as iPads, that students can use for learning and research. When 

technology is used appropriately it is a great way for students to learn and can be a very useful 

tool for something such as a Genius Hour project.  

Personally, I was first introduced to Genius Hour by our school librarian in the spring of 

2019. With her being a former upper elementary English Language Arts teacher and a very 

innovative librarian, I often have conversations with her about ways to better engage students in 

their learning. After one of our conversations, in which she suggested I look into Genius Hour, I 

was very inspired to try it with my class as a year-end French project, as I already had a couple 

English projects in place for the remainder of that school year. Upon doing some research and 

creating French resources for Genius Hour, my class spent an hour most afternoons working on 

their projects throughout May and the beginning of June. Overall, I observed a class that was 

very engaged throughout the process, as nearly all students were very busy with their research 

and creations. In all honesty, it was the most engaged and involved I had seen many of my 

students all year. Upon completion of the projects, students shared their learning to the class with 

presentations that included a homemade mini-robot, a skateboarding video, and many detailed 

posters. It was a great way to celebrate our year of learning together and finish on a very positive 

note. 
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Problem 

 The concern of students being disengaged and unmotivated at school is a reality for 

teachers across many grades. Engagement is a student’s connection and involvement in school 

related activities (Skinner, Kindermann, & Furrer, 2009). Personally, I have seen a particular 

lack of student engagement in grade six and seven classes I have worked in. Research has shown 

that it is students in the middle years of our school system that often begin to lack a passion and 

interest for school due to the increased academic demands (Sanacore, 2008). Traditionally, 

school tends to become more content driven in the middle grades, with less focus on the learning 

process and development of life skills. This is often associated with a school experience that 

includes a greater focus on testing, which can be overwhelming for students, leading to less 

interest in school. The challenge of student engagement relies upon the complexities of positive 

student-teacher relationships and student connections to their class learning experiences (Cooper, 

2014). Therefore, the motivational aspects of learning rely on the teacher-learner relationship and 

engaging student interest in the topic. These critical aspects of student participation are largely 

within the influence of the teacher. The challenge for teachers is creating an engaging classroom 

with learning experiences that reduce the likelihood of off-task behavior and minimal student 

effort with their schoolwork.  With excessive reliance on content driven and teacher focused 

study, teachers often hear comments such as “I am bored” and questions like “Why do we have 

to learn this?”  

For this project the problem being addressed is how to improve student learning 

engagement in the upper elementary and middle school grades. 
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Purpose Statement 

 The purpose of this project is to create a research-informed handbook for upper 

elementary and middle school teachers that will support/guide the inclusion of Genius Hour 

within classrooms in a way that aligns with the BC curriculum. The handbook will include a 

framework on how it can be effectively done to empower student choice and increase student 

engagement. It will also include teacher resources that can be used throughout a Genius Hour 

project. The intent of this handbook is to create something that I can use throughout my teaching 

career to guide the use of Genius Hour in my own classroom and to support other BC teachers 

who are interested in implementing Genius Hour in their classroom. 

Justification  

 There are a few main reasons that this handbook should be created. Firstly, it will 

motivate students to learn, as they will be choosing what and how they learn, thus increasing 

student engagement. A study by Cooper (2014) found that giving students an opportunity to be 

more connected to what they learn is an important step towards increasing student engagement. 

The motivational framework by Dzubay (2001) suggests that when human needs for autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness are met people are more likely to be engaged in what they are 

doing. Supporting autonomy means less control from the person in charge and allowing people 

to make their own choices; enhancing competence relates to providing individuals with support 

when needed and ensuring that they are being challenged; increasing relatedness is described as 

helping people feel that they belong and allowing them to foster relationships (Dzubay, 2001).  

Having students take part in Genius Hour will support autonomy, enhance competence, and 

increase relatedness for students, thus allowing them to be deeply engaged in a learning process 

that allows them to explore a passion or curiosity.  
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 This handbook will be helpful in ensuring that students are more connected to their 

learning through the application and influence of the motivational aspects of Genius Hour. 

Providing students an opportunity to take part in a learning process that allows them to choose a 

topic, explore it through research, and share their learning with others aligns with the 

components of motivational theory that include autonomy, competence, and relatedness 

(Dzubay, 2001). Increased student engagement is associated with offering choice, supporting 

autonomy, and providing adequate support (Jang et al., 2010; Wang et Eccles, 2013). The 

components of motivational theory are embedded within Genius Hour and as a result it can 

provide students with a meaningful and engaging learning experience. 

 Additionally, it is a project that will be useful for teachers, including myself. There are 

currently many different books, documents, and videos that explain how things like project-

based learning, inquiry, and Genius Hour can be used in the 21st century classroom (Larmer & 

Mergendoller, 2010; Kesler, 2013; MacKenzie, 2016). Although many of these things are 

valuable resources, the amount of information can often be overwhelming, as teachers do not 

necessarily have the time to go through all of them to make it fit their grade level or curriculum. 

What does not exist is a specific resource for using Genius Hour within the BC Curriculum. This 

handbook will provide a step-by-step guide with ready to use resources, making it easier for BC 

teachers to implement Genius Hour effectively within the revised BC curricular context. 

Guiding Question  

Appleton, Christenson, and Furlong (2008) explain that “far too many students are bored, 

unmotivated, and uninvolved, that is, disengaged [at school]” (p. 369). Many different teaching 

methods have been designed in education with the goal of increasing student engagement in the 

classroom. Genius Hour is a form of project-based learning that is aimed at increasing student 
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engagement. In a study by Wurdinger, Haar, Hugg, and Bezon (2007) it was found that students 

were highly engaged throughout the process of project-based learning. With this project 

intending to increase student engagement through the use of Genius Hour, the guiding question 

for this project is: Why is Genius Hour a useful program for increasing student engagement 

among upper elementary and middle grade students in BC and how can their teachers be 

supported in being encouraged to use it? 

Definition of Key terms 

Student Engagement: In education there are many different definitions and 

interpretations of student engagement. The following will be the working definition for the 

duration of this paper and project: “Engagement refers to the quality of a student’s connections 

or involvement with the endeavor of schooling and hence with the people, activities, goals, 

values, and place that compose it” (Skinner, Kindermann, & Furrer, 2009, p. 494).  

Genius Hour: Genius Hour is a teaching approach that has been adapted and modified 

by many people in education. It often looks different, depending on the context, but its main 

purpose is to give students designated time to learn about something that truly interests them 

(Matteson, 2016). Throughout this paper and project, Genius Hour is time set aside in class for 

students to learn about a topic of their choice through means of developing an essential question, 

researching their topic, and creating a final project to share with their peers (Kesler, 2013).  

Conclusion 

The roots of this project come as a result of my own positive experiences as a former 

student in the BC public education system. I had many great teachers who fostered meaningful 

and memorable learning experiences by offering choice and allowing me to explore my passions. 

Now, as an educator, I am trying to create similar experiences for my students, as I want them to 
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also have meaningful and memorable learning experiences. However, as a grade 6/7 teacher in 

an elementary school I have not always found this to be an easy task. Some students are often 

off-task, unmotivated, and disengaged from their learning, regardless of the subject area. One of 

my better solutions to this has been providing my classes the opportunity to take part in Genius 

Hour projects since the spring of 2019. Overall, it has provided a meaningful experience for my 

students that has allowed them to be engaged in the learning process through research, the 

creation of a final project, and a presentation to the class. These personal experiences have led 

me to create a handbook for using Genius Hour within classrooms in a way that aligns with the 

BC Curriculum. 

Overview 

 The subsequent chapters provide the Literature Review, Project Design, Project, and 

Conclusion for this project-based thesis. Chapter two reviews literature that supports the creation 

of this Genius Hour Handbook. The literature review is divided into the four sub-sections of 

Motivation and Engagement, Genius Hour, 21st Century Learning, and New BC Curriculum. 

Chapter three includes leadership motives for the project, the purpose and rational, and the target 

audience for the project. It then includes an outline of the project design that connects the 

literature to the sections of the handbook. Chapter four provides the project, which is a Genius 

Hour Handbook for teachers in BC. The handbook includes the following sections: Background 

and Purpose of Genius Hour, Connections to the BC Curriculum, Genius Hour by Backward 

Design (unit plan and lessons plans), and Making Time for Genius Hour. The fifth chapter 

provides a conclusion to this project-based thesis, including key learning pieces, limitations, and 

future plans for the project. 
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

 The purpose of this project is to create a research-informed handbook for upper 

elementary and middle school teachers that will support/guide the inclusion of Genius Hour 

within classrooms in a way that aligns with the BC curriculum. Genius hour is defined as time 

set aside in class for students to learn about a topic of their choice through means of developing 

an essential question, researching their topic, and creating a final project to share with their peers 

(Kesler, 2013). The literature review focuses on four themes related to using Genius Hour as a 

teaching method in today’s classroom. The first theme, Motivation and Engagement, reviews 

research and literature about motivation and engagement in relation to education and learning. 

The second theme, Genius Hour, reviews literature that is specifically related to the use of 

Genius Hour in the classroom. The third theme, 21st Century Learning, provides an overview of 

key components, skills, and teaching methods associated with today’s world of education. The 

fourth theme, New BC Curriculum, reviews components of the curriculum, including the Core 

Competencies that have a close connection to Genius Hour. 

Motivation and Engagement  

 In education, motivated students typically demonstrate enthusiasm, interest, involvement, 

and curiosity towards learning (Skinner & Belmont, 1993). The challenge is bringing out these 

characteristics of motivation in all students and having them engaged in the endeavor of 

schooling on a consistent basis. The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) (2010) explained that motivating students to learn should be done intrinsically through 

means of fostering their personal interests with an emphasis on quality of knowledge and 

understanding, as opposed to the amount of knowledge. Ideally, students should be motivated to 

learn because they enjoy what they are learning about and understand the importance of 
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developing school related skills. The motivational framework by Dzubay (2001) suggests that 

when human needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness are met people are more likely to 

be engaged in what they are doing. In education this happens by providing opportunities for 

choice, support, and connection to content and people within schools. 

Student engagement. Guthrie, et al. (2012) define engagement as “involvement, 

participation, and commitment to some set of activities” (p. 601). The work of Guthrie et al. 

(2012) breaks down engagement into three categories. Behavioral engagement is an individual’s 

direct involvement in a school related activity in an effort to work through the given task. 

Emotional engagement refers to the positive and negative reactions towards a given task. 

Cognitive engagement is the resiliency piece of engagement related to “the mental effort needed 

to comprehend challenging concepts and accomplish difficult tasks” (p. 602). This suggests that 

engagement in education is a complex topic. There are several factors to consider and no simple 

solutions to an immediate increase in student engagement, as every classroom has unique needs. 

A study done by Skinner et al. (2009) used the following definition: “Engagement refers to the 

quality of a student’s connections or involvement with the endeavor of schooling and hence with 

the people, activities, goals, values, and place that compose it” (p. 494). This definition 

encompasses various components of education into a more concise definition. Overall, it is 

suggested that student engagement is the involvement or connection to school related activities 

(Guthrie et al., 2012; Skinner et al., 2009).  

Engagement has been found to come as a result of positive relationships between students 

and teachers, as well as student connections to classroom content and learning experiences 

(Cooper, 2014).  Research by Wang and Eccles (2013) revealed that factors such as optimal 

structure, student choice, personal relevance, and emotional support are linked to higher student 
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interest and value in learning activities. A study by Parsons et al. (2018) found that higher 

engagement came as a result of school tasks that were either moderately open or open, as 

opposed to more close-ended tasks that resulted in lower student engagement. However, the 

same study found that in comparing moderately open and open tasks, students were more 

engaged during moderately open tasks. This is perhaps a result of greater teacher support during 

moderately open tasks, as a combination of both open tasks and teacher support are closely 

linked to increased engagement. Furthermore, research by Jang et al. (2010) indicated that 

student engagement is strongly associated with both support for student autonomy and providing 

structure in the classroom. It is important for teachers to find a combination of structure and 

autonomy that best meet the needs of their current class community.  

 Decline of student engagement. In today’s world of technology and readily available 

information online, it is not always easy to engage students with regular classroom lessons and 

activities. Research by Lam et al. (2016) examined student engagement in schools across twelve 

countries and how it is associated with grade, gender, and contextual factors. Their study 

included 3,420 participants from grades seven to nine across various countries, including 

Canada. This quantitative study had students complete a questionnaire about instructional 

practices and the support they received from teacher, peers, and parents. In their research, Lam et 

al. (2016) explained, “In the past two decades, student engagement has attracted increasing 

attention from researchers and educators because of its comprehensiveness in describing student 

motivation and learning in school and its strong predictability of student developmental 

outcomes” (p. 138). Their research revealed that students become progressively less engaged 

from grade seven to nine.  
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 Other research has also found similar results, indicating that it is often students in the 

middle grades of the school system that begin to lack a passion and interest for school, as a result 

of increased academic demands (Sanacore, 2008). It was also found that during those same years 

of school, girls were more engaged than boys (Lam et al., 2016). It is important that careful 

attention is given to student engagement during the upper elementary and middle school grades, 

as students are vulnerable to losing their interest or connection to school during those years. 

Impact of student engagement. In addition to the positive impact student engagement 

has on learning and participation at school, it also been found to have a significant impact on a 

person’s life beyond school. Christenson, Reschly, and Wylie, C. (2012) explained, “Student 

engagement is the glue, or mediator, that links important contexts – home, school, peers, and 

community – to students and, in turn, to outcomes of interest” (p. 3). Being engaged at school 

creates a solid foundation for many important pieces of a student’s life. Various studies 

conducted by Estell & Perdue (2013), Furlong et al. (2003), Janosz, Archembault, Morizet, and 

Pagani (2008) found that engagement at school is positively corelated with general well-being 

(as cited in Yang, Bear, & Curby, 2018). A lack of school engagement has been found to have a 

negative impact on a person’s life. Research done by Payne, Gottfredson, and Gottfredson (2003) 

and Simons-Mortons (2004) suggested that a lack of engagement in school can lead to outcomes 

that include delinquency, violence, substance abuse, and school dropout (as cited in Yang et al, 

2018). These findings suggest that districts, schools, principals, and teachers should give careful 

attention to student motivation and engagement, as it is directly corelated with student outcomes 

beyond the classroom.  

 Student choice. In the BC context of the 21st century classroom, student choice is 

becoming increasingly popular. It has been connected to many benefits for student learning and 



GENIUS HOUR FOR THE BC CURRICULUM 

 

13 

development and has a positive impact on student motivation and engagement (Katz & Assor, 

2007; Wang and Eccles, 2013). In education, choice can be given in various different ways. 

Examples include: allowing students to choose their own book for a novel study, offering them a 

selection of different topics for a project, allowing them to demonstrate their learning in a 

manner of their choice, including them in discussions about classroom norms and expectations, 

and providing them opportunities to self-assess their work. However, the teacher is still in charge 

of the class and has an important role to play in ensuring that everything is manageable and that 

students feel fully supported in their learning, which includes providing clear expectations and 

criteria for learning tasks.  

Important research on student choice was done by Netcoh (2017) through a case study on 

two multi-aged middle grade teams at a small urban middle school in the northeastern United 

States. The students in this study came from various socioeconomic and ethnic backgrounds. 

Data for this research was collected through interviews, focus groups, and observations based on 

the experiences of students and teachers taking part in E-Time, which was a project that allowed 

students to conduct their own inquiry on a topic of their choice. Through this research, students 

expressed that choice was important for them in relation to schoolwork, as it gave them an 

opportunity to learn about things that were meaningful and relevant to their lives (Netcoh, 2017). 

Offering choice in education allows students to become more connected to their learning and 

school experience. This increases the likelihood that students are going to get more value out of a 

school related tasks, allowing them to learn new things and acquire important 21st century skills. 

Offering students choice in education has many positive outcomes. Research by 

Williams, Wallace, and Sung (2016) found that providing choice in middle school allowed 

students to self-regulate their own learning and promoted collaboration and persistence in 
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challenging tasks. Williams et al. also explained that choice gives students a sense that their 

teacher truly cares about and respects their individual needs. This is further supported by Patall et 

al. (2010), who suggested, “Providing choices may be the most concrete way for teachers to 

communicate to students that they view them as autonomous learners” (p. 912). Research 

suggested that teachers also value student choice and make an effort to include it in their classes 

on a daily basis (Flowerday & Schraw, 2000). Through choice, students are able to develop and 

practice many valuable skills, while feeling valued within their educational experience.  

Although it has been found that student choice in the classroom can be very beneficial, 

there are some important factors to consider. Giving students choice throughout their learning is 

not as simple as letting them do whatever they want. Teachers are essential in ensuring that they 

purposefully provide student choice and support student autonomy throughout the process 

(Williams et al., 2016). As a facilitator of learning, teachers must find a balance between creating 

a safe and supportive classroom environment while also allowing students to experience learning 

independently. It has also been found that some students do not see choice as something that 

supports their autonomy, as they find it difficult to identify any connections between school tasks 

and non-school interests. It is also possible that some students do not have or know their own 

personal goals and interests, meaning that their teacher plays an important role in helping them 

identify those things prior to giving them choice (Assor et al., 2002). Student choice is most 

likely to have a positive effect, including increased motivation and engagement, when it is aimed 

at supporting a combination of student autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Dzubay, 2001; 

Katz & Assor, 2007). Although choice may seem like a simple thing for teachers to provide, 

there are many factors to consider in order to effectively include student choice in the classroom. 
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Choice looks different in every classroom, as educators must find a formula that works best for 

their unique group of learners.  

 Offering student choice in the classroom can happen in many different ways. One 

common way to include choice is with book selection. In terms of literacy, Smith and Geil 

(2016) suggested that in middle school it is important to provide choice over reading material, as 

students want to have a say in their learning. Providing students with choice for reading can be 

done by having a large classroom library and exposing students to books in the school library 

(Capen, 2010). Students that have a choice in what they read are also more likely to read more 

often, understand more of what they are read, and sustain reading (Allington & Gabriel, 2012). 

Choice can also be offered by letting students choose their topic for a project. Netcoh (2017) 

reported that students appreciated being able to choose their own topic, as it allowed them to 

choose something that was meaningful and relevant to them. In addition to providing choice for 

academic activities, choice can also be given for simple tasks. Williams et al. (2016) explained 

that grade eight students reported having a more positive classroom experience when given more 

freedom with simple tasks, such as choosing when to get up and sharpen their pencil. These same 

students reported that some of their other classes did not offer this freedom. There are many 

ways to offer student choice in the classroom, most of which are associated with positives 

outcomes. 

 Synopsis of motivation and engagement. Engaging students in learning and school 

related activities is one of the main challenges in today’s classroom. Research suggested that this 

is especially true for students in the upper elementary and middle grades of our education 

system, as they begin to lose interest in school due to factors such as increased academic 

demands (Lam et al., 2016; Sanacore, 2008). To help overcome this issue, educators can help 
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motivate students by meeting their human needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness 

(Dzubay, 2001). One way to meet these needs is by offering choice, as it helps engage students 

by connecting them to their learning (Katz & Assor, 2007; Wang and Eccles, 2013). Although 

motivating and engaging students is a complex and challenging task for educators, it is an 

important issue to address. While student engagement is linked to many positive outcomes, lack 

of student engagement is linked to negative outcomes that often extend beyond the classroom. 

Providing students with an engaging educational experience can help them in continuing their 

educational journey and also contribute to more positive experiences beyond school.  

Genius Hour 

 Socrates once said, “Education is the kindling of a flame, not the filling of a vessel”. This 

suggests that education should not be forced on students using a top-down approach, but instead 

an opportunity for students to be supported in their own learning by their teacher (Chue, 

Reynolds, Tavares, Notari, & Lee, 2016, p. 4). Genius Hour provides an opportunity for learning 

to happen in a “kindling of a flame” type manner. 

 Genius Hour is a specific teaching method that combines both Project-Based Learning 

(PBL) and Inquiry-Based Learning (IBL) in a way that gives students designated time to learn 

about something that truly interests them (Matteson, 2016). It is time set aside in class for 

students to learn about a topic of their choice through means of developing an essential question, 

researching their topic, and creating a final project to share with their peers (Kesler, 2013). This 

process aligns well with research and theories on motivation. Allowing students to choose their 

own topic supports the need for autonomy; spending time researching and learning about the 

topic allows them to enhance their competence; creating and sharing their project with peers 

provides an opportunity for increased relatedness, as students will get to learn what their peers 
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are passionate and curious about (Dzubay, 2001; Katz & Assor, 2007; Kesler, 2013). 

Additionally, Genius Hour reflects the three principles on which human life flourishes, as stated 

by Robinson (2013). The first principle, “Human beings are naturally different and diverse”, is 

reflected by student choice of topic. The second principle, “Curiosity”, is reflected by students 

researching and exploring their topic. The third principle, “Human life is inherently creative”, is 

reflected by the creation of a final project. Genius Hour differs from many other forms of PBL 

and IBL, as the choice of topic is not necessarily specific to a particular subject area but is 

instead aimed at giving students an opportunity to truly explore a passion or curiosity.  

The idea of using Genius Hour in the classroom was inspired by Google’s 20% time that 

allowed employees to spend twenty percent of their week working on a project that interested 

them. It led to the creation of products that include Google News and Gmail (Matteson, 2016; 

Rush, 2015). In terms of school use, Fink (n.d.) suggested setting aside an hour for it each week 

during reading and language arts time, as much of the work will include reading and writing. 

Genius Hour specifically fits in well with BC’s English Language Arts (ELA) curriculum for 

grades four to nine, as there is an emphasis on students being able to “comprehend and connect” 

through means of reading, listening, and viewing and to “create and communicate” through 

writing, speaking, and representing (British Columbia Ministry of Education [BCME], 2019a). 

As students work through Genius Hour, they will be subsequently meeting the needs of the ELA 

curriculum through the processes of developing an essential question, researching their topic, and 

creating a final project to share with their peers. 

There is currently little empirical research that is specifically based on Genius Hour. 

However, Reuer (2017) conducted a mixed-methods longitudinal, exploratory case study on its 

influence on identity formation and self-efficacy. This two-year study began in five grade nine 
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science classes at a high school in the Northern Rockies, in which the researcher co-taught the 

classes. During the two years following the initial intervention a sub-sample of eight students 

was selected for the longitudinal research. This allowed for in-depth conversations that could be 

recorded and analyzed for the purpose of the study. This research by Reuer (2017) found that 

Genius Hour increased students’ self-perceptions of their ability to do science, had a positive 

impact on identify and self-efficacy, and developed skills such as time management and 

resiliency that are transferable beyond the classroom. 

Current anecdotal evidence suggested that Genius Hour has many positive outcomes for 

students. Katrein (2016) explained that student work during Genius Hour went far beyond her 

initial expectations, as the authenticity and relevance involved augmented student engagement. 

When students are able to explore topics that interest them, it is more likely that they will be 

involved and engaged in their work. It is a journey in which students will “reach personal, 

meaningful, and educational destinations” (Rush, 2015, p. 26). In addition to being able to 

explore a passion or curiosity, students are able to experience failure in a safe and supportive 

environment (Matteson, 2016). When students take part in Genius Hour, there will be times 

when they struggle to find the information they are looking for. They may also struggle with 

creating a final project to share with others. Genius Hour allows these struggles to happen 

without students being penalized. Instead, they can learn from such challenges and develop a 

plan to continue moving forward with their learning. Based on current anecdotal evidence, 

Genius Hour is regarded as a great way to engage students through the exploration of their 

passions and interests. 

 Genius Hour in the classroom. When implementing Genius Hour, there are certain 

things to be aware of. Creating time in the classroom can often be challenging, as teachers are 
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responsible for their students’ time in the classroom (Matteson, 2016). With many subjects to 

teach, content to cover, and needs to address, teachers need to give some consideration as to how 

they can fit it into their weekly schedule or year plan. As previously mentioned, it fits in well 

with the ELA curriculum in BC and may also contribute to cross-curricular learning, depending 

on which topics are chosen by students. Matteson (2016) also mentioned that “Genius Hour is 

different everywhere, but at its core, it is time set aside for students to work on and learn about 

what interests them most” (p. 37). This suggests that the way in which it is used will likely 

change depending on the context. Although there are certain things to consider and keep in mind 

when implementing Genius Hour, it is certainly an innovative teaching method worth making 

time for in the classroom, as it helps motivate students and engages them in meaningful learning.  

 The teacher’s role in Genius Hour. In education teachers play a crucial role in 

supporting students, as they work with them on a daily basis. According to Hattie (2017), 

Collective Teacher Efficacy, which is “the collective belief of teachers in their ability to 

positively affect students”, is the most important factor related to student achievement. It is 

important that teachers believe in themselves and understand that their behavior, attitude, and 

actions in the classroom have a direct impact on student learning and success. Teachers 

implementing Genius Hour must ensure that they provide their students with guidance and 

support throughout this student-centered approach, as many students are not familiar with this 

style of learning (Matteson, 2016; Rush, 2015). The teacher plays a critical role in ensuring that 

students understand the process of Genius Hour prior to beginning their work.  

         Once an understanding of the process has been established within the classroom, the 

teacher can then begin each key step of Genius Hour with mini-lessons to help generate ideas 

and to establish clear work expectations. The main steps are developing an essential question, 
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researching the topic, and creating a final product to share out with others (Kesler, 2013). During 

the step of developing an essential question the teacher should provide a mini-lesson and 

brainstorming activity that allow students to identify possible topics. Once students have a list of 

possible topics the teacher can provide them with a lesson about creating essential questions. 

Students will need to understand the difference between open-ended and close-ended questions, 

as they will want to create an open-ended question to drive their learning. Students should then 

be ready to create their essential questions, using previously identified topics. They will need to 

narrow it down to one essential questions prior to beginning their research. During the research 

step, teachers should provide students with a mini-lesson on creating a bibliography to keep track 

of their references. Clear expectations for technology use should also be established at this time. 

Finally, the teacher will need to establish expectations for final projects and presentations.  

       These expectations need to be considerate of the fact that this project is about students and 

their passions, meaning that projects and presentations may come in various forms. Within each 

step of the process, the teacher can shift to the role of facilitator of learning once all students are 

comfortable with the expectations. During this role, the teacher can support students by offering 

suggestions and asking prompting questions. However, it is important to remember that students 

and their passions are at the core of Genius Hour (Kesler, 2013). This suggests that it is 

acceptable for the teacher to take time to step back and simply observe students in an effort to 

help them develop autonomy, responsibility, and time management skills. 

 Genius Hour key points. Through Genius Hour, students are given time to become 

experts on a topic of their choice. They then create something to share with others that 

demonstrates their new learning. By working through these processes, the motivational needs for 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness will likely be met, thus helping engage students in 
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learning. In addition to the positive outcomes Genius Hour has on student motivation and 

engagement, it also has many connections to components and skills of 21st century learning, as 

explained in the following section. 

21st Century Learning 

 The world of education is currently undergoing a shift to better meet the needs of today’s 

learners and prepare them for what lies ahead. In order to meet these needs, Saavedra and Opfer 

(2012) suggested nine key components for 21st century learning: 

1. Make it relevant: Provide learning that is relevant to students’ lives and help them 

understand how their learning fits into the bigger picture of life. 

2. Teach through the disciplines: In addition to offering content, help students develop 

the skills that are important within each subject area.  

3. Develop thinking skills: Provide students with questions that prompt them to solve 

problems by using their collaboration and thinking skills. 

4. Encourage learning transfer: Explicitly explain to students how their learning is 

relevant and applicable to other life situations.  

5. Teach students how to learn: Provide students with opportunities to learn on their own 

while offering them guidance and encouragement. 

6. Address misunderstandings directly: When a student or class is not grasping a 

concept, the teacher must ensure that they explicitly address the misunderstanding. It 

cannot be assumed that students will quickly understand everything they learn. 

7. Treat teamwork like an outcome: Give students opportunities to learn in pairs and 

small groups and have them teach other students. 



GENIUS HOUR FOR THE BC CURRICULUM 

 

22 

8. Exploit technology to support learning: Use technology on a regular basis to support 

learning and help students use it effectively.  

9. Foster creativity: Provide students with opportunities to be creative and identify 

creativity when it happens to help students understand what it is.  

 Today’s classroom is a unique environment that requires educators to possess a wide-range of 

skills to meet all of these 21st century learning needs and requirements. Through key components 

of 21st century learning, such as making learning relevant, developing thinking skills, and 

fostering creativity, teachers can help motivate students by meeting their needs for autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness (Dzubay, 2001). Furthermore, Robinson (2006) strongly agrees 

with the idea of fostering creativity, as he stated, “Creativity is as important as literacy in 

education”.  It is no longer sufficient to simply provide students with a wide-range of content 

that has no connections to other areas or skills if the goal is to engage students and prepare them 

for their future. Although there is a time and place to deliver content through a mini-lecture or 

lesson, the teacher’s role is evolving more into that of a facilitator of learning (Donovan, Green, 

& Mason, 2014). This means planning activities and learning opportunities that allow students to 

build their 21st century skills. Once the learning begins to take place the teacher then acts in more 

of a supporting role by checking-in with students, while offering suggestions and posing 

questions that prompt the learning to continue moving forward. Through 21st century approaches 

to teaching and learning, educators can work towards increasing student motivation and 

engagement by providing more relevant learning experiences for students.  

 Although content is still needed in today’s classroom, as it gives teachers and students 

something to learn about, it is the skills acquired through the learning process that are at the 

forefront of education. Partnership for 21st Century Skills (2009) explained that the skills of 
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critical thinking, problem solving, communication, and collaboration are essential for lifelong 

success in today’s world and should be integrated across all core subjects of a curriculum. This is 

further supported by the World Economic Forum (2020), as they listed complex problem 

solving, critical thinking, and creativity as the top three job skills in 2020. In order for these 

skills to be developed, students need to be doing a lot of the work, which is why teachers need to 

take more of a facilitating role within their own classroom.  

In order to improve their essential skills, students need to be given adequate time to 

critically think, problem solve, communicate, and collaborate. Giving this time is not possible if 

a teacher is always the one talking and solving problems. Research by Law, Lee, and Chow 

(2002) revealed that students enjoyed a 21st century approach to learning, as it allowed them to 

extend their learning beyond the confines of the traditional teacher-centered classroom. It gave 

them an opportunity to discuss their learning with others, including classmates, schoolmates, 

teachers, and people at home who had knowledge of the area being studied. This information 

suggests that students were highly engaged through a 21st century approach, as they were deeply 

involved in the learning process. As a result of doing this type of student-centered learning that 

has students doing much of the work, they are acquiring and practicing many of the 21st century 

learning skills, thus preparing themselves for the future.  

 Genius Hour is a sufficient way for educators to embed 21st century learning and skills 

into their classrooms. The World Economic Forum (2020) listed sixteen skills required for 

students in the 21st century that reflect other research and information on 21st century learning. 

Of these sixteen skills, ten can be practiced and developed through Genius Hour. The ten skills 

are: literacy, ICT literacy, critical thinking and problem solving, creativity, communication, 

curiosity, initiative, persistence/grit, adaptability, and social and cultural awareness. Students 
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will develop their literacy skills when reading about their topic, taking notes, and creating their 

final project. ICT literacy is included when students use iPads, computers, or laptops for their 

research. Critical thinking and problem solving are embedded throughout the process, as students 

navigate to learn about their topic and attempt to find answers to their essential question. 

Students will use their creativity to create a final project to display or demonstrate their new 

learning. Students will practice communication when sharing their learning with others through a 

presentation at the conclusion of their project. Curiosity is part of identifying a topic, developing 

an essential question, and researching the topic. Initiative is needed by students in order to learn 

about their topic and create a meaningful project. Persistence and grit will be practiced when 

students face challenges in their research and project creation, as they will need to persevere in 

order to continue moving forward with their learning. Students will practice adaptability by 

experiencing a learning environment that is likely more flexible and student-driven than what 

they have experienced in the past. Social awareness is developed, as students must be mindful of 

others by working quietly and calmly to ensure that everyone in the class has an opportunity to 

stay focused and on task. Cultural awareness is also embedded in Genius Hour; for example, it 

reflects the First Peoples Principles of Learning, as it takes patience and time (First Nations 

Education Steering Committee). Genius Hour clearly meets the needs of today’s learners, as it 

provides them opportunities to develop useful skills through a hands-on, rigorous, and engaging 

process. 

 The shift in education towards learning that emphasizes the development of 21st century 

skills has led to an increase in the use of Project and Inquiry-Based Learning (PBL and IBL), as 

they integrate the use of such skills into the classroom. In the new BC Curriculum, both of these 

methods are listed as ways that the redesigned curriculum is being put into action (BCME, 
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2019b). The Pacific School of Inquiry and Innovation (2020) in Victoria, BC offers most of their 

curriculum through these teaching and learning approaches. Although these two methods are 

given different names and are associated with different research, they are quite similar.  

 Project-Based vs Inquiry-Based Learning. The research and literature on these 

teaching and learning methods suggest that they share both differences and similarities. 

According to Kimberline Education (2020), PBL “involves a long-term program where students 

work on real-world problems in order to produce a tangible product. It encourages students to 

design, problem-solve, think critically and investigate”. Winjigo (2019) explained that PBL is 

typically used in school subjects such and English and Social Studies, where students are able to 

explore and investigate a large issue or topic. This suggests that PBL is often used for learning 

that is more open in nature, with the goal of investigating or solving a global issue. Kimberline 

Education (2020) stated that IBL begins with an “essential question [that] enables teachers to 

cover curriculum outcomes as well as inspire student curiosity and open conversation. IBL 

programs should be flexible where student responses lead to further questioning and informs the 

teacher of the direction the learning takes”. Winjigo (2019) explained that IBL is typically used 

in scientific subjects, where students work through a process to find a definitive answer to an 

essential question. This suggests that IBL always begins with an essential question and is usually 

based on a certain concept or unit of study. Although certain components of these methods are 

different, they also share many similarities. Generally, they begin with some sort of guiding 

question, involve a research and investigation process, involve the acquisition of new 

knowledge, and conclude with some form of action or creation that is presented to other people 

(Alberta Learning: Learning and Teaching Resources Branch [AL: LTRB], 2004; Bell, 2010). 

Genius Hour involves a combination of the various pieces of both PBL and IBL and is 
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particularly similar to the commonalities shared by both methods. In Genius Hour, a student may 

choose a topic that relates to solving some sort issue within their community, which reflects the 

definitions given for PBL. However, Genius Hour also allows a student to choose a topic that is 

found in the science curriculum, which reflects the definitions given for IBL. The point is that 

students can choose to learn about whatever they choose, as long as it fits within the Genius 

Hour definition of developing an essential question, researching or exploring the topic, and 

creating a final project to share the learning (Kesler, 2013). The following information on PBL 

and IBL continues to highlight some of the differences and similarities that exists between both 

teaching methods. It should also be noted that there are various interpretations of each method 

and that the information in the literature is not always consistent in terms of how exactly each 

method is used within education. 

Project-Based Learning. Using PBL in education is a way for students to learn about 

something and demonstrate their understanding of it through the creation of a project. The exact 

definition of PBL may vary, depending on the context. Generally speaking, it “is a student-

driven, teacher-facilitated approach… [in which] students develop a question and are guided 

through research under the teacher’s supervision” (p. 39). It is concluded by students creating 

something to demonstrate their learning and by sharing the creation and learning with others 

(Bell, 2010). This allows students to develop their creative thinking skills by creating a project 

and to practice their communication skills by sharing their new learning with others. In our 

everchanging world, it is important that education helps students become well equipped for the 

future by helping them develop these skills. Research by Grant and Branch (2005) explained that 

principals and teachers should give students opportunities to take part in PBL projects, as it gives 

them a chance to develop their metacognitive and self-regulation skills that are important in 
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today’s world and necessary for life-long learning. This means that through PBL students are 

acquiring a skillset that helps them learn, think, and make decisions on their own. Furthermore, a 

study by Wurdringer et al. (2007) concluded that PBL promotes the use of problem solving and 

critical thinking skills. This method of learning allows students to develop various 21st century 

skills through a hands-on and engaging learning process.  

The use of PBL is something that is often closely associated with student engagement. 

Engagement is “the quality of a student’s connections or involvement with the endeavor of 

schooling” (Skinner, Kindermann, and Furrer, 2009, p. 494).  A study by Wurdinger et al. (2007) 

found that students were highly engaged during a PBL experience that allowed them the freedom 

to design their own project. A study by Sivia et al. (2019) also found that PBL led to an increase 

in student engagement in comparison to non-PBL activities. This suggests that when students 

were being observed during PBL they appeared to be on task and engaged in their learning. This 

could lead one to believe that PBL is an effective way to engage students. However, the same 

study by Sivia et al. (2019) found conflicting evidence, as their study also revealed that students 

did not believe that they were more engaged in their learning during PBL. Overall, PBL is 

positively linked to student engagement, but is not necessarily the case in every situation.  

 PBL in the classroom. Although the use of PBL and IBL are quite similar in the 

classroom, they are slightly different. PBL is typically used in school subjects such and English 

and Social Studies, where students are able to explore and investigate a large issue or topic that is 

guided by an essential question (Winjigo, 2019). Within PBL, a teacher must use their 

professional autonomy to decide how it best fits their group of learns. They may have the entire 

class exploring the same question, while providing them with the resources that are needed to 

acquire information about the topic. Or, students may choose their own topic, create their own 
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essential question, and choose the resources needed to explore their topic. Many combinations of 

these variations of PBL can be used to best meet the needs of the given context. Generally, PBL 

allows for a very wide range of findings in which a wealth of information reflects the essential 

question and allows for the creation of a project. 

The teacher’s role in PBL. Although PBL is seen as a student-centered approach to 

learning, teachers still play a very important role in this method. Wurdinger et al. (2007) 

explained, “Without teacher acceptance, implementing innovative approaches in the classroom 

like project-based learning are dead in the water” (p. 158). Teachers really need to sell the idea to 

their students to get them excited for this type of learning. It is also important that teachers truly 

prepare their students for PBL, as it is something that not all students are comfortable with. 

Many of the students that enter our classrooms are not fully prepared for this type of learning 

(Grant & Branch, 2005). Traditionally, students have played a more passive role in the 

classroom, as it is the teacher who makes most decisions. Giving them more responsibility and 

ownership over learning is often a major shift. With this being the reality, it is important that 

PBL is front-loaded and well-structured at the beginning of the process to ensure that students 

are well prepared for the openness that is often associated with PBL. At the beginning of a PBL 

unit of study it may be useful for the teacher to explicitly communicate important expectations 

and criteria, and possibly some project content, in a more traditional teaching format. Once a 

solid foundation has been established the teacher can step back and become a facilitator of 

learning who provides guidance and support. 

Inquiry-Based Learning. The use of IBL in education has been linked to many positive 

outcomes for students. Research has found that IBL is linked to positive gains in student 

engagement and can lead to a decrease in discipline problems, as a result of students being 
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highly engaged (Maxwell et al., 2015). According to Alberta Learning: Learning and Teaching 

Resources Branch [AL: LTRB] (2004), it is defined as: 

A process where students are involved in their learning, formulate questions, investigate 

widely and then build new understandings, meanings and knowledge. That knowledge is 

new to the students and may be used to answer a question, to develop a solution or to 

support a position or point of view. The knowledge is usually presented to others and 

may result in some sort of action. (p. 1) 

This definition provides a well-rounded explanation of IBL and is not specific to any grade or 

subject. The key components of this definition in relation to its use in the classroom are the 

formulation of a question, the investigation process, and the presentation of new knowledge to 

others. IBL also develops problem solving and critical thinking skills that can be used in 

everyday situations (Maxwell et al., 2015). The learning that takes place through IBL is meant to 

develop 21st century skills that can be applied outside the classroom. MacKenzie (2016) 

suggested that it “brings the curriculum of life into the curriculum of school” (p. 9). Inquiry is 

supported by the BC Curriculum, as it is suggested as a way for teachers to put the redesigned 

curriculum into action (BCME, 2019b). The components and outcomes of IBL also align with 

many pieces of the Core Competencies of the BC Curriculum, which are discussed later on in 

this literature review. 

 IBL in the classroom. As previously stated, PBL and IBL are quite similar in the 

classroom. However, some slight differences have been identified. According to Winjigo (2019), 

IBL is typically used in scientific subjects, where students work through a process to find a 

definitive answer to an essential question. Similar to PBL, its exact use will often vary and can 

be applied to different subject areas. With the deep learning that takes place through IBL, the 
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answer found through the inquiry process often leads to new questions, which can then lead to 

new IBL opportunities (Winjigo, 2019). The teacher plays an important role in creating an 

essential question or helping students create an essential question, providing students with a 

means for finding their answer, and identifying how students may choose to demonstrate their 

learning. Once the foundations are in place, they can allow students some freedom to learn and 

explore through the given resources, while providing support as needed.  

 The teacher’s role in IBL. The role of the teacher is very important in ensuring a 

successful IBL experience for students. It is suggested that there should be a gradual shift in 

control over learning, as a teacher should use scaffolding to gradually give students more control 

over their learning over time (MacKenzie, 2016). Research by Wu and Hsieh (2006) found that 

through the experiences of various phases and inquiry-type activities, students developed more 

responsibility for their learning. As a result, their teacher was eventually able to play more of a 

supporting role once students developed the skillset needed for inquiry. This indicates that IBL is 

not an unstructured form of learning in which students are given the freedom to do whatever they 

want, but instead a method that gradually gives students more freedom as they develop the 

skillset needed to become more independent in their learning. Similarly, research by Lazonder 

and Harmsmen (2016) found that students should have guidance when taking part in IBL in 

order for optimal learning to take place. They also explained that there is a difference between 

adequate guidance and specific guidance, suggesting that adequate guidance is best as it provides 

a sense of direction while also allowing for some freedom during learning. This is further 

supported by the research of Maxwell et al. (2015) that explained, “As students participated in 

IBL, they gradually learned to investigate, reason, and organize knowledge and then to 

incorporate that knowledge into their understanding without intervention from the teacher-
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participant” (p. 28). The use of IBL seemed to be most effective when some form of a guided or 

scaffolded approach was used.  

 Synopsis of 21st century implications for teaching and learning. It is clear that a 

strong case has been made by research and education experts to shift education in a new 

direction to better meet the needs of 21st century learners and to prepare them for the future. It is 

important that students are given the opportunity and support needed to build their critical and 

creative thinking, problem solving, and communication skills (Partnership for 21st Century 

Skills, 2009; World Economic Forum, 2020). As education has begun to shift from a content-

driven to a more skills-based approach, the teaching methods of PBL and IBL have become 

increasingly popular in the classroom. These methods integrate 21st century skills into learning 

and have been found to increase student engagement (Maxwell et al., 2015; Wurdinger et al., 

2007). Additionally, the learning process of Genius Hour follows steps embedded in both PBL 

and IBL. This suggests that Genius Hour also provides an opportunity for students to develop 

their 21st century skills through an engaging learning process.  

New BC Curriculum 

 The BC Curriculum has undergone significant changes to meet the 21st century demands 

of our students who are preparing for an everchanging world. The curriculum has been 

redesigned to offer teachers more autonomy, allowing them the flexibility to best meet the needs 

of their students and to combine learning standards in various ways. This flexibility is designed 

to provide students with more opportunities to explore their own interests and passions. Although 

it encourages flexibility, the new curriculum still emphasizes a focus on literacy and numeracy 

(BCME, 2019b). The new curriculum reflects the findings of Jang et al. (2010), as it aims at 

providing students with a combination of autonomy and structure. Genius Hour is an excellent fit 
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within this redesigned curriculum, as it encourages students to explore a passion or curiosity 

through a process that provides both flexibility and guidance. It also allows students to develop 

their literacy skills, as the research component requires a great deal of reading and notetaking, 

while the creation of a final project often includes writing. The overall goal of the new BC 

Curriculum is to create Educated Citizens that graduate with a well-rounded skill set in order to 

be prepared for various realms of life (BCME, 2019b). The implementation of the Core 

Competencies in the curriculum plays an important role in developing Educated Citizens 

(BCME, 2019c). Overall, the BC curriculum provides opportunities for students to be engaged in 

their learning, as it encourages flexibility and choice. 

Core Competencies. The Core Competencies of the BC curriculum are “sets of 

intellectual, personal, and social and emotional proficiencies that all students need in order to 

engage in deep, lifelong learning” (BCME, 2019c). These proficiencies translate well into many 

aspects of education, the workforce, and life in general. The three Core Competencies are 

Communication, Thinking, and Personal and Social. Within each Core Competency there are 

sub-competencies. These competencies strongly reflect many key components and skills 

associated with 21st century education and are embedded within Genius Hour.  

Communication. Within the Core Competency of Communication there are the sub-

competencies of Communicating and Collaborating. Communicating is the skill of exchanging 

and sharing information effectively with the world. This includes speaking, listening, written 

communication, and technological communication (BCME, 2019c). Common school tasks that 

involve communicating are sharing circles, writing assignments, and presentations. In Genius 

Hour students practice communication during the presentation of their final project. 

Additionally, students may also engage in impromptu discussions about their project with 
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teachers, classmates, friends, and family members. Collaborating is the skill of working with 

others to solve problems, learn new things, and achieve common goals (BCME, 2019c). At 

school, collaborating is often seen in group work, review games, and when playing sports in 

Health and Physical Education class. Genius Hour does not directly focus on collaboration, as it 

is usually done independently (Genius Hour delivery could be adapted for students to work in 

partners or small groups if students share a common interest or if the teacher is looking to offer a 

more collaborative learning opportunity).  However, it may sometimes lead to inadvertent 

collaboration when students offer advice or suggestions to classmates and when sharing of 

classroom resources, such as iPads, is required. As students move forward in their lives, strong 

communication skills will help them in areas that include furthering their education, playing 

team sports, relationships, and the workforce.  

Thinking. Within the Core Competency of Thinking there is Creative Thinking and 

Critical and Reflective Thinking. Creative Thinking is the ability to develop new, innovative 

ideas within a given context that allow for the creation of something through a reflective process 

(BCME, 2019c). A great way to practice this competency is through the teaching method of 

Design Thinking, in which students are given a problem scenario and must develop and refine a 

plan that leads to the creation of something that can help solve the given problem (Interaction 

Design Foundation, 2020). During Genius Hour students are required to use their creative 

thinking skills, as they will seek to understand information that relates to and possibly answers 

their essential question. They will then use that information to create a final project that 

demonstrates their new learning. Critical and Reflective Thinking is a student’s ability to observe 

both their own work and ideas and that of others with the intent of identifying ways in which it 

can be improved or learned from moving forward (BCME, 2019c).  Examples of this include self 
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and peer editing, self-assessment, and reflective writing assignments. Genius Hour presents a 

great opportunity for students to take part in a self-assessment task upon completion of their 

project. The skills of thinking creatively and critically are relevant across all areas of life, as they 

are used in nearly all jobs and are often needed at home to do things such as cooking a meal or 

fixing a broken appliance. 

Personal and Social. Within the Core Competency of Personal and Social, there is 

Personal Awareness and Responsibility, Positive Personal and Cultural Identity, and Social 

Awareness and Responsibility. Personal Awareness and Responsibility is about making positive 

and healthy choices at a personal and social level (BCME, 2019c). In education, this often needs 

to be explicitly taught to students through lessons and class discussions. Students can practice 

this in class, on the playground, at home, and within the community. Positive Personal and 

Cultural Identity is about truly understanding who you are as a person, which includes knowing 

your own interests and family history (BCME, 2019c). At school, sharing circles are an excellent 

way to have discussions about this. The component of students choosing their own topic in 

Genius Hour encourages them to reflect on their own identity, as the project will be most 

meaningful and engaging if they choose a topic that truly interests them. Social Awareness and 

Responsibility is the understanding that one must treat and interact with everything respectfully, 

including people and the natural environment (BCME, 2019c). This can be taught and practiced 

through activities that promote positive social interactions among students. During Genius Hour 

work periods students will practice being mindful and respectful of their classmates, as research 

and project creation often requires a calm learning environment. Although Genius Hour research 

is often done through books, technology, and interviews, it is possible that students may choose 

research topics that allow them to do some learning outdoors. Providing students opportunities to 
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learn and play outside is a great way help them develop an appreciation for our natural 

environment.  For example, a student doing their Genius Hour project about edible plants of 

Vancouver Island may be able to pick and take pictures of such plants while on a class nature 

walk. Overall, the Personal and Social competency is aimed at helping students become 

respectful and independent global citizens that are able to make the right choices. 

Synopsis of BC Curriculum. The BC Curriculum and its Core Competencies align well 

with the ideologies of 21st century learning. Through the continued work on literacy and 

numeracy skills, offering students voice and choice in relation to their learning, and helping them 

develop relevant life skills, educators are able to support students in preparation for the various 

paths of life they may choose. The inclusion of Genius Hour in the classroom creates an 

opportunity for many components of the new BC Curriculum to be addressed, specifically the 

Core Competencies.  

Conclusion 

 The research and literature on Motivation and Engagement, Genius Hour, 21st Century 

Learning, and the New BC curriculum provides a wide range of valuable information that is to 

be considered when supporting and motivating 21st century learners. Education is at a point 

where 21st century skills need to be a priority to ensure that all students are given every 

opportunity and tool possible to best prepare them for life. Teachers are addressing 21st century 

skills by exploring and implementing teaching methods that include PBL and IBL, as well as 

Genius Hour, which reflects components of both learning methods. These methods are also 

related to increased student motivation and engagement, as they often allow students some 

degree of choice and also require that students are actively involved in the learning process. In 

BC, the Ministry of Education has created a curriculum that allows teachers to support students 



GENIUS HOUR FOR THE BC CURRICULUM 

 

36 

in a more personal and meaningful way, with the goal of helping students develop their 21st 

century skills. The Core Competencies of Communication, Thinking, and Personal and Social 

are the foundation of the redesigned curriculum and are embedded throughout Genius Hour. The 

information presented in this chapter helps inform the foundation of the Genius Hour handbook 

created for this project. The following chapter provides background information that helped 

inspire this project and highlights components of the literature that inform its design. 
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Chapter 3 – Project Design 

 Prior to beginning this Master of Education in Educational Leadership program, I was 

curious as to how the program might apply to a teacher, like myself, who is in their first five 

years of the profession. Although I do have a long-term goal of working towards becoming a 

Vice-Principal or Principal, I understand that I have a lot of time and work ahead of me before 

that becomes a consideration or option. Once the program began, I started to learn that 

educational leadership can come in many different forms. Even as a fairly new teacher it is still 

possible for me to be a leader in education. In relation to this project, I am beginning to act as an 

educational leader by addressing a concern, lack of student engagement, related to student 

learning.  

In the course Foundations of Educational Leadership (MEDL 500) I was inspired to learn 

more about student learning while reading Leadership Mindsets (Kaser and Halbert, 2009). The 

book explained that there needs to be a shift from “a focus on instruction and teaching [to] a 

focus on deeper forms of learning” (p.13). Using Genius Hour in the classroom provides students 

with an opportunity to experience deeper learning. In the same course, I also learned about 

different leadership theories in the book Leadership (Northouse, 2018). In particular, the theory 

of authentic leadership drew my attention, as is it described as being “responsive to people’s 

needs” (p. 222). In my current position as a grade 6/7 teacher and as someone who aspires to 

become a formal school leader, creating a handbook for Genius Hour is responsive to the needs 

of today’s students who are often disengaged by many of the regular learning opportunities that 

take place in class. 
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Purpose and Rationale 

 The purpose of this project is to create a research-informed handbook for upper 

elementary classroom and middle school teachers that will support/guide the inclusion of Genius 

Hour within classrooms in a way that aligns with the BC curriculum.  

The new BC curriculum encourages a flexible, student-centered approach that allows 

students to learn about topics of interest (BCME, 2019a). This aligns very well with Genius 

Hour, as it provides students the opportunity to explore their passions, while also connecting to 

the Core Competencies and English Language Arts curriculum (BCME, 2019b; BCME, 2019c; 

Matteson, 2016). By integrating Genius Hour within the context of the BC curriculum, teachers 

will be able to support students in becoming more engaged in their learning by allowing them to 

learn about a topic of their choice. This is supported by research, which found that student 

engagement often comes as a result of students feeling connected to their learning and that 

students consider choice to be important to their learning, as it makes it more meaningful 

(Cooper, 2014; Netcoh, 2017). In addition, the use of this handbook will allow teachers to 

implement Genius Hour in a way that meets the requirements of the BC curriculum. 

Currently, there is no specific guide to using Genius Hour within the BC curriculum. 

Therefore, this handbook is useful to both my teaching practice and that of others, as it will 

provide a step-by-step guide to Genius Hour, including reproduceable resources. 

Target Audience 

This handbook will be useful for teachers in the upper elementary and middle school 

grades in BC. The target audience also includes myself, as I have taught grades five through 

seven in a BC elementary school. Research has shown that is it often students in the middle 

grades of education that begin lacking interest and engagement in school (Lam et al., 2016; 
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Sanacore, 2008). As a teacher I have observed this myself, which is why I have taken action by 

creating a Genius Hour handbook. My hope is that this research-based handbook will help BC 

teachers increase student interest and engagement at school. 

Genius Hour Handbook  

 The research on Genius Hour indicated that it was originally inspired by Google’s 20% 

time, where employees were given twenty percent of their work week to focus on a work-related 

project of their choice. This ultimately led to the creation of Google programs such as Google 

News and Gmail (Matteson, 2016; Rush, 2015). This information is provided at the very 

beginning of the handbook, as it provides a simple explanation of Genius Hour and its 

background. As defined in the research, Genius Hour is time set aside in class for students to 

learn about a topic of their choice through means of developing an essential question, 

researching their topic, and creating a final project to share with others (Kesler, 2013). This clear 

and concise definition provides a basic framework for Genius Hour in the opening section of the 

handbook. 

 As indicated in the 21st Century Learning section of chapter 2, is it the job of education to 

help students develop important 21st century skills, including those of critical and creative 

thinking, problem solving, and communication (Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2009; World 

Economic Forum, 2020). However, research has found that students in the upper elementary and 

middle grades of our education system are often disengaged (Sanacore, 2008); this makes it 

difficult for them to develop their 21st century skills. To address this challenge, educators can 

help motivate students by meeting their human needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness 

through choice of a learning topic (Dzubay, 2001). Providing students with choice over their 

learning has been found to have an overall positive impact on student motivation and 



GENIUS HOUR FOR THE BC CURRICULUM 

 

40 

engagement, as it makes learning meaningful and relevant for students (Katz & Assor, 2007; 

Netcoh, 2017; Wang and Eccles, 2013). The handbook explains that 21st century skills are 

embedded in Genius Hour through a process that allows students to have choice over their 

learning. This has positive implications for student motivation and engagement, which increases 

the likelihood that they will develop their 21st century skills during this learning process.   

 Connecting Genius Hour to the BC curriculum is also an important component of the 

handbook, as the goal of the project is to create a handbook for using it within the curriculum. To 

begin, this part briefly explains that Genius Hour fits in well with the Curricular Competencies of 

the ELA curriculum for grades four to nine. Some examples of these competencies include, 

“Think critically, creatively, and reflectively to explore ideas within, between, and beyond 

texts”; “Apply appropriate strategies to comprehend written, oral, and visual texts, guide inquiry, 

and extend thinking”; “Synthesize ideas from a variety of sources to build understanding” 

(BCME, 2019a). In the handbook there is a diagram that shows how the Curricular 

Competencies of the ELA curriculum align with the steps of Genius Hour. The new curriculum 

also encourages teachers to combine learning standards (BCME, 2019b). This is reflected in the 

handbook, as it explains that Genius Hour often leads to cross-curricular learning, depending on 

the topic and essential question that a student chooses. Possible links to the BC Curriculum 

includes the subject areas of Science, Social Studies, and Applied Design, Skills, and 

Technology.  

 In the BC Curriculum the Core Competencies have been created to address 21st century 

skills that are now considered essential to education. The three Core Competencies of 

Communication, Thinking, and Personal & Social span across the entire curriculum and are 

intended to help students become Educated Citizens who engage in meaningful, lifelong learning 
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(BCME, 2019c). The handbook provides a diagram that shows how various steps, components, 

and skills associated with Genius Hour fit into each of the three Core Competencies of 

Communication, Thinking, and Personal & Social. 

 Genius Hour by Backward Design. The backward design framework is a common way 

to plan learning units, as it works particularly well with the redesigned BC Curriculum. The 

process of backward design begins with the end in mind by identifying the desired results of the 

learning unit; the next step is to determine acceptable learning evidence for that unit of study; the 

final step is to plan the learning experiences that students will take part in and the instructional 

methods that the teacher will use (Wiggins & McTighe, 1998). This framework is used in the 

handbook to describe how a Genius Hour unit can be organized and used within the curriculum. 

 Stage 1 – Identify desired results. In the BC curriculum, each subject is broken down 

into Big Ideas, Content, and Curricular Competencies (BCME, 2019a). In the handbook a unit 

template is used to plan Genius Hour within the grade 7 ELA curriculum by identifying the Big 

Idea, a Content goal, and multiple Curricular Competency goals. Additionally, it also includes 

goals for the Core Competencies. The purpose of the unit template is to identify the desired 

results for Genius Hour in relation to the BC curriculum.  

 Stage 2 – Determine acceptable evidence. Although Genius Hour provides students with 

a great deal of choice in their learning it must still meet the requirements of the curriculum. This 

section of the handbook explains what students must do in order to successfully complete Genius 

Hour. By working through the process of developing an essential question, researching the topic, 

and creating a project to share with others, students will work to meet the curricular goals 

identified in the unit plan (Kesler, 2013).  
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 Within the curricular requirements that are achieved through Genius Hour, a substantial 

amount of choice is given in relation to learning. Student choice has been found to increase 

motivation and engagement, thus having positive benefits on learning (Katz & Assor, 2007; 

Wang and Eccles, 2013). In Genius Hour, students are able to choose their learning topic, the 

project they create to demonstrate learning, and the resources they use to explore their topic. 

These choices are explained in this section of the handbook, including a table that provides 

examples of essential questions, resources, and project ideas that can be used. In terms of 

acceptable learning evidence, there are many ways in which students can meet the curricular 

goals while working within the Genius Hour process.  

 Stage 3 – Plan learning experiences and instruction. This section of the handbook 

provides a detailed explanation of how the Genius Hour teaching and learning process can work 

from start to finish. It includes lessons ideas and other details related to implementing this 

teaching method in the classroom. 

 The first step in Genius Hour is to identify a research topic and develop an essential 

question of each student’s choice to guide the learning. It should be understood that not all 

students are familiar and comfortable with being given such ownership over their learning (Grant 

& Branch, 2005). As a result, they will likely need a great deal of support during the beginning 

stages of Genius Hour. This section of the handbook provides detailed lesson ideas for 

supporting students in identifying a research topic and essential question. 

 In the second step of Genius Hour students are given time to explore their essential 

question through research. Although the research stage of Genius Hour offers flexibility, students 

still need some guidance in inquiry-type activities in order to optimize learning (Lazonder & 

Harmsmen, 2016). Furthermore, the effective use of technology is an important component of 
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21st century learning (Opfer, 2012). The handbook provides lessons ideas and resources that help 

guide students during their research. This includes showing them what good research looks like, 

supporting them in using technology for research, and teaching them how to cite references. 

Once lessons and clear expectations are given on research, students can then begin their own 

research process.  

 During the third and final step of Genius Hour students are to create their project and 

present it to the class. During this stage, students will use their creative thinking and 

communication skills that form part of the Core Competencies of the BC curriculum (BCME, 

2019c). These skills have been identified as key components of learning by many organizations 

around the world (Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2009; World Economic Forum, 2020). This 

section of the handbook explains what takes place in the classroom during the final step of 

Genius Hour, as students create and present their projects. 

 Throughout Genius Hour the teacher plays an important role in ensuring a positive 

experience for students.  In today’s classroom it is important to teach students how to learn; this 

can be done through a combination of giving lessons, providing guidance, and allowing students 

to learn on their own (Opfer, 2012). In this section of the handbook, each of the Genius Hour 

lessons provides a brief explanation of the type of role the teacher should expect to play at that 

point in the process. In the beginning stages they have a fairly active role in helping students 

through activities that lead to the choosing of a topic and essential question. They also use fairly 

explicit methods to teach students how to cite their resources. However, it is becoming more 

common for 21st century educators to often be in a facilitator of learning role, as this is needed to 

meet today’s learning needs (Donovan, Green, & Mason, 2014). This means that instead of 

always standing in-front of a class and delivering lengthy lessons, they spend more time 
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checking-in with students in order to meet individual needs. This could include providing them 

impromptu one-on-one mini-lessons, answering questions, providing guidance and advice, 

offering words of encouragement, and sometimes simply observing students at work. When 

having learning focused conversations, MiraVia (2012) suggests using an approachable voice, 

collective pronouns (let’s, we), and second person pronouns (your, you) to guide the 

conversation. This helps to ensure a learner-centered conversation. The handbook indicates that 

the teacher will move into more of a facilitating role once students begin their research and then 

stay in that role for the remainder of Genius Hour.  

 Making time for Genius Hour. As previously mentioned, Genius Hour was originally 

inspired by Google’s 20% time, which led to some of their most successful creations (Matteson, 

2016; Rush, 2015). This suggests that people often do some of their best work when given time to 

explore or work on something they are passionate about. This also reflects research indicating that 

student choice has a positive impact on motivation and engagement (Katz & Assor, 2007; Wang 

and Eccles, 2013). Furthermore, Genius Hour aligns well with the ELA curriculum and the Core 

Competencies that span across all areas of the BC curriculum. This suggests that it is worthwhile 

making time for Genius Hour in the classroom. This section of the handbook explains that it is 

worth finding time during the school year to include Genius Hour in the classroom, as it will 

possibly lead students to some of their best work while also meeting the standards of the BC 

Curriculum. The handbook provides suggestions for finding time for Genius Hour in both an 

elementary and middle school setting. 

 Handbook conclusion. The final section of the handbook reminds us that Genius Hour is 

an excellent way to increase student engagement by offering choice in learning while also meeting 

the requirements of the BC curriculum (BCME, 2019b; Katz & Assor, 2007; Wang and Eccles, 



GENIUS HOUR FOR THE BC CURRICULUM 

 

45 

2013). It concludes by encouraging teachers to try Genius Hour, or some variation of it, in their 

own classroom.  

Conclusion 

 This project was inspired by a willingness to meet student needs and provide positive 

change in education. Today’s students need to be challenged and educated in a way that sparks 

their curiosity and prepares them for an everchanging world. The researched informed handbook 

in the following chapter provides background information, lesson ideas, and resources for using 

Genius Hour in BC classrooms in a way that aligns with the curriculum. Its intent is to help 

upper elementary and middle grade teachers increase student engagement in their classrooms by 

offering choice in learning and making students feel more connected to school.  

  



GENIUS HOUR FOR THE BC CURRICULUM 

 

46 

Chapter 4 – Project 

Genius Hour: A Handbook for Teachers in British Columbia 

 This handbook is designed to support upper elementary and middle school teachers in 

British Columbia in using Genius Hour in their classroom. The goal of Genius Hour is to 

increase student engagement by providing students with choice in learning. In following the 

research informed ideas and lessons in this handbook, educators can be assured that this teaching 

method aligns with the redesigned BC Curriculum. This scaffolded approach to Genius Hour 

supports students in developing 21st century skills, which are reflected in the Core Competencies 

of the curriculum. Teachers are encouraged to use this handbook as they see fit. Genius Hour can 

be implemented rather quickly by using the exact lessons and resources provided. However, 

teachers may tweak and adapt certain components based on their classroom needs and 

professional autonomy.  
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Background and Purpose of Genius Hour 

 What is Genius Hour? The idea of using Genius Hour in the classroom was inspired by 

Google’s 20% time that allowed employees to spend twenty percent of their work week on a 

project that interested them. It led to the creation of products that include Google News and 

Gmail (Matteson, 2016; Rush, 2015). In education, the idea is to give students approximately 

twenty percent of their class time to work on a passion project. Specifically, Genius Hour is time 

set aside in class for students to learn about a topic of their choice through means of developing 

an essential question, researching their topic, and creating a final project to share with others 

(Kesler, 2013). Figure 1 provides a graphic that explains the Genius Hour process. However, it is 

a teaching approach that has been adapted and modified by many people in education. It often 

looks different, depending on the context, but its main purpose is to give students designated 

time to learn about something that truly interests them. As you navigate through this handbook 

you will develop a better understanding of Genius Hour and how it can be used effectively 

within the BC Curriculum to increase student motivation and engagement. 

 

  Figure 1: Steps of Genius Hour 

Essential 
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•Students choose a topic and 
develop an Essential 
Question to guide their 
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Research
•Students explore their essential 

question through research 
using books, technology, 
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Final 
Project

•Students create something 
to demonstrate their new 
learning and then share 
with others through a 
presentation.
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 Why Genius Hour? Genius Hour allows students to develop many 21st century learning 

skills and also allows them to have choice in their learning. Throughout Genius Hour, students 

will be engaged in their learning through a process that allows them to develop skills that are 

necessary for lifelong success in today’s everchanging world. 

 In 21st century education, it is important to provide students with opportunities to develop 

their critical and creative thinking, problem solving, and communication skills. Acquiring these 

skills best prepares learners for various realms of life in the 21st century. The usefulness of these 

skills ranges from being well equipped for further education and the workforce to being able to 

have positive social interactions withs friends and family. The development of these essential 

skills is embedded throughout the Genius Hour process.  

 In today’s classroom, it is important to provide students with choice in relation to their 

learning. When students have a say in what they learn about it allows them to choose topics that 

are relevant to them or that spark curiosity. Giving them a sense of autonomy increases 

motivation, leading to increased engagement, thus a greater opportunity to develop 21st century 

skills. Addressing student engagement concerns is especially important for students in the upper 

elementary and middle grades, as these students are often vulnerable to losing their connection to 

school. Using Genius Hour in the classroom is a great way to keep all students engaged, as it 

allows them to learn about something of personal interest. Figure 2 provides a summarized 

explanation of the learning benefits of Genius Hour. 

 

    Figure 2: Why Genius Hour? 
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Connections to the BC Curriculum 

 In addition to meeting many of the learning needs of today’s students, Genius Hour 

aligns well with the BC Curriculum. In terms of specific grades, it aligns particularly well with 

many of the Curricular Competencies of the English Language Arts (ELA) curriculum for grades 

four to nine. Table 1, at the end this section, shows how the steps of Genius Hour align with 

many of the Curricular Competencies for the grade 7 ELA curriculum.  

 In addition to working well with the ELA curriculum, Genius Hour also provides 

opportunities for cross-curricular learning. The subjects in which it crosses with will vary, as 

students choose their own topic. Teachers will likely find that many topics fit in well with at least 

one other subject area due to the flexibility of the curriculum. It is a great way for students to 

extend their knowledge and learning in a subject area they are passionate about. It is possible that 

some Genius Hour projects will link to the Science or Socials Studies curriculum, as these 

subjects relate to a broad range of learning topics. It is also a strong possibility that final projects 

will connect well with the Applied Design, Skills, and Technologies curriculum, as students may 

choose to demonstrate their learning by building something. However, it is also fine if a research 

topic does not align with the curriculum for another subject. After all, the whole purpose of 

Genius Hour is to increase student engagement by empowering them with choice in learning. 

 In relation to the curriculum, the most exciting part about Genius Hour is that it aligns 

well with the Core Competencies. The competencies of Communication, Thinking, and Personal 

& Social that span across the entire curriculum address the 21st century learning skills that are 

currently necessary in education. Table 2, at the end of this section, demonstrates how the Core 

Competencies fit within the steps of Genius Hour. Figure 3 shows the embedment of the 

redesigned BC Curriculum within Genius Hour. 



GENIUS HOUR FOR THE BC CURRICULUM 

 

51 

 

   Figure 3: Genius Hour within the BC Curriculum 

 
Table 1 

ELA 7 within the Steps of Genius Hour 
Genius Hour Steps ELA 7 Curricular Competencies 

1) Developing an Essential Question • Think critically, creatively, and 
reflectively to explore ideas within, 
between, and beyond texts. 

• Construct meaningful personal 
connections between self, text, and 
world. 

2) Research • Access information and ideas for 
diverse purposes and from a variety of 
sources and evaluate their relevance, 
accuracy, and reliability. 

• Apply appropriate strategies to 
comprehend written, oral, and visual 
texts, guide inquiry, and extend 
thinking. 

3) Creating and sharing final project • Synthesize ideas from a variety of 
sources to build understanding. 

• Use writing and design processes to 
plan, develop, and create engaging and 
meaningful literary and informational 
texts for a variety of purposes and 
audiences. 

• Use an increasing repertoire of 
conventions of Canadian spelling, 
grammar, and punctuation. 

• Transform ideas and information to 
create original texts. 

Genius Hour

Core 
Competencies

Cross-
curricular 
learning

ELA 
curriculum 
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Table 2 

Genius Hour within the Core Competencies 
Communication 

• Discussing and brainstorming possible research topics with other students. 

• Suggesting books, websites, videos, and apps to other students that might be useful to 

their project. 

• Having discussions with your teacher throughout Genius Hour. 

• Sharing/presenting the final project to the class and others. 

Thinking 

• Brainstorming possible topics of interest for your project and then choosing a topic. 

• Developing an essential question to drive your learning. 

• Deciding where you will find information for your project. 

• Making sense of what you are learning from your research. 

• Putting your learning into your own words when possible. 

• Deciding what you will create for your final project. 

• Designing and creating your final project. 

Personal & Social 

• Using technology appropriately when doing research. 

• Taking care of library and classroom book resources. 

• Staying on task during work periods and taking breaks when needed. 

• Allowing others to stay on task and free of distractions during work periods. 

• Keeping your workspace safe and organized. 

• Keeping all contents for your project well organized throughout the process. 

• Cleaning up your workspace and helping others clean up at the end of a work period.  

• The social aspect of inquiry-based learning that includes ongoing discussions and 

conversations with classmates, friends, teachers, parents, etc. 

• Reflecting on your identity during the process of choosing a research topic and 

deciding what type of project to create.  

• Developing knowledge, understanding, and skills throughout the learning process. 
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Genius Hour by Backward Design 

 Stage 1 – Identify desired results. Table 3 provides an example of the desired results for 

Genius Hour. It includes all of the components that should be addressed when planning a unit 

within the redesigned BC Curriculum, which includes the Big Idea, Content, Curricular 

Competencies, and Core Competencies. 

Table 3 

Backwards Design Unit Plan for Genius Hour 
Grade: 7 Subject Area(s): English Language Arts 
Big Idea 
Language and text can be a source of 
creativity and joy. 

Unit Guiding Question 
Each student identifies their own Essential 
Question to guide their Genius Hour. 

Content Goal 
 

I know… (content goal will vary depending on student choice of 
Genius Hour topic) 

 
 
 
 
Curricular Competencies 
Goals 
 

I can think critically, creatively, and reflectively to explore ideas 
within, between, and beyond texts. 
 
I can apply appropriate strategies to comprehend written, oral, and 
visual texts, guide inquiry, and extend thinking. 
 
I can synthesize ideas from a variety of sources to build 
understanding. 
 
I can transform ideas and information to create original texts. 

 
 
 
 
Core Competencies 
Goals 

Communication:  
I can become an effective communicator who is able to share ideas 
and learning with others. 
 
Thinking: 
I can become a deep thinker who is able to question & investigate, 
analyze & synthesize, and design & create. 
 
Personal & Social 
I can become a personally and socially competent person who 
understands their identity and is able to self-regulate.  
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 Stage 2 – Determine acceptable evidence. In Genius Hour, the acceptable evidence for 

learning is quite simple. It must fit within the basic Genius Hour process of developing an 

essential question, researching the topic, and creating a final project to share with others. 

Additionally, students must complete a bibliography to cite their resources. To ensure that the 

basic criteria is met, it may be useful to have a checklist that students can use and hand in upon 

finishing their project and presentation. A sample checklist can be found in the Resources and 

Handouts section at the end of the handbook. 

 Other than the basic requirements listed above, students have a great deal of choice over 

their learning. The essential question that guides their learning can be about any topic they want. 

The only rule is that it must be an open-ended question that sets them up for inquiry and deep 

learning. The project/creation is also open to student choice. The only rule is that students must 

create something that in some way demonstrates what they learned through Genius Hour. In 

terms of learning about and exploring their topic, students can gather information from a variety 

of resources, including books, website, and videos. Table 4 provides some essential question 

examples, resource possibilities, and project ideas for Genius Hour. The idea is that each student 

creates their own pathway for meeting the goals listed in the Genius Hour unit plan while 

working within the Genius Hour process. 
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Table 4 

Genius Hour Ideas and Examples 
 
 
Essential Question 

Examples 

• Why are Cheetahs able to run so fast? 
• Why are the trees so big on Vancouver Island? 
• How can I become a faster skater when playing hockey? 
• How can fish breathe under water? 
• Where are the best places to visit when travelling Europe? 
• How do you cook an authentic Greek dinner? 
• What can I do to stay more focused during my baseball games? 

 
 
Possible Resources 

• Internet  
• YouTube videos 
• Talking to an expert  
• Interviewing teachers and students 
• Using an online learning program/app 

 
 
 

Project Ideas 
 

• Poster or poster board 
• Book or brochure 
• Essay 
• Diorama 
• Cardboard creation 
• Video/movie 
• Combination of ideas listed above 
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Stage 3 – Plan learning experiences and instruction. The third stage provides lesson ideas for 

using Genius Hour within the BC Curriculum. This stage is divided into the three steps of Genius 

Hour, as shown in Figure 4. 

 

    Figure 4: Steps of Genius Hour 

 Step 1 – Developing an Essential Question. 

This step has two components: 

1) Identifying a research topic 

2) Developing an Essential Question 

1) Identifying a research topic 

To begin a Genius Hour project, students must use their creativity to brainstorm various topics 

and ideas. They will do this through a process of collaborative work with classmates, followed 

by more individualized work as they narrow down their choice of topic. The teacher needs to 

really sell the idea that Genius Hour is all about offering student choice. This is their project, not 

yours!  

 

 

 

 

Step 1
Developing 
an Essential 

Question

Step 2 Research

Step 3 Final 
Project
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 Lesson Idea – Part 1:  

Supplies – whiteboard space, dry erase markers, Genius Hour workbooks (in Resources and 

Handouts section) 

Teacher’s role – alternating between providing brief instruction and facilitating learning  

• Write the following question on the board and ask it to your class, “If you could learn 

about anything you wanted, what would it be?” 

• Give them up to five minutes to discuss their answers to this question in their table 

groups or whatever small groups are established in your class. 

• Randomly choose one group and given each person in that group a dry erase marker to 

write on the whiteboard with. Give members of this group up to three minutes to write 

ideas on the class whiteboard. 

• Repeat this process, allowing every group in the class an opportunity to write ideas on the 

whiteboard. 

• At the end of this process your class will have a large whiteboard full of different things 

students are interested in learning about. 

• Hand out student Genius Hour workbooks.  

• Using the whiteboard ideas as inspiration, have students create their own list of things 

they would like to learn about on the Brainstorming page in their workbook. Give them 

up to fifteen minutes to work on this page. 

• Conclude lesson by telling students to continue thinking about ideas they could add to 

their list. 
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 Lesson Idea – Part 2: 

Supplies – Genius Hour workbooks 

Teacher’s role – alternating between providing brief instruction and facilitating learning 

• Have students take out their Genius Hour workbook. Give them a couple minutes to 

review their Brainstorming page. 

• Have students pair up with someone seated next to them and have them identify partner A 

and B. Set a timer for one minute and give partner A one minute to talk about some of 

their ideas with their partner. 

• Repeat with partner B.  

• Repeat process with 2-3 different partners. 

• Give students up to five minutes to add new ideas to their Brainstorming page. 

• It’s now time to narrow down the ideas. Give students up to ten minutes to circle or 

highlight their top three ideas from this page. 

• To conclude the lesson, have students write their top three ideas on the Top Three Ideas 

page in their workbook.  

2) Developing an Essential Question 

Now that students have identified three possible topics it is time to begin writing some essential 

questions that could guide their learning. The teacher should first provide students with a lesson 

on questioning to help them understand what makes a good essential question.  
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 Lesson Idea – Part 1: 

Supplies – lined paper 

Teacher’s role – providing instruction as students complete small tasks 

• Begin the lesson by creating a t-chart on the whiteboard with “Open-ended questions” on one 

side and “Closed-ended questions” on the other side. Have students take out a lined piece of 

paper and create the same t-chart.  

• Using pencils, in case they have to erase, give students two minutes to write down words or 

descriptions that they think define each type of question in their t-chart. 

• Give them another two minutes to share out and steal ideas in their table groups. 

• Have students share out ideas of both types of questions. Teacher fills out the t-chart on the 

whiteboard as students share ideas. If needed, explain to them why their description should go 

on the other side of the t-chart. 

• Here are some samples of descriptors that should go with each type of question: 

Open-ended: many different answers, difficult to find an answer, an answer is not yet known, 

leads to new questions 

Closed-ended: yes or no answers, one word or short answers, easy to find with Google search 

• Using the same chart, have students practice writing out 2-3 examples for each of the two 

types of questions. 

• Give them two minutes to discuss their questions in table groups. 

• Have a few students share out with the class and write a couple of their examples in the t-

chart on the whiteboard. 
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• At the end of the lesson have students use a lined piece of paper to complete an “Exit Slip”. It 

must include their name and their own example of both an “Open-ended” and “Closed-ended” 

question. Have students hand this in to check their understanding of both types of questions. 

 Lesson Idea – Part 2: 

Supplies – dry erase markers and Genius Hour workbooks 

Teacher’s role – alternating between providing brief instruction and facilitating learning 

• Before having students form their own essential questions, do a quick review of “Open-

ended” questions. Give each table/work group a prompt, such as trees, basketball, sharks, 

bones, etc. Give groups two minutes to come up with an “Open-ended” question that could be 

used as an essential question for their prompt. Have one member of each group write their 

example on the whiteboard. 

• Go over each example as a class. If needed, have a short discussion as to how each question 

could be modified to create an improved essential question.  

• Have students take out their Genius Hour workbooks. Give students time to create three 

essential questions using the Top Three Ideas they identified in their workbook. During this 

time check in with students to ensure they are on track in coming up with “Open-ended” 

essential questions. 

• In partners, provide each student with three minutes to read out and talk about their questions. 

Then give their partner two minutes to provide feedback and suggestions. Repeat with other 

partner reading out questions. Repeat the activity with 2-3 different partners. 

• Give students a few minutes to reflect on and think about their questions. Conclude the lesson 

by having them circle or highlight the essential question they plan to use for Genius Hour. 
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Step 2 – Research. 

This step has two components 

1) Planning the learning  

2) Researching and exploring 

1) Planning the learning 

Prior to exploring their essential question through research, students will need to plan out their 

learning. This will allow them to create a framework that will personalize and guide their Genius 

Hour experience. A good way to start the planning process is to provide students with a lesson on 

research. This helps them understand where and how they can gather information and how to 

keep track of their learning resources. Ideally, these lessons should take place in the school 

library. 

 Lesson Idea – Part 1:  

Supplies – iPads or computers, library access, Citing Sources handout and Citation Practice 

worksheet (in Resources and Handouts section) 

Teacher’s role – begin by providing instruction followed by facilitating learning 

• Begin the lesson by writing the following question on the whiteboard, “What can we use as 

resources for researching and exploring our essential questions during Genius Hour?” 

• Read this question out to the class. Give them two minutes to discuss possibilities in their 

table groups.  

• Ask each group to share out an idea that has not yet been shared out by a previous group. 

Teacher writes these ideas on the whiteboard. If a group is way off, explain why.  
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• If needed the teacher can add suggestions as well. The final list should include, but is not 

limited to, the following: books and textbooks, websites, YouTube videos, talking to an 

expert, and interviewing people. 

• Explain that their research should come from one or more of these resources. 

•  The next part of the lesson is about citing resources for research. To begin, hand out Citing 

Sources handout and Citation Practice worksheet.   

• As a class, come up with a sample topic essential question to use for this practice activity. It 

should be a research topic that none of the students will be using for Genius Hour.  

• To begin, have the teacher or librarian model how to find a book related to the essential 

question. Once found, go over the criteria for citing a book and then cite the book for students 

to copy down on their Citation Practice sheet. 

• Now go over the criteria for citing an interview. As a class, come up with an example of an 

interviewee that could be used and then write out citation for students to copy. 

• Go over criteria and examples for citing a website and video. 

• Using iPads or computers, have students work in partners to find a website and video that 

could be used as resources for the essential questions. Have them cite both the website and 

video to complete the Citation Practice sheet. 

 Lesson Idea – Part 2:  

Supplies – iPads or computers, library access, lined paper 

Teacher’s role – begin by providing brief instruction and then facilitating learning 

• Explain to students that this work period is for them to explore what resources are available 

for their research. They will use them time to note down titles of books, names of websites, 
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and videos that might be useful. At this point students are not yet noting down specific 

information but simply identifying possible resources. 

• Have the librarian provide a brief orientation as to where students can find science books, 

history books, sports book, how to books, etc. 

• Divide the class in two groups. One of the groups will begin by looking for library books that 

relate to their projects and the other group will use the iPads/computers. Do this for 25 

minutes and then switch. 

 Lesson Idea – Part 3: 

Supplies – Genius Hour workbooks 

Teacher’s role – alternating between providing brief instruction and facilitating learning 

• Explain that today everyone will plan out their Genius Hour project from start to finish. 

• Have students turn to the Project Outline page in their workbook. They will begin by writing 

down their essential question that they circled or highlighted on the previous page. 

• Next, have them write out a research plan. This can simply be done in point form by noting 

down names of books, websites, videos, people they will interview, etc. that they plan to use 

for learning about their topic. 

• To conclude, they will need to decide on a final project idea. Explain that their options 

include a poster, book, brochure, essay, diorama, carboard creation, video, or another idea 

approved by the teacher. They may also use more than one of these options. 

• Give students time to think about what it is they’d like to make as their final project. Have 

them write down their idea, along with a brief description. 

• The Project Outline should be completed by the end of this work period. 
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2) Researching and exploring 

Now that students have planned out their Genius Hour through teacher led lessons and activities, 

it is time to step back and let them learn. To continue providing some guidance and to keep 

students on task, it is suggested that you give them a predetermined number of work periods for 

their research. This will vary depending on how long you plan to have students take part in 

Genius Hour. Regardless, it should be discussed and made clear to the class prior to beginning 

the research phase. 

 Work period 1: 

Supplies – Genius Hour workbooks, computers or iPads, library access 

Teacher’s role – facilitating students as they sign out books and begin their research 

• For the first Genius Hour work period students will need access to the school library, as many 

of them will need to sign out books they found a couple lessons ago. Students will also need 

access to computers or iPads for websites, videos, and apps that they will use for their 

projects. 

• At the beginning of Genius Hour work periods, it is a good idea to go over expectations with 

students. Remind them to stay on task, ask for help when needed, and that the 

computers/iPads are to be used for research purposes only.  

• Also remind them that they are responsible for keeping track of their resources and notes 

using the References and Notes pages in their workbook. They made need reminders of this 

throughout their research. 

• Give students remainder of work period to continue searching for references and resources. 
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 Remaining research work periods: 

Supplies – Genius Hour workbooks, computers or iPads, signed out library books, Completion 

Checklists (in Resources and Handouts section). 

Teacher’s role – facilitating learning as students work 

• The remaining research work periods all follow a similar format. Students will work and learn 

on their own, using the books, online resources, etc. they have for their projects, while taking 

notes along the way. 

• Hand out the Completion Checklist. Students can use this to help them stay on track and to 

ensure they have completed Genius Hour. They will hand it in upon completing their final 

project and presentation. 

 Step 3 – final project. 

This step has two components: 

1) Creating the project 

2) Presenting the project 

1) Creating the project 

Students now transition into creating their final project. This is their time to create something to 

demonstrate the learning that took place during the research step. It is also suggested that this 

step is given a predetermined time frame so that students have a clear idea of when their project 

should be finished. 
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 Work period 1: 

Supplies – Genius Hour workbooks, other supplies will vary depending on project 

Teacher’s role – facilitating learning as students create projects 

• Explain to students that they will now begin creating their projects. Provide them with a clear 

time frame of how long they have to work on the project and when it is due. Let them know 

that you will be checking in with them to see what additional supplies they need for the 

completion of their projects. 

• Allow students to begin designing and creating their projects. As they are working, check-in 

with students to find out what supplies are needed. Examples might include: poster boards, 

cardboard, hot glue guns, colored construction paper, plasticine, etc.  

 Remaining project creation work periods: 

Supplies – Genius Hour workbooks, other supplies will vary depending on projects 

Teacher’s role – facilitating students as they create projects 

• Students continue to work on projects. Distribute supplies as needed.  

• As projects start coming together, begin having conversations with individual students about 

when they will present their project to the class.  

2) Presenting the project 

This final step of Genius Hour allows everyone to share and celebrate their learning together. It 

is a time for students to present projects with classmates and teachers to demonstrate what they 

have learned and show what they have created. Keep in mind that all presentations will look 

different, as projects range from posters to books to videos. Students will use their oral 

communication skills to explain what they learned and to respond to questions that others may 

have about the project. Prior to presentations it is important to remind students that everyone has 
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put a lot of time and effort into these projects. Everyone must do their part to be a respectful and 

welcoming audience for the presenter. Questions are encouraged at the end of each presentation. 

Once all presentations are finished, students complete a self-assessment of the Core 

Competencies. 

 Presentation sessions: 

Supplies – student projects, Completion Checklists 

Teacher’s role – facilitating and assessing as students present their projects 

• It is possible that some students may finish their project prior to the final due date. If this is 

the case some students may present their project at the beginning of a project creation work 

period.  

• Other projects are to be presented during the scheduled Genius Hour presentation sessions. 

Allow time for questions from other students at the end of each presentation. 

• Once a student has finished their presentation, they are to hand in their Completion Checklist. 

 Core Competencies self-assessment: 

Supplies – Core Competency Self-Assessment (in Resources and Handouts section of the 

handbook) 

Teacher’s role – brief teacher led discussion followed by facilitating as students self-assess 

• Hand out a Core Competency Self-Assessment sheet to each student. Read through the top 

section with students, as this explains that they demonstrated all of the Core Competencies 

while taking part in Genius Hour.  

• If students are familiar with self-assessing the Core Competencies, as many are, you can 

quickly go over each section of the handout and then give them time to complete it. They are 
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to provide two examples of how they demonstrated each of the three competencies throughout 

Genius Hour. 

• If this is new to your students it may be useful to go through each competency one at a time. 

Then, in small groups, have them discuss how they demonstrated each competency during 

Genius Hour. You could then have each group share out and create a list on the whiteboard of 

different ideas for students to choose from for each competency.  

• Students hand in their self-assessment once completed. 

• The Genius Hour process is now complete! 
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Making Time for Genius Hour 

 It is not uncommon for teachers to say they do not have time to include too many big 

projects in their classroom, especially when they challenge the status quo of traditional teaching 

and learning. However, it is difficult to argue against using a teaching and learning method that 

was originally inspired by a work project once implemented by one of the world’s most 

successful companies in Google. It is clear that when people are given an opportunity to explore 

a passion or area of interest, they are likely to do their best work. In education, Genius Hour 

provides students with this opportunity. As previously mentioned, it also aligns well with the 

ELA curriculum for grades four to nine and allows students to develop the Core Competencies 

that span across the entire BC curriculum. Needless to say, it is worthwhile making time for 

Genius Hour in BC classrooms.  

 There a many ways Genius Hour can be implemented in the classroom. Just remember 

that it was originally inspired by Google’s 20% time that allowed their employees to spend 

twenty percent of their work week on a work-related project of interest. The suggestion is for 

Genius Hour to be done during an ELA block, as it aligns closely with its curriculum. This 

means that it could be done during approximately twenty percent of ELA learning time at school. 

However, teachers are encouraged to implement it as they see fit. Table 5 and 6 on the following 

page provide suggestions for allotting Genius Hour time in an upper elementary or middle school 

class.  
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Table 5 

Genius Hour Time in Elementary School 
Below are some ways that Genius Hour can be used in elementary school where students are 

with the same teacher most of the day for all subjects. 

• Do as an ELA unit by spending 8-10 weeks on it. During those 8-10 weeks, allocate 

45-60 minutes for 2-3 afternoons per week. 

• Have one Genius Hour work period per week for up to half of the school year.  

• Have one Genius Hour work period every second week for the entire school year. 

 
 
Table 6 

Genius Hour Time in Middle School 
Here are some ideas on how Genius Hour can be used in a linear middle school model, in 

which students have 8 classes at once, 4 per day, alternating between day 1 and 2 for the entire 

school year. The suggestions are for an ELA class. 

• Do as a year-end ELA unit by allowing students to work on their project in class for 

the final 6-8 weeks of the school year. 

• Allocate every 5th ELA class as a Genius Hour block for the entire school year. 

• Allocate the final 30 minutes of every 3rd ELA block for the entire school year.  
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Handbook Conclusion 

 Genius Hour is a great way to engage upper elementary and middle grade learners by 

providing choice in their learning. The process supports them in creating a learning experience 

that meets their personal interests while allowing them to develop useful learning and life skills 

that align with the BC Curriculum.  

 The lesson ideas provided in this handbook aim at providing a scaffolded approach to 

learning in which lessons and activities become less reliant on the teacher over time. By front 

loading teacher led lessons and activities at the beginning of Genius Hour, students are prepared 

to learn on their own once it is time to begin researching and creating their projects. This allows 

the teacher to eventually step back and play a facilitating role within their own classroom by 

simply helping individual students as needed. It is at this point when learners begin to flourish, as 

everyone ideally becomes deeply engaged in a personally meaningful learning experience.  

 Personally, I strongly encourage upper elementary and middle grade teachers in BC to try 

Genius Hour, especially if motivation and engagement are a concern for learners in your class. 

Also remember that the lessons and ideas in this handbook are simply suggestions for how 

Genius Hour can be implemented. Teachers can make tweaks and adjustments as needed to best 

meet the needs of their learners. I wish educators all the best as they seek to better engage 

teenage learners through the use of Genius Hour! 
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Resources and Handouts 

 This section contains the reproduceable resources and handouts that are referred to 

throughout the handbook. Copy and use them as you see fit. 
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Genius Hour Workbook 

 

 

Name: __________________________________ 
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Brainstorming 

Use this page to write out all the things you might be interested in learning about for Genius 

Hour. Fill this page with as many ideas as possible, be creative! Use whatever brainstorming tool 

works best for you (list, web, etc.). 
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Top Three Ideas 

Write down your top three ideas from the Brainstorming page: 

1)   

 

2)   

 

3)   

 

 

 

 

Three Essential Questions 

Use your Top Three Ideas to develop three Essential Questions. 

 

1)   

 

2)  

 

3)   

 



GENIUS HOUR FOR THE BC CURRICULUM 

 

76 

 
Project Outline 

 
Essential Question: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Research Plan: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Final Project Idea: 
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Citing Sources 

Book: 

Last Name, First Name of author. Title. Place of publication: Publisher, Copyright Date. 

Example: 

Rowling, J.K. Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone. New York: Scholastic, 1999. 

Website: (It is often difficult to find all the citation information on a website. Use what you can find).  

Author (if given). “Title of Web Page”. Title of Website. Date last updated. Name of 

organization that sponsors the site. Date accessed. <URL link>. 

Examples: 

“Lion”. National Geographic Kids. 2015. National Geographic. 30 December 2020. 

<https://kids.nationalgeographic.com/animals/mammals/lion/>. 

“Statistics”. NHL. 2019. National Hockey League. 30 December 2020. 

<http://www.nhl.com/stats/>.  

Video: 

Last Name, First Name / organization name of creator. “Title of Video”. Title of Website. 

Publication Date. <URL>. 

Example: 

Clarendon Learning. “Oceans of the World for Kids”. YouTube. 30 December 2017. 

<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1WZsxVDTqcU>. 

Interview: 

Last Name, First Name of interviewee. Occupation or area of expertise. Date of interview.  

Example: 

Smith, Jane. Dance Instructor. 19 April 2018.   
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Citation Practice 

Sample Essential Question: 

 

 

 

Book citation: 

 

 

 

Interview citation 

 

 

 

Website citation: 

 

 

 

YouTube video citation: 
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Genius Hour 
Completion Checklist 

 
Name:___________________ 

 
 

Essential Question: 
 
 
 
 
 
Project Description:  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Checklist 
 Student Teacher 

My project includes an essential question.   

I created something that demonstrates my Genius Hour learning.   

I included or attached a bibliography to my project/creation.   

I shared my Genius Hour learning with the class through a presentation.   
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Name:_______________________ 

Genius Hour 

Core Competencies Self-Assessment 

While taking part in Genius Hour, you practiced the Core Competencies (Communication, Thinking, and 

Personal & Social) of the BC Curriculum in many different ways. Take time to reflect on how you did 

this and provide examples below. 

Core Competencies 

Communication – (Talking, presenting, writing, drawing) 

During Genius Hour, I demonstrated the Communication competency when… 

1) 

 

 

2) 

 

 

Thinking – (Questioning and investigating, analyzing, developing ideas, designing, creating) 

During Genius Hour, I demonstrated the Thinking competency when… 

1) 

 

 

2) 

 

 

Personal & Social – (Personal identity and strengths, self-regulation, self-determination, being 

mindful of other students, treating others respectfully) 

During Genius Hour, I demonstrated the Personal & Social competency when… 

1) 

 

 

2) 
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Chapter 5 – Conclusion 

Project Summary 

 This project began with the intention of improving student engagement in an upper 

elementary classroom on Vancouver Island. Using Genius Hour as a way to increase learner 

motivation towards learn was originally inspired by a colleague, as well as my own experiences 

as a student in the BC public education system. Through experiences and research, I have 

learned that many students do their best work when their voice and choice is honored. It has been 

found that when human needs for autonomy are met through choice in a supported learning 

environment, students are more likely to be engaged in the learning process (Jang et al., 2010; 

Wang et Eccles, 2013). Genius Hour provides an opportunity for this to happen in the classroom, 

while also meeting the requirements of the redesigned BC Curriculum. The research informed 

handbook created for this project provides background information on Genius Hour, connections 

to the curriculum, and a framework for how it can be implemented in an upper elementary or 

middle school classroom.  

Project Learning and Significance 

 The process of reviewing the literature and creating this project brought forth many 

relevant pieces in relation to student learning in today’s classroom. In relation to the learning 

journey of this project, a great deal of information was discovered on motivation and 

engagement for middle grade students. Research found that lack of student engagement is not 

uncommon in middle grades, as students often become more disengaged from grades seven 

through nine (Lam. et al., 2016). This has been found to come as a result of the increased 

academic demands that are in place as students move out of primary and elementary grades 

(Sanacore, 2008). Fortunately, the BC Curriculum now encourages educators to use teaching and 
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learning methods that lead to enhanced student involvement and engagement. Methods that 

include PBL and IBL have been found to increase student engagement, while also integrating 

21st century skills into the classroom (Maxwell et al., 2015; Wurdinger et al., 2007). Using 

Genius Hour, which combines aspects of PBL and IBL, allows students to develop their 21st 

century skills through learning that provides them with choice. This process allows learners to 

develop the Core Competencies that are at the foundation of the BC Curriculum (BCME, 2019c). 

Additionally, it aligns well with the ELA curriculum for grades four through nine (BCME, 

2019a). Collectively, Genius Hour offers a well-rounded learning experience that can help meet 

the diverse needs of upper elementary and middle grade learners in BC classrooms. 

 Another important component that was brought forth through this project was the concept 

of scaffolding. Sceptics of newer teaching methods, such as Genius Hour, may be under the 

impression that learning in this manner is simply free time in which students can do whatever 

they want. Although Genius Hour does provide a lot of student choice, it does have structures 

and expectations in place. This is especially important at the beginning of Genius Hour, as such 

projects must be scaffolded to help set students up for a successful, meaningful, and worthwhile 

learning experience. When implementing such a teaching method in the classroom, be mindful of 

the fact that there should be a gradual shift of control from teacher to student (MacKenzie, 2016; 

Wu and Hsieh, 2006). It is not realistic to assume that all students know how to choose and 

research a topic. Using a scaffolded approach that provides lessons, guidance, and continued 

support, helps create a positive and successful learning experience for students. It is possible that 

for many learners, little support will be needed towards the end of Genius Hour if scaffolding is 

done well. Although this may not be a reality for every learner, the teacher is always present to 

provide guidance and support. While offering flexibility is part of the BC Curriculum and is 
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useful in motivating students, teachers still play a key role in ensuring that learning is taking 

place within their classrooms and during Genius Hour. 

Project Limitations  

 The main limitation of this project is that it is specifically designed for use within the BC 

Curriculum. It is likely that it could still be useful in other education systems; however, the 

curricular connections are specific to BC. This was done intentionally, as there are other Genius 

Hour resources available. The purpose was to create a resource that is for specific use within BC 

classrooms with a focus on connecting it to the current curriculum. Although information from 

the handbook can be applied to all grades, another limitation is that it is specific to upper 

elementary and middle school grades. One of the main reasons for the creation of this project 

was the lack of student engagement seen in upper elementary classrooms. This led to specific 

review of literature regarding engagement and lack thereof in middles grades of schools. With 

engagement in upper elementary and middle school grades being a primary focus of the project, 

some of the curricular outcomes referenced in the handbook are specific to the grade seven ELA 

curriculum. The connections made to the ELA curriculum also present another limitation, as it 

implies that Genius Hour is only to be used during an ELA block or class. Although this is the 

most obvious way to use it, due to the strong curricular connections, teachers in other subject 

areas could certainly find creative ways to use it in their classrooms. This especially holds true in 

BC, as the curriculum encourages flexibility and student choice throughout (BCME, 2019b). 

Moving forward, it could be useful to adapt this handbook for specific use in other educational 

settings not specified in this project.  
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Implications and Recommendations  

 As previously mentioned, the handbook created for this project is designed to support the 

use of Genius Hour in upper elementary and middle school classrooms in BC with the intention 

of improving student motivation and engagement. Genius Hour can be particularly useful in a 

classroom setting where many students express and show disinterest in regular content and 

learning activities. This is not to say that other learning activities should be abandoned if 

engagement is an issue, as there is a curriculum that BC teachers are expected to follow. 

However, the use of Genius Hour can be helpful in sparking student interest in school, as it gives 

them opportunities to do at least some learning that is of personal interest. Fortunately, Genius 

Hour does covers much of the ELA curriculum for grades four to nine in BC and also provides 

opportunities for cross-curricular learning. 

 Although designed for the BC Curriculum with strong connections to ELA, educators are 

encouraged to use this handbook as they see fit. The unit plan and lessons provided are a starting 

point for teachers not familiar with this method of teaching and learning. Teachers use their 

creativity to make lessons and projects useful within their unique context on a regular basis. If 

someone is able to make adjustments to the lesson ideas given in the handbook to make it better 

suited for their classroom, they are strongly encouraged to do so. An interesting and useful 

extension of this project would be a similar handbook designed with curricular connections to 

another specific subject area, such as Science or Social Studies. 

 In terms of further research, it would be interesting to see how engagement levels in 

Genius Hour compare to engagement levels in a project with predetermined curricular content. 

Although informal observations have suggested that Genius Hour engagement levels are 
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generally higher than other schoolwork or projects, it would be interesting and useful to see the 

results of a formal research study. 

Action Plan  

 Personally, Genius Hour has now been included as a project in my class for three years. 

Through the work I have done on this project, I have been able to refine its use to better meet the 

needs of learners. It is something I intend to continue using and refining for many years to come, 

as I have seen firsthand the positive impact it has on student engagement and learning. In terms 

of sharing the Genius Hour handbook with other people, I began by doing a Zoom presentation 

at the Masters of Education Conference in March 2021. Moving forward, I have a few different 

ideas as to how it will be shared. First and foremost, it is something that can be discussed with 

colleagues through informal discussions about student learning that often take place before and 

after school. Another option is to invite colleagues to have it as a Professional Learning 

Community (PLC) focus in the future. This would include presenting it to those interested and 

then having check-ins at scheduled PLC meetings as a way to support one another in its use. The 

final option would be to present it at a professional development session, which would provide 

an opportunity to share Genius Hour with educators from other schools and districts. Once 

shared with other people through these various methods, I will gladly be open to follow-up 

discussions and meetings that support other educators in using and refining Genius Hour in their 

classrooms. 

Final Thoughts 

 The key take-away from this project through personal reflection, reviewing of the 

literature, and creating the handbook has been the importance and positive impact of offering 

student choice within learning. By creating opportunities in classrooms for students to explore 
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interests and passions it is more likely they will be engaged in the learning process, thus 

increasing their development of thinking and self-regulation skills. As educators, it is our job to 

provide a meaningful and positive learning experience for our learners. Providing opportunities 

for self-directed learning, such as Genius Hour, is aimed at ensuring that this happens for them. 

As we know, the early teenage years are often an interesting and possibly challenging time for 

kids. In addition to the positive implications Genius Hour has for learning, it is my hope that it 

can also have a positive impact on the lives of learners who are experiencing the general 

challenges of life during their time in the upper elementary and middle school grades. Moving 

forward, I am excited to continue using Genius Hour to increase student engagement in my own 

classroom and look forward to supporting other educators in doing the same. 
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