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As a  t e a c h e r ,  G e n i u s  H o u r 
i s  exhaus t ing .   I t  c l ea r ly 
underlines the weaknesses in 

your classroom management and the gaps 
in your instruction.  The rewards however, 
are myriad.  Enabling students of all 
academic abilities to follow their passions, 
create something that they value, and reflect 
intelligently on their growth, make this 
concept incredibly worthwhile.

However, clear scaffolding is vital to ensure 
that children are aware of expectations and 
have something to frame their thinking. They 
need to know that their work has a purpose. 
They need to be accountable.  They also need 
to know that failure is a crucial part of the 
learning process.  Students have to develop 
resilience when their project falters and 
perseverance when their initial passion wanes.

Our Genius Hour process involves four 
clear phases, outlined in a class handout 
deve loped  f rom a  range  o f  sources 
online.  Below is a summary of what each 
phase entails.

Phase 1: The Plan
This is the most challenging bit, and by no 
means a one-lesson-wonder!

- Have children brainstorm what they love 
doing and how they could turn that into a 
purposeful project.  

- Utilise reflective thinking strategies 
to decide which ideas would result in 
something awesome and achievable, and 
which are too narrow.  Our class displays 
were full of cross-outs, arrows, and Post-Its as 
we came back to ideas, expanded on them, 
or dismissed them entirely.

Phase 2: The Sell
When the concept is sorted, they need to 
convince you that it’s worth pursuing.  This 
can be a great tie-in to a persuasive language 
/ speeches unit.  No classroom has time 
for half-hearted or hare-brained schemes, 
so students need to prove that they have 
carefully considered the following factors:

- Costs.

- What resources are needed?  Where are 
they coming from?

- Time management.

- What will their learning actually look like 
during Genius Hour?

- How they might use their learning to make 
a difference

As the teacher, you hold the veto card.  Don’t 
be afraid to use it.  Ask hard questions and 
encourage the same from your students.

Phase 3:  The Slog
During this phase, the classroom will 
probably be a bombsite, and initially you 
may find yourself dashing from one crisis 
to another!

- Timetable workshops for specific skills 
(e.g. video editing, building etc) that need 
tuition.  Ask your community for help if 
you’re out of your depth.

Genius hour
Allow your students to follow their passions

1. Jack acted on the results of an 
earlier survey our class undertook as 
a part of a statistics unit regarding 
the state of our local community 
swimming pool.  Using ‘SketchUp', he 
updated the changing / toilet facilities 
to meet current regulations and user 
suggestions, and redesigned the 
landscaping, utilising native plants 
and retaining.  He then made a scale 
model from customwood, priced 
the project, and has submitted his 
design and costings to the local pool 
committee. 

2. Will used ‘SketchUp' to design a new local 
sports facility that could house the many 
sporting clubs in the Waimakariri area.  He 
then built a scale model and priced his 
design, including land purchase. 

3. Ethan showing the development of his 
copper rose design, from first attempt, 
through to Mark V.  These are being sold 
through a local boutique store, and are made 
almost entirely from offcuts and scrap. 

4. Jake and Liam are intently working on 
a gun cabinet, made according to legal 
requirements.  Materials and tools were 
provided by a local builder.

5. Hannah learned to crochet, and sent 
scarves over to a Romanian orphanage.

6. Some children using software to design 
characters for an online game that they 
created.
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- Allow children the space to solve their own 
problems.  When you must intervene, use 
questioning strategies to lead them to their 
own solutions.

-  B l o g g i n g  i s  a  g r e a t  w a y  t o  k e e p 
motivation levels high and to keep students 
accountable.  They need to reflect on each 
session, recording progress and setbacks, 
and plan for the next week.  This serves 
as a formative assessment tool, and the 
‘comment’ function enables children to give 
their peers purposeful feedback.

Phase 4:  The Sum-Up
There needs to be an audience to celebrate 
the fabulous learning that has taken 
place.  For us, this involved the children 
presenting their final products in the form of 
a TED talk.  They produced a slideshow, and 
again, had to inspire us by demonstrating 
and reflecting on what they had learned, 

Miriam Bell teaches Year 7-8 at Cust 
School in North Canterbury.  She is 
passionate about helping students 
learn the social, emotional, physical 
and academic skills that they need 
to be effective 21st century citizens.

both in their field of study and about 
themselves / the world.  

Despite good intentions, my carefully 
cons t ruc ted  ‘Genius  Hour ’  rubr i c s , 
assessment criteria and tick charts were 
ultimately binned, because they simply 
couldn’t  s tand up to  the scope and 
breadth of what the children were actually 
learning.  This is real-life learning and it is 
much easier to reflect on after the fact, than 
predict in advance.  Our focus throughout 
was on developing ‘Autonomy, Excellence, 
and Perseverance’.  These attributes became 
the baseline that we returned to and 
unpacked, week after week.

The final products of this journey in our 
class were many and varied.  Some were 
outstanding.  Some were not.  One never 
got off the ground at all.  But all students 
were required to reflect on this, and all took 
responsibility for their own learning journey, 
regardless of the outcomes.  They are now 

furiously planning their next projects, 
striving to raise the bar of excellence that 
was set last term.  


