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Chapter 1

 Game On Game On

Genius Hour . . . chances are that you’ve heard of passion-based learning 
and maybe even begun implementing some of the ideas behind Genius Hour, 
20% time, or passion projects in your classroom. If not, passion-based learn-
ing is an opportunity for students to pursue their passions during the school 
day. It gives them an opportunity to connect learning to something that they 
would like to change, create, design, or impact. Because of amazing educators 
like Gallit Zvi, Denise Krebs, A. J. Juliani, Hugh McDonald, Joy Kirr, and Don 
Wettrick, I learned about Genius Hour and the impact it was having on the 
learners of educators who were making it a priority in the classroom. So, Genius 
Hour has been around for a while and has stirred up quite the conversation. 

What if there was a way to level up? What if we could make Genius Hour 
even more meaningful and have an even greater impact on our learners? In 
writing the fi rst book, Genius Hour: Passion Projects Th at Ignite Innovation 
and Student Inquiry (McNair, 2017), I simply wanted to introduce the 6 P’s of 
Genius Hour—passion, plan, pitch, project, product, and presentation—and 
help educators understand why passion-based learning has the potential to cre-
ate big change in today’s classrooms. Now, it’s time to go deeper, think bigger, 
and consider how we can use passion-based learning to create world changers.
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READY-TO-USE RESOURCES FOR GENIUS HOUR IN THE CLASSROOM

What Is Genius Hour?

Genius Hour is really quite simple. Students choose a topic, a passion, or 
an interest. My students designed projects to learn more about animation, 
website design, animals, homelessness, sewing, and the list goes on. Whatever 
a student chooses to learn about becomes his or her project. Students then 
spend their time researching information, learning by doing, collaborating with 
experts, and designing a product that can be shared with an authentic audience. 
Although we called this time Genius Hour in my classroom, many classrooms 
prefer passion projects or 20% time. Regardless of what it is labeled, it is a time 
for students to explore their passions through the creation of a product to share 
with the world.

Using the 6 P’s

Th e 6 P’s of Genius Hour—passion, plan, pitch, project, product, and pre-
sentation—is a process that has helped thousands of educators fi nd their way 
as they begin to implement passion-based learning. It’s a road map of sorts that 
makes the process manageable for educators and meaningful for today’s learn-
ers. I had no idea when I began to use the process in my own classroom that it 
would have the impact that it has on classrooms all over the world. I just knew 
that I needed to do something in my classroom so that my students would be 
able to pursue their passions during the school day in order to experience real 
learning. (See Resource 1 for an educator’s guide to the 6 P’s.)

So, let’s get right to it. What more could possibly be done? I mean, giving 
students an opportunity to pursue their passions is huge and a major mindset 
shift for educators. Frankly, it seems as close to the edge of the cliff  as many of 
us would like to get. Th e cliff  can be seen as many diff erent things, but I think for 
me, it used to represent the control that I was holding on to. Before implement-
ing Genius Hour in my classroom, I was only willing to go so far before I knew 
things might be riskier than what I was prepared to tackle. In the end, it took 
courage, willingness, and real drive to go beyond all that I had ever known as an 
educator. Ask yourself: What if you do go further? What if beyond that cliff  is an 
opportunity to fl y, soar, and experience learning like never before? What if on 
the other side of fear is a real opportunity to give your learners the tools, free-
dom, and ideas that they need to make an impact on the world around them?© H
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READY-TO-USE RESOURCES FOR GENIUS HOUR IN THE CLASSROOM

Preparing to Disrupt the Status Quo

I’m a big believer in disrupting the status quo. I’m always trying to think 
beyond what’s comfortable, what’s easy, and what we’ve always done. But it 
hasn’t always been this way. I was a very complacent, traditional educator for 
a very long time. I did what I knew and didn’t ask questions. However, today’s 
learners made me question everything that I knew to be true about education 
and even question my own practice and core beliefs. I love to tell the story of 
when everything changed for me, and Genius Hour played a huge role in the 
mindset shift that needed to happen in order for me to give my learners what 
they needed for learning to be meaningful. 

Th e fi rst step to disrupting a system that doesn’t work is to stop doing what 
doesn’t work anymore. I think that what we’ve done so far in education is to con-
tinue to add to the plates of educators. In other words, we encourage educators 
to do this, do that, try this new strategy, and implement this new technology tool. 
However, we forget that if we are not taking anything off  of teachers’ plates, 
there’s no possible way for them to add more, often times leaving no room for 
meaningful ideas and strategies. 

It’s almost as if we want to hold onto the things that we have done for so 
long just in case the pendulum swings the other way. I hate to give away the 
ending here, but I don’t think that’s going to happen. Instead, I think our learn-
ers are going to continue to push back on everything that we’ve done in tra-
ditional education, knowing that tradition simply will not prepare them for 
their futures. Th at being said, we must stop separating content and innovation. 
Instead, we must continue to fi nd innovative ways to give our learners oppor-
tunities to explore the content as they learn by asking questions and applying 
what they know to fi gure out what they don’t. 

When I decided to implement Genius Hour in my classroom, I had to let 
go of many of the teaching strategies that I knew were not working. I knew that 
lectures and worksheets were not making the impact that I wanted on my learn-
ers. I also knew that learning by doing always had more of an impact. Although 
there are some traditional ideas and strategies that are benefi cial and still work, 
I had to make some hard decisions. I had to take some things off  of my plate. In 
order to implement Genius Hour, I had to see it as more than just fun time or 
free choice. I needed to fi nd ways to weave in the standards and give my learners 
opportunities to practice life-ready skills, as well as create change and make an 
impact on the world around them. Sounds like a tall order, right?
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GAME ON

How to Use This Book

Th roughout this book, I plan to help you go deeper, go further, and face 
the fears that you may have about taking the leap into passion-based learning. 
I will share practical ideas to take passion-based learning to a level that will 
give learners an opportunity to not only pursue their passions, but also create 
change and make an impact in the real world. I will also share ready-to-use 
resources that you will be able to implement immediately in your classroom in 
order to make passion-based learning a reality for you and your learners. 

I will describe how you can implement passion-based learning through an 
intentional and purposeful process. I hope that even if you are using the 6 P’s 
of Genius Hour in your classroom right now, this book will give you new ideas 
and a fresh perspective that will give you the desire to take the next step, level 
up, and give your learners even more opportunities to make connections to 
content, the world beyond the classroom, and each other. 

Th is fi rst section concludes with some resources for beginning to implement 
Genius Hour. In Section II, each chapter involves a part of the 6 P’s of Genius 
Hour process and includes the life-ready skills icons that most closely relate 
to that specifi c part of the Genius Hour process. See Resource 2 for an over-
view of the life-ready skills—collaboration, communication, creativity, critical 
thinking, and refl ection. Th is resource can also be used as a classroom poster to 
introduce students to the skills. Th ese skill icons are included at the beginning 
of each chapter to remind you of the importance of weaving the skills into the 
Genius Hour process and focusing on the skills as your students pursue their 
passions. Th is doesn’t mean that you can’t fi nd a way to weave in other skills or 
that you are limited to only the skills that are identifi ed. Later in the book, you 
will read more about the life-ready skills and how they can be used as students 
work on their projects. Until then, just be mindful of their importance and pres-
ence throughout the process. Chapters in Section II also include ready-to-use 
resources for each of the 6 P’s. Section III covers important topics and resources 
related to managing Genius Hour and strategies for taking passion projects to 
the next level. Finally, Section IV concludes the book with some fi nal thoughts. 

Getting Started

Getting started with Genius Hour is not always easy, Parents, colleagues, 
administration, and even your students may not hop on board right away. You 
see, Genius Hour is diff erent. It’s not what you or your students have always © H
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GAME ON

done, and when you fi rst explain that you are going to give your learners an 
opportunity to pursue their passions and learn by doing, it might sound like 
“free time” or just an opportunity for them to “play.” With passion-based learn-
ing, one must truly experience it for him- or herself before understanding why 
it is important and how benefi cial it can be in the classroom.

I was blessed to have supportive administration that allowed me to take a 
risk with Genius Hour, but I talk to many educators who do not experience that 
same support. Many times the pushback and doubt seem too much to over-
come. However, if you can begin to weave aspects of Genius Hour into what you 
do in your classroom, I believe that it will be hard to deny the connections that 
are made and the learning that takes place. Th at being said, you must be willing 
to be intentional and purposeful about not only helping your students see and 
make those connections, but also being transparent in the process, so that par-
ents, colleagues, and administrators can see Genius Hour for what it is. It isn’t 
free time or  play time; it is an opportunity for students to apply what they know 
by making connections and learning by doing. 

Th e fi rst thing that you need to do before introducing Genius Hour is obtain 
parent permission. Because Genius Hour is very diff erent from what many of 
us experienced at school, you need to help parents understand the why behind 
passion-based learning and how their students will ultimately benefi t from the 
opportunity. Resource 3 is a permission slip that can be shared with parents as 
you introduce Genius Hour and help them understand what will be involved in 
the process.

You may notice in Resource 3 that I didn’t give parents an opportunity to 
say no. Th is is simply because rather than just providing a check box  that gives 
them an out, you need to give yourself the opportunity to answer their ques-
tions and help them really understand what this will look like in your classroom 
with your learners. If after that conversation, they still are not on board, that is 
when you can consider them as not giving their permission for their child to 
participate. 

You will also, if you have not already, need to introduce your students to 
the 6 P’s. Resource 4 is a student handout introducing the 6 P’s with space for 
students to write out responses. Resource 5 is a set of task cards for each of the 
6 P’s. Th ese task cards can be used in place of the reproducible handout. Th ey 
can be laminated or printed on card stock, saving you time and paper. Finally, 
Resource 6 is a classroom poster that can be used to display the 6 P’s and serve 
as a reminder for your students throughout their projects. 

Just as you should be when learning about any new, innovative idea, remain 
open-minded while reading this book. Although you might not be able to imple-
ment every single strategy, tool, or idea that is mentioned, I am certain that you 
will be able to take pieces of what is shared and consider how they can help you 
move your learners from creating projects to making an impact.
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