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Abstract 

In November 2017, 18 Year 3 boys from across two classes embarked on an exciting and 

unfamiliar learning journey known as Genius Hour. The participants were tasked to ideate 

and undertake their own Genius Hour project over a three-week period. 

Our action research project sought to determine whether adapting the curriculum by 

introducing the Genius Hour framework within a Year 3 classroom would foster the boys’ 

creativity and critical thinking. Observations, surveys, interviews, discussions and visible 

thinking routines were used to ascertain whether Genius Hour could be used to support 

boys’ development of such skills whilst fostering innovation and passion for learning. 

Through analysing a range of data gathered at various points throughout the project, it 

became evident that Genius Hour was a highly effective means of fostering creativity and 

critical thinking among the vast majority of our participants. Whilst there was a minority for 

whom Genius Hour did not appear to clearly foster these skills, the motivation for learning 

was higher than ever, and with more of an understanding, these participants may have had 

greater success with Genius Hour. 

The success of our Genius Hour initiative reconfirmed our belief that it is our duty as 

educators to allow our students to be more creative, think more critically, communicate, and 

collaborate together. Given that such skills can be applied to every situation, regardless of 

the learning content, topic or issue, fostering these should essentially shape our learners to 

become more adaptable, rather than remain as merely knowledge acquirers. We have both 

agreed that the progress we made with the participants has inspired us to continue to 

implement Genius Hour each year in our classes. We owe it to our students that we adapt 

our curriculum to ensure it becomes a regular part of our program. As teachers who are 

passionate about our craft and driven to guide our students in achieving success, we are 

excited to also use our findings to widen the scope of teaching practices within The 

Southport School Preparatory School. 
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Introduction 

“Everybody is a genius. But if you judge a fish by its ability to climb a tree, it will live its whole life 

believing that it is stupid.” - Albert Einstein 

In today’s society, greater academic demands mean it is no longer the case that Western 

children develop creativity, collaboration, problem solving, and inquiry skills through 

unstructured play, albeit increasingly vital that future generations possess this skill set. For 

the past 100 or so years, teaching has remained focussed on the hard skills of knowledge 

acquisition and academic achievement. Researchers will tell you that no two brains are the 

same, but we continue to give all children the same pieces to the puzzle (Finn, Shen, 

Scheinost, Rosenberg, Huang, Chun, Papademetris & Constable, 2015). We are not focussing 

enough on important soft skills like creativity, critical thinking, communication, and 

collaboration, which are vital in ensuring we develop adaptable learners. With rapid 

improvements in technology reducing the need for hard skill acquisition, the modern 

workplace demands collaborators, creators and critical thinkers. As teachers, we need to 

provide students with a platform for developing and fostering these skills. 

 Step inside our school staff meetings and you will no doubt hear discussion focussed on 

resilience rather than adaptability. As a leading boys’ school, we must adapt to changes 

brought on by an increasingly diverse, complex, and modern world. At The Southport 

School, we already allow boys to explore and engage in their passions through an extensive 

co-curricular program; however, we believed action research to be an appropriate means of 

adapting the curriculum and fostering creativity, critical thinking, communication, and 

collaboration. 

 Despite the abundance of resources in existence to support the implementation of an 

inquiry model, the Genius Hour framework is relatively unknown in Australia. 

Furthermore, there is insufficient research to indicate whether Genius Hour effectively 

improves student motivation and learning outcomes in the context of an all-boys’ classroom. 

It was for this reason we chose to investigate: How might the introduction of Genius Hour foster 

creative and critical thinking in Year 3 boys? 

 Implementing Genius Hour involved various processes, each aimed at developing specific 

areas: 

1. Guiding boys in identifying their passions and interests, and encouraging them to 

explore a range of different options; 
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2. Boys using research tools to identify a problem to solve, or selecting a particular skill 

that they would like to develop; 

3. Boys developing a plan to solve the problem or gain the selected skill, then executing 

it accordingly; 

4. Boys presenting their learning in a format of their choice; and 

5. Boys reflecting on their experience. 

The action research model suited our situation as passionate educators willing to improve 

our teaching practices. It provided a platform to inform our teaching without percentages 

and data driven by standardised tests and grades. Having the boys be a part of the process 

made it more authentic and purposeful, and allowed the investigation to constantly make 

the adjustments needed to continue. Empowering the boys to take ownership over their 

learning also helped develop independence and adaptability in their own lives, where the 

journey of lifelong learning could continue beyond the classroom. 

Literature Review 

Throughout the past century, teaching remained focussed primarily on the hard skills of 

knowledge acquisition and academic achievement. In today’s society, it is no longer the case 

that Western children develop creativity, collaboration, problem solving, and inquiry skills 

through unstructured play, yet it has become increasingly vital that future generations 

possess this skill set (Juliani, 2015; Maiers, 2009; Wettrick, 2014). Post-It Notes, Gmail, and 

laser eye surgery, for example,  are products and services developed by workers who were 

provided with time, opportunities, encouragement, and motivation to pursue projects they 

were passionate about. 

Within the Australian education system, critical and creative thinking is one of several 

general capabilities identified as being fundamental to students’ learning, no matter the 

content (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2017). Despite this, 

the use of national testing in the majority of English-speaking, Western nations indicates that 

learners are not rewarded for being able to think critically or creatively. As a result, time-

poor educators often favour traditional teaching methods in order to make more effective 

use of classroom instructional opportunities, particularly when preparing students for 

national testing. Studies conducted on the effectiveness of a project-based learning (PBL) 

model, however, indicate students who have engaged in PBL achieve higher scores on 

standardised testing than their traditionally educated peers (Bell, 2010), which is largely due 

to the model allowing for a greater depth of understanding and application to be developed. 
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This factor is fundamental in educational institutions such as ours, where we strive to 

achieve the most effective learning outcomes in the shortest possible time. The disparity 

between the need for developing creativity and critical thinking skills versus academic 

achievement highlights the need for further research in this field, a situation that we aim to 

help address. 

Juliani (2015) defines Genius Hour as an amount of time that allows students the freedom to 

work on their own innovative project-based ideas to possibly change the world. Genius 

Hour as a pedagogy has been explored in a wide range of literature. Juliani further describes 

the benefits of Genius Hour in preparing students for life in the modern world and argues 

that traditional education systems are failing to meet the needs of the “typical graduate.” 

Juliani also highlights traditional education as rewarding those who are capable of 

conforming to the expected norm in order to achieve good grades, even though greater focus 

on creative and critical thinking is needed for success in the 21st century. 

The promotion of intellectual curiosity and creativity has been on the rise since the increase 

of both Montessori pedagogies and advancements in information technology. Students have 

been able to connect more quickly, collaborate with greater ease, and essentially learn about 

anything they choose. Whether the introduction of Genius Hour into our Year 3 classroom 

lead to greater creativity and critical thinking skills, as it has in various other institutions, 

was determined throughout our action research project. This was achieved by strategic 

planning, gathering qualitative data, and analysing and reflecting on them to answer the 

research question (Stringer, 2014). 

In Pure Genius: Building a culture of innovation and taking 20% time to the next level, Wettrick 

(2014) discusses teachers’ scepticism around anything new because of the so-called 

“educational philosophy of the day” mentality. Much like Wettrick, our own practice has led 

us to believe that such philosophies or teaching methods focus on getting results rather than 

developing skills, such as critical and creative thinking. Wettrick (2014) goes on to talk about 

our lack of respect for the ever-changing, fast-paced world in schools, describing them as 

being one of the slowest in society to adapt to the demands of the challenging marketplace. 

As a result, students are not being provided with the skills needed to navigate through the 

shifting seas. Maiers (2009) mentions how persistent adaptability allows students to do more 

than just react but to respond, reflect, and evolve. It is our moral imperative to guide our 

students in the right direction and Genius Hour provides an avenue for this. 
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Within a classroom context, Genius Hour provides learners with a sense of autonomy and 

ownership, as well as increasing their intrinsic motivation (Wettrick, 2014). Essentially, it 

provides a culture of adaptation by allowing students to “climb their own mountain.” Both 

Marzano (2007) and Maiers and Sandvold (2011) discuss the importance of developing a 

culture of enthusiasm for learning, which ultimately has a positive impact on students’ 

overall learning. Creating opportunities for boys to adapt the curriculum to make it relevant 

to their interests as 21st century learners is one way of achieving this. Bell (2010) supports 

this notion in her article, Project-based learning for the 21st century: Skills for the future, and 

describes how self-esteem is ultimately enhanced through the effective use of a project-

based learning model. 

Fasko (2001) outlines numerous principles on the theory of learning, three of which are 

particularly relevant to critical and creative thinking. Fasko (2001) states that, “successful 

learners use strategic thinking in problem solving,” that “higher-order strategies for 

“thinking about thinking and learning” facilitate creative and critical thinking, and that 

“intrinsic motivation, creativity, and higher-order thinking are stimulated by authentic 

learning tasks and novelty” (p. 319). Fasko also provides specific examples of how creativity  

developed in primary-aged learners when they were given opportunities to display 

motivation, curiosity, concentration, and achievement. He links this to the benefits of 

discovery learning, which is again student-centred rather than teacher-directed. Fasko 

concludes that creativity is often not valued by educational settings. As described above, this 

notion is reflected within the large majority of mainstream schools, whereby academic 

achievement takes precedence over the ability to think critically and creatively. In using the 

Genius Hour framework, all of the principles described by Fasko (2001) that work to 

promote creative and critical thinking were incorporated into the classroom. 

As indicated above, certain contributions have been made in relation to the benefits of the 

Genius Hour framework and the importance of teaching creativity and critical thinking 

skills, yet previous research that links these is lacking. We aimed to help rectify this by 

conducting our own study using the research question: How might the introduction of Genius 

Hour foster creative and critical thinking in Year 3 boys? 

Research Context 

Established in 1901, The Southport School is an independent Anglican, day and boarding 

school for boys in Queensland, Australia. It is a non-selective school for all boys from 

Preschool to Year 12. The school’s mission is to “challenge each boy to achieve excellence” 
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through the balance of academics, pastoral care, and co-curricular opportunities. We feel 

that for boys to fully adapt to our ever-changing world there is a need to also focus on the 

soft skills, such as creative and critical thinking. This is why the IBSC topic of “Adaptability 

in a Changing World” was well suited to our school’s values and principles. 

As the action research project was conducted by a team, our participants were a group of 18 

randomly selected boys from two Year 3 classrooms. These boys were in our regular classes 

and did not have any withdrawal times for private music or other specialist lessons. Whilst 

they were from two different classrooms, the project was conducted collaboratively in the 

same working space with both teachers leading the sessions to help accommodate for the 

effect of different teacher input. The project was undertaken by all boys from these classes 

with data being gathered only from the participants selected. 

All boys participating in the research project and their families completed the Parent and 

Student Consent Form as provided by IBSC so that everyone was aware of the intentions 

and purposes of the project. The boys were each assigned a number to preserve their 

anonymity.  

Data Collection 

Qualitative data formed the basis of all of our data collection due to the nature of our 

question. The only quantitative data used were some of the responses to the final survey, 

whereby a Likert scale was incorporated. Collecting and analysing data around critical and 

creative thinking was, needless to say, not an easy task. The methods we chose to collect our 

data were through the use of interviews, focus groups, observations, work samples, 

reflective journals, visual media, and a concluding survey. 

To collect initial data, we used the Compass Points visible thinking routine (Harvard Project 

Zero, n.d.), which was used again at the end of the project and as a comparison tool. The 

purpose of the tool was to help the participants come up with ideas and evaluate them. It 

was at this stage, that we began to utilise the reflective journal. What aided us in this 

collection was the demand from the participants for control of cameras, which they used to 

record and review their findings in order to self-reflect and guide their thinking. This also 

allowed them to take things from their perspective and develop their idea or project as 

outlined by Stringer (2014). 

As in Stringer’s (2014) work, interviews and informal conversations were a key aspect of 

collecting data throughout our action research project and provided an opportunity for the 
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participants to discuss, in their own terms, the process, their ideas, and any problems they 

were having. The use of journal entries provided an avenue for participants to tell stories 

and reflect on their experiences. Responses to prompt questions and a minitour (Stringer, 

2014) provided a platform for the participants to extensively explore all aspects of their 

project through questioning, which were video recorded as this allowed us to stay alert and 

provide the participants with our full attention. Furthermore, it was a way of accurately 

recording the data in order to follow the interview with a member check reflection. As the 

participants were quite young, this qualitative data method provided a better reflection 

analysis tool than the reflective journals for some participants as it suited their learning style 

more. Delicate consideration was placed upon collecting data through the use of interviews 

or informal conversations with participants to ensure that questions were not leading in any 

way and to provide credible and trustworthy data. We also used the verbatim principle 

during focus groups and informal conversations to ensure the data collected were not 

summarised (Stringer, 2014).  

Field notes and observations were not initially to be one of our main collection methods; 

however, it became apparent that along with the use of visual media it proved to provide 

very valid data. This was used to acquire the authentic creative and critical thinking that 

happened during the Genius Hour time. These notes and observations were accurately 

rewritten to later analyse, and they formed the basis for the progressive thought patterns 

displayed by the participants. 

During the later stages of the project, we used a survey to provide further information from 

all the participants in one sitting. The survey included open, fixed, dual, and rating 

responses, and used simple terms to suit the age of the participants. It was used not only as a 

reflective tool, but as a member check to prompt some final questions. 

Data Analysis 

Collating our data into a central location was paramount in being able to effectively analyse 

and build meaning from our findings. We developed a spreadsheet where we recorded all of 

our participants’ responses in chronological order and colour-coded them according to 

various themes. This enabled us to visually track the changes in the boys’ development 

throughout the duration of our action research project. When ascertaining whether 

completing a Genius Hour project fostered critical thinking, we focussed primarily on the 

depth and detail of our participants’ responses. Changes became particularly evident when 
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the boys were asked to complete their daily reflections after each session and provide 

regular feedback to their peers on their projects. 

The analysis of the creativity component of our action research project took two main forms. 

Firstly, knowing our learners was important as we were able to observe whether their ideas, 

thought processes, methods of completing their project, and responses followed predictable 

trends according to other non project-based tasks completed previously during the year, or 

whether such processes demonstrated originality. Secondly, the participants’ completion of 

an online survey and their presentations of their Genius Hour project allowed the boys to 

identify differences between Genius Hour and regular class work, of which “the ability to be 

creative” became one of our key observations. 

Discussion of Results 

Throughout our action research project, we observed a range of findings that indicated 

growth in the boys in a number of areas. These areas included: 

● An enhanced ability to think critically; 

● Improved perseverance and flexibility; 

● Greater motivation for learning; 

● A more purposeful approach and understanding of the benefits of constructive 

criticism; and  

● Having more opportunities to be creative. 

Critical Thinking 

The completion of a Genius Hour project provided the vast majority of our Year 3 

participants with opportunities to develop their skills in critical thinking. Twelve of our 18 

participants completed projects that required testing, evaluating, redesigning, and retesting. 

Each time the boys went through this process, they critically reflected on their experience in 

their journals and discussion groups, and were able to articulate what went wrong and 

possible reasons why, and what they would change in order to improve the outcome next 

time. Student 7, who was learning to make hot chocolate without using cocoa, combined the 

use of trial and error, class tastings, and conducted peer surveys to assist him in selecting the 

ingredients in his recipe and deciphering why particular choices tasted better than others. 

“When I asked the class whether they liked my hot chocolate, they said it tasted yucky 

because it was just chocolate and water,” he said. “I think if I try it with milk instead it might 

taste better, because I know that chocolate is made from milk.” Another team, who built a 
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working bottle rocket car, were tasked to identify household ingredients that would create a 

chemical reaction strong enough to power their model. Student 9 recalled, “Today my 

partner and I re-tested our car. It sort of failed but we learnt from it, so next time we will put 

more Mentos in. Or, we could shake it more...” This was yet another example of the 

development of critical thinking skills through completing a Genius Hour project. 

From some unrealistic and ambitious project ideas concocted in our initial brainstorming 

stages, all 18 of our participants developed the ability to think critically and articulate the 

appropriateness and feasibility of them, without teacher intervention. For instance, ideas 

such as curing a permanent physical disability and learning to fly a helicopter were replaced by 

creating bottle rocket cars; and developing a real working jetpack evolved to building a model of one. 

These changes came about predominantly through their discussion groups, whereby the 

boys’ peers provided feedback to them on the feasibility of completing their project under 

the time constraints and with limited resources available. Furthermore, the boys developed 

a more realistic concept of what an appropriate idea could be as they experienced the Genius 

Hour framework first hand. Once they realised they would not be receiving teacher 

guidance to complete their project, they began to work more within their own range of 

capabilities. 

Perseverance and Flexibility 

Through discussion groups, reflection journals, observations and surveys, 16 out of 18 

participants were able to describe at least one challenge they faced in completing their 

Genius Hour project. These came in many forms, including ideating initial ideas, working 

within time constraints, access to materials, knowledge and level of skill, and research. 

Every one of these 16 boys described their attempts to overcome these challenges, and did so 

without teacher guidance. Student 5 reported, “I learned that if you miss a step correctly it 

will not work. My biggest challenge was trying to make my project because I kept cutting it 

wrong and making a mess. To overcome this I watched YouTube clips, asked adults and 

searched for help.” Student 7 demonstrated and described his perseverance in perfecting a 

hot chocolate recipe. “I learned a lot about my mistakes and had to change it each time. I 

worked harder until I got it right.” In addition to persevering through challenges whilst 

completing the project, the initial planning stages required several of the participants to be 

flexible in their initial ideas. This was a result of them realising theirs was not a feasible 

project and needed to consider alternative ideas or means of completing them. In total, eight 
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participants completed an entirely different project to that which they initially planned for 

this very reason. 

Motivation for Learning 

All 18 of the students who participated in the Genius Hour project told us the best thing 

about it was being able to learn what you want and create anything you could think of. In 

fact, all our survey results and questions they had for us surrounded the query, “Why don’t 

we do this all the time instead of boring class work?” Despite the fact that 16 of the 18 boys 

who participated in the project agreed it was very hard, they all said how much they loved 

learning. What made our results even more purposeful was that the socioeconomic 

backgrounds and abilities within the focus group of 18 were so different. Engaging students 

in learning is a battle all teachers face and the most significant obstacle we encountered was 

helping the boys understand why they could not work on it before and after school, during 

break times, or at home. 

Understanding Constructive Criticism 

Initially, when we introduced Genius Hour and asked the boys to brainstorm their thoughts 

and ideas, they were full of enthusiasm. However, when coming across others’ ideas or 

listening to their peers, much like in class, their responses were short criticisms without any 

genuine constructive feedback such as, “That won’t work!”or “Not possible!” and “That will 

be too hard!”  

Carter (2018) writes that Genius Hour naturally develops a culture of collaboration. We 

wanted to harness this idea by providing the boys with opportunities for engaging in 

discussion groups whereby they would not just criticise each others’ ideas or questions, but 

provide ways to improve them as well. This was clearly evident in the first group session we 

held when the boys acted like a “Shark Tank” of sorts for each other, presenting their ideas 

to the group, which provided constructive feedback to them. Once given the power of this 

positive skill, the students ran with it and one student was quoted as saying, “It really 

helped because the others were going through the same thing and it wasn’t personal it was 

just people our own age helping.” The recording of this session was replayed to the boys in 

an attempt to see the benefits of such a skill and they requested that they hold these “group 

chats” each week to help each other. It became evident that the development of skills in 

providing constructive feedback was crucial to the success of our action. 

Fostering Creativity 
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Opportunities for fostering creativity were demonstrated throughout the Genius Hour 

process in the vast majority of the participants, with 16 out of 18 boys recognising the 

benefits of being able to “create something of their choice” and “use their imaginations.” 

During the initial brainstorming process, every boy expressed at least one idea that was 

vastly different to their usual interests and could thus have been described as “creative.” 

Then, upon commencement of the project phase, 16 of the 18 participants followed through 

with their divergent ideas, rather than reverting to the safety of their routine interests. This 

was particularly insightful, since the boys quickly began to realise that many of their initial 

project ideas would be difficult to execute, and this showed their strong passion to work 

outside their comfort zone, regardless of the challenges they would face.  

The ability to imagine, invent, and create new and exciting things proved to be a recurring 

theme among most of the boys when asked about the benefits of completing a Genius Hour 

project. Overall, all 18 participants reported feeling more creative after completing their 

Genius Hour project compared to doing normal work. Student 14 reflected on the 

experience by stating, “In normal class work, we always have to do what the teachers say, 

but in Genius Hour you get to make up something of your choice and it lets you be very 

creative.” Similarly, Student 4 articulated, “I thought Genius Hour was more fun because I 

got to be creative.... It challenged me to get it done in time and made me recheck things so I 

knew it was good.” Moreover, Student 5 explained that “Genius Hour was much better than 

class time because you needed to be creative and choose your own project. Genius Hour 

builds up your creativity because you have choice in what you do and how you do it.” 

Conclusions 

Throughout our action research journey, it was remarkable to observe the two major shifts 

that occurred within our Year 3 classrooms. The first, and most significant, was a vast 

transformation in learning culture, whereby the boys became empowered to collaborate, as 

well as seek and provide feedback to and support from their peers, without teacher 

intervention. Over time, this resulted in a more autonomous learning process where we, as 

teachers, merely guided the boys in helping meet their task completion deadlines. It was at 

this point that we realised that our classes were now almost entirely accountable for their 

own learning and for leading it in the direction the boys chose for it to go. As teachers in an 

all-boys’ school, we certainly felt that the development of such an environment, whereby 

collaboration, kinaesthetic tasks, and freedom of choice are fundamental to success, 

effectively met the learning needs of boys. 
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Our second set of observable changes were found in the individual boys themselves. During 

our initial brainstorming stages at the project’s commencement, the vast majority of Genius 

Hour questions and project ideas suggested by the boys were, although interesting and 

“creative,” completely impossible to execute at a Year 3 level. Once the boys actually began 

to sink their teeth into their own projects, however, the changes in their ability to think 

critically quickly became apparent. They began to see their own and others’ ideas in a more 

realistic manner and their predictions became more accurate. This factor, along with their 

enhanced perseverance and motivation for learning, were significant enough to make 

Genius Hour a worthwhile component of our classroom programming. 

There are various practical implications of implementing the Genius Hour framework 

within a mainstream primary classroom such as ours. Factors such as time availability, 

access to resources, curriculum constraints, and support for the idea within the school 

community, certainly require consideration. Many of these facets could be minimised 

through modification of the traditional Genius Hour framework to suit the needs of the 

learners and demands of the school. The key takeaway here is the importance of 

adaptability. The boys completing their projects needed to work under the constraints 

placed upon them, be that time and resourcing, and had to adapt to these. As teachers, we 

also had to allow our own teaching methods and school curriculum to adapt to meet the 

needs of the learners under our guidance. The prospect of this was what prompted our 

initial idea for action research and we are incredibly proud of the overall success of our 

project.  

Reflection Statement 

This invigorating journey taught us more than we ever thought it could whilst still teaching. 

Our action research project has continued to light the fire in our bellies even more to 

constantly adapt and improve our teaching practices. As teachers, we had never really 

considered action research as a form of improvement, but we both agree that it has been 

such a valuable learning curve that we can see it as a part of our future also. Genius Hour 

proved to us that we can no longer merely judge our boys’ success by numbers and grades. 

Trying to undertake and report on an action research project was always going to be tough, 

especially with everything else that goes along with teaching. The project did have its 

challenges and stumbling blocks; however, these were simply reminders of what our boys 

face day in, day out. There were even times where we questioned the validity of the project 
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or whether it was actually beneficial to the boys. The end projects were a beacon of light for 

us and reminded us why we set out on this adventure in the first place. 

We could not be more appreciative for the opportunity and responsibility bestowed on us to 

become better educators. To our Headmaster, Mr Greg Wain, and our Head of Prep, Mr Jeff 

Symms, you not only made this journey possible but you encourage and inspire us every 

day to become better and to never stop learning. To Mr Andrew Stark, this process would 

not have been this fluent without your organisation and positivity. We thank our colleagues, 

friends and family for their patience and willingness to listen and provide any assistance 

needed. We would also like to thank our Team Leader, mentor, and friend, Janetta Lien who 

gave up so much of her time no matter what time of the day to edit our work, provide 

constructive comments, and be a constant supportive friend who believed in us every step of 

the way. Another thank you must go to the other action researchers in our group who 

provided guidance and support and with whom we have struck a lifelong friendship. 

Additionally, thank you to the IBSC for providing a platform for teachers to learn, 

collaborate, and constantly grow. You are the change the education system needs. Finally, 

we cannot forget the Year 3 boys who taught us what it means to be educators. 
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