Genius Projects
Creativity is just as important as literacy. 
~Sir Ken Robinson
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Introduction to Genius Projects
Genius[image: image-2.png] Project is a time to for students to follow their passions, search out what is interesting to them, and share that passion with others.
It is a time for wondering, as Angela Maiers asks, “What in the world hurts your heart?” And then finding ways to make people aware and to help find solutions.
It is also a time for projects, those deeper learning units that engage students in inquiry, collaboration, research, connections, and problem-solving.
 For all the time spent in school, students are most often responding to teacher prompts in blocks of time, a factory of widgets on conveyor belts. “And they are all made out of ticky-tacky and they all look just the same,” as Pete Seeger sings.
In today’s world, fourteen years into the twenty-first century, kids outside of school create their own videos and Facebook pages; they connect in real time with their friends and family. They are connected. Even kids in our area are connected, or they find someone who is. They plan meetings, gather together, and connect. They “google” what they don’t know. They are always engaged.
So, two clear questions arise: 
1. Are they connected in ways that serve their futures?
2. Are they engaged learners when in traditional classrooms?
Considering those questions, what do we as teachers need to do to create classrooms that engage learners and model positive online connectedness (often called Digital Citizenship)?
 
Common Core State Standards
 
[image: image-3.png]Let’s unpack the Common Core Standards first, because that’s our focus in the classroom. The Common Core State Standards include these verbs of expectations for students across the standards and their documents:
[image: bullet]Collaborate (collaborate, contribute, engage, interact, participate, share), 
[image: bullet]Compare (associate, categorize, classify, compare, connect, contrast, differentiate, discriminate, distinguish, link, match, relate)

[image: bullet]Create (accomplish, achieve, build, compose, construct, create, develop, draft, form, generate, initiate, produce, publish, record, stimulate)
[image: bullet]Metacognitive (appreciate, attend, design, monitor, persevere, plan, prepare, reflect, self-correct)
[image: bullet]Problem solve (figure out, overcome, problem solve, resolve, solve, surmount)
[image: bullet]Prove/argue (argue, assert, challenge, claim, confirm, defend, disagree, justify, persuade, promote, prove, quantify, specify, support, verify)
[image: bullet]Seek information (acquire, ask, capture, compile, detect, elicit, encounter, evoke, find out, gather, listen, note, notice, observe, question, request, research, search, seek, study)1
[image: bullet]Solve real world problems, evaluate text, grapple, investigate, persevere, construct viable arguments2
Consider the implications for teaching and learning, and the processes, strategies, and practice needed to teach and learn these actions. What is needed? Time and Application.
Even the specific standards align with Genius Projects; the Add Our Genius CCSS page indicates the standards applicable to my classroom projects for grades six, seven, and eight.
[image: image-4.png]Denise Krebs3 reminds us that time is needed for creativity, which leads us to the expectations of Washington State for Career and College Ready Skills for the 21st Century.
 
 
 
 
 
Washington State 21st Century Skills
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The Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI) states that “Washington will incorporate 21st century skills as outlined by the Partnership for 21st Century Skills....The Framework for 21st Century Skills gives a holistic view of teaching and learning that combines a focus on 21st century student outcomes (a blending of specific skills, content knowledge, expertise and literacies) with support systems to help students master the multi-dimensional abilities required of them in the 21st century.”4
What does the Partnership for 21st Century Skills include that supports Genius Projects and project-based learning?

“Enables innovative learning methods that integrate the use of supportive technologies, inquiry- and problem-based approaches and higher order thinking skills5
Enables students to learn in relevant, real world 21st century contexts (e.g., through project-based or other applied work)

Allows equitable access to quality learning tools, technologies and resources

Supports expanded community and international involvement in learning, both face-to-face and online” 6
A block of time long enough to sustain activities that teach tools, collaboration, metacognition, reflection, research, deeper thinking, and content is needed to create an environment that fits team project work in the real world; it’s not 50 or 90 minute time limits -- people work, connect, design, confer, decide, research, etc. over time. Much of Genius Projects include scaffolding, differentiation, and conferences on skills each student needs. Small groups come together to learn one strategy or to share. In addition, the thinking processes and design processes all need to be taught. I build in reflection, conferences, and group work so students learn the metacognitive skills, thinking skills, design processes, search skills, collaborative skills, and habits of mind needed for rigorous and deep study in a connected, collaborative environment.
 
[image: image-6.png]Oliver Schinkten7 reminds us what skills make a difference for our students’ futures.
OSPI, P21, and College Career Ready Skills
Partnership for 21st Century Skills
 
From the Partnership for 21st Century Skills:
Learning and Innovation Skills

Learning and innovation skills are what separate students who are prepared for increasingly complex life and work environments in today’s world and those who are not. They include: 

• Creativity and Innovation

• Critical Thinking and Problem Solving

• Communication and Collaboration

Information, Media and Technology Skills

Today, we live in a technology and media-driven environment, marked by access to an abundance of information, rapid changes in technology tools and the ability to collaborate and make individual contributions on an unprecedented scale. Effective citizens and workers must be able to exhibit a range of functional and critical thinking skills, such as:

• Information Literacy

• Media Literacy 

• ICT (Information, Communications and Technology) Literacy 

Life and Career Skills

Today’s life and work environments require far more than thinking skills and content knowledge. The ability to navigate the complex life and work environments in the globally competitive information age requires students to pay rigorous attention to developing adequate life and career skills, such as:

• Flexibility and Adaptability 

• Initiative and Self-Direction

• Social and Cross-Cultural Skills 

• Productivity and Accountability 

• Leadership and Responsibility 8

 
These skills are as required in our curriculum as the Common Core, and probably more needed in the workplace our students will enter. Even if our students stay in their small towns or local area, with the age of the internet, each student can contribute globally, create their own business online, and collaborate with others around the world. How will they develop and refine these skills soon enough to be part of their generation’s work and social responsibilities? We must include in our curriculum the projects that allow a flow of work, a continuum of pre-planning and collaborative planning; metacognitive reflections, decisions, and topic problem-solving; and the research, feedback, revision, and presentation strategies required of real-world projects. In a project-based curriculum, students learn the processes in the verbs of the Common Core State Standards and the skills of the workplace. And that requires the time included in our Genius Project Fridays, a solid block of time that flows through design, creation, committees, conferences, research, drafts, revisions, feedback, rewriting, and presentation using personal interests, individual conferences, group work, collaboration, and sharing.
 An Example
 As we teachers started our school year, we read and signed the expectations and requirements from our employer, we met and collaborated on best schedules and curriculum for our students, and we began our individual teaching with our own readings, research, and implementation. 
So too with my Genius Project students. Each read the expectations, marking the important parts. Then they met in committees to analyze the posters of certain expectations from another class, with me monitoring their discussions, stopping to ask a group to model their process for the other groups to learn their group strategies. Then students continued their analysis and summarized their findings with their group. Finally, the shared out their findings to the class. The were reading, analyzing, finding evidence in a collaborative committee, with input as needed to learn the processes of doing so.
Next student committees created their own posters, distributing to each member an important part to complete. Again students learned from each other or from other groups as needed to begin the process of learning the strategies of analysis, team work, and collaboration. Students needed to read for meaning, analyze the evidence, and create with the evidence. These activities meet Common Core and 21st Century College and Career skills.
But we weren’t finished yet. Next, in silence, they rotated to read each other’s posters, using Post-It Notes to write comments that analyzed each poster with a compliment and a related question. As we analyzed the comments, we noted which were helpful, which followed the expectations, and how to improve those that did not. With this process, we learn about blogging through this “paper blog.” 
Some students made it through to creating their own blogs, but we ran out of time as lunch time arrived and students did not want to leave. This is just one type of project that integrates reading, writing, 21st Century, and career/work skills in an authentic environment. Students are engaged, active, collaborating, thinking, and developing the habits of mind that promote life long learning. This is a teacher created project that leads to more independent projects based on student choice. Genius Projects lend themselves to a balance of teacher and student-inspired projects.
[image: p21Skills.001.png]
When analyzing the 21st Century Career/Work skills, their importance seems obvious. And yet, what is our focus in the classroom? It’s the skills so measurable they can be broken into bits, pieced out and taught, measured and assessed until their relevance to finding understanding gets lost in the pacing calendar. These career and 21st century skills lend themselves to understanding, to the collaborative nature of our social beings, to understand not just text, but videos, images, web pages, cultures,  conversations, and communication. Sometimes called “soft skills,” they are the glue to gaining understanding within a learning community, or in our students’ futures, in the team work and projects they will one day encounter.
[image: image-7.png]Oliver Schinkten9 shares his discovery of time well spent: Genius Projects make the rest of school work easier to learn. Through the collaborative and presentation processes, students learn the thinking, social, and behavioral skills that will help serve them in their futures, and will engage them as learners in our classrooms.  
[image: image-8.png]Again, let’s consider the Common Core State Standards. As Thom Markham10 indicates, the CCSS expects us to include the process of learning as much as the answer.


[image: image-9.png]CCSS Jump Start with PBL
Thom Markham continues to explain the project approach connection to the Common Core:
“By using a “project-thinking” approach, teachers become more expert at meeting the chief objective of CCSS, which is to improve inquiry-based results in the classroom. This approach also reinforces the skills and attitudes that students will need to succeed with the CCSS. In other words, a consistent “PBL-like” approach will hasten the cultural shift towards depth over coverage.” ~ Thom Marham11
Markham believes that a “short project” approach can “jump start” the implementation of Common Core to meet its intended purpose.
Getting Started
Marham’s six steps to short project design will develop the inquiry-based aspects of a Common Core classroom, whether traditional or project-based. Click to enlarge:
 
[image: steps_pbl_ccss.001.png]




Goals That Matter
Genius Projects provide a vehicle for meeting CCSS and 21st Century College and Career goals. Edutopia explains these important learning outcomes:
Learning Outcomes
 
Work Ethic: The student demonstrates commitment to his/her team, personal responsibilities and tasks.
 
Written Communication: The student effectively expresses and constructs ideas in writing clearly, concisely and correctly to a variety of audiences.  CCSS - Writing
 
Oral Communication: The student speaks correctly, eloquently and effectively before a variety of audiences for multiple purposes.   CCSS -- Speaking and Listening
 
Critical Thinking: The student gathers, analyzes, and synthesizes information in a variety of contexts. CCSS -- Reading and Writing
 
Collaboration: The student actively and respectfully contributes to a team to solve problems while working towards a common goal. CCSS -- Speaking and Listening, Reading and Writing
 
Numeracy: The student applies computation, measurement, estimation and data evaluation in various settings. CCSS--Math
 
Global and Community Engagement: The student explores different perspectives on global, cultural and local issues and values, leading to action in his/her community. CCSS
 
Content: Student creates products through projects that examine, synthesize, and justify content of the state student expectations, Common Core State Standards, acquired in the specific content area. CCSS
 
Technology Literacy: The student selects and utilizes appropriate technology to effectively perform a variety of tasks. CCSS12
 
 
 

And Marzano
[image: prezi_marzano_pbl.png]
 
Finally, evan Marzano provides direction for Genius Projects.  Click Daniel Potter’s Prezi link13 to discover project/problem inquiry related to building student relationships as Marzano’s work indicates.

In Conclusion
[image: nsd_mission.png]How do we best serve students? We enable them to become thinking, caring, productive persons using high standards in a positive learning environment, our school mission.
We guide them through Genius Projects to answer these questions with authentic and positive answers:
1. Are they connected in ways that serve their futures?
2. Are they engaged learners when in traditional classrooms?



Sources
 
See Footnotes 
 
Add Our Genius CCSS page
 
Using PBL to Jump Start the Common Core
 
Best Practices Learning Outcomes
 

Resources
Six Scaffolding Strategies to teach during Genius Projects
Embedding Critical Thinking in Projects Webinar
Genius Hour Wiki: http://geniushour.wikispaces.com/
Genius Hour LiveBinder: http://www.livebinders.com/play/play/829279
What is Genius Hour? http://www.gallitzvi.com/2/post/2012/06/what-is-genius-hour.html
Global Genius Hour Wiki https://theglobalgeniushourproject.wikispaces.com/
[image: nsd_mission-1.png]

1 http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/sept13/vol71/num01/Cognitive-Verbs-and-the-Common-Core.aspx

2 http://www.wholechildeducation.org/blog/project-based-learning-and-common-core-standards

3 http://mrsdkrebs.edublogs.org/2013/09/08/our-expectations-of-creative-genius/

4 http://www.k12.wa.us/CareerTechEd/TwentyFirstCenturySkills.aspx
 

5 http://www.p21.org/overview/skills-framework/352
 

6 http://www.p21.org/overview/skills-framework/354

7 http://mrsdkrebs.edublogs.org/2013/09/08/our-expectations-of-creative-genius/comment-page-1/#comment-1344
 

8 http://www.p21.org/storage/documents/1.__p21_framework_2-pager.pdf

9 http://mrsdkrebs.edublogs.org/2013/09/08/our-expectations-of-creative-genius/comment-page-1/#comment-1344

10 http://www.seenmagazine.us/articles/article-detail/articleid/2883/using-pbl-to-jump-start-the-common-core-standards.aspx

11 http://www.seenmagazine.us/articles/article-detail/articleid/2883/using-pbl-to-jump-start-the-common-core-standards.aspx

12 http://www.edutopia.org/pdfs/stw/edutopia-stw-manor-pbl-bestpractices-culture-learningoutcomes.pdf

13 http://prezi.com/mnxgqkdnrtql/marzano-chapters-4-and-8-project-based-learning-and-teacher-student-relationships/ 
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Tam not “giving up” 20% of my class time. I am
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