


Chapter Two: Overview of the Software

The software was designed using Asymetrix Toolbook 4.0, a multimedia authoring environment, whose characteristics are believed to support the methodological approach adopted in this context. It is a hypermedia environment, which allows the author to present information in manageable units whilst indicating to the user relationships between parts of the whole. For the teacher exploiting these features, Toolbook enables authentic texts to be chunked. Toolbook also supports skills work through the integration of media; enables the user to launch and work simultaneously with other pc-based applications, such as MS Internet Explorer 3.02, which provides access to a wealth of authentic material and on-line support. Toolbook’s hypertext functions allow for on-line support, strategy-training and learner choice, while the graphical interface means that materials can be presented in a way that meets the expectations of the presentation-conscious learners in this context.

Writing Business Plans is designed for corporate managers with an advanced level of English. The overall aim of the courseware is to practise the skill of writing a business plan. The secondary skills practised are reading, speaking and listening. There are two sections, the first of which corresponds to the initial stage of the writing process where stimulus and new information are provided as a precursor to organising the content of the business plan. The main input is an authentic text from The Harvard Business Review, describing a non-standard way to write business plans (Shaw and Bromiley, 1998). As well as dealing with effective writing techniques, the article discusses effective ways of learning and therefore also provides input on strategy training. The second section starts with an exploration of the approaches to the writing process and then guides the learner through the stages of writing a plan. The software is designed so that the second section could be used as a standalone activity. The courseware is non-linear: the learner is presented with a range of options and has the opportunity to work with MS Word 7 and the Web. The duration of the program will depend entirely on learner choices of options and learner pacing. The learner works with the computer and the teacher in the usual training room.

Design Features
  The software has been designed to support the methodological approach adopted and ease the integration of the computer into the learning process.

  It is important that the objectives of the courseware are explicit (Criswell, 1989:7; Laurillard and Murillo, 1993:156); that they remain so throughout the program (Laurillard 1995:188); and that the learner has a global conceptualisation of the task (Wild and Quinn, 1998:76). Therefore, the introduction to Writing Business Plans states the final goal and the route the learners will take to achieve that goal. In addition, there are three progress bulletins which inform the learner of what has been achieved, what lies ahead and what their options are at that point. These also help to support global comprehension of the chunked text (Clarke, 1992:15), and encourage participation (Criswell 1989:138). Tips buttons provide the learner with information on how to approach an activity, as suggested by Fox (1986:7) and Laurillard (1995:187) as well as information on learning strategies.
 
    The hypertext branching allows the learner to interact with the areas they consider relevant (Criswell, 1989:9). Options include lexical, structural, reading, and writing activities as well as information on learning strategies, ways to approach writing and information on the company featured in the text. However, none of these activities are essential for reaching the final goal of writing a business plan. Although the program is branching, there is a path through it, which will guide the learners to the final goal. Laurillard (1995:188) stresses the importance of being able to access this path easily. In order to achieve this, it is necessary to limit the number of hyperlinks from one node. Hemard (1997:24) recommends a maximum of five. In Writing Business Plans the greatest complexity of links is at the point where the learner identifies the format they use for their business plans.

 To ensure ease of navigation there is a short tutorial at the beginning of the program. In addition, the learner can request help from the program, and exit or return to the main menu at any time, which is believed to make the program more flexible and powerful (Criswell, 1989:104). Davey et al (1995:41-42) describe this as having an escape route back to "familiar territory".   

Likewise, Addler  (2008:143) lists four key factors in good design.  The course must:
a. State the goals it is designed to meet, and review progress at key junctures 
b. Be visually engaging
c. Be highly interactive
d. Be straight-forward to navigate. 
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The Learners 
Writing Business Plans is congruent with the learner profile of the learners for whom the program is designed: their professional experience includes writing business plans and dealing with authentic materials; they are competent using Windows-based applications both at work and in the training context. 
 
Content
CALL applications need to meet the requirements of those using the medium (Ashworth 1996:94). Novo Nordisk managers are expected to write business plans as part of their responsibilities. These may be departmental or project-based, as opposed to product-based, but the principles of writing business plans, recommended in the article, equally apply.

  The original text is nine pages long and since the length of the Harvard Business review articles often deters learners from reading them, the text is chunked. Reading on screen can be visually fatiguing for learners and Fox (1989:6) contends that learners need to practise reading skills with paper-based text rather than with large amounts of text on screen. However, in the target situation, the learners are required to interact with large quantities of text on the company Intraweb, the WWW and in e-mail attachments, so it seems appropriate to present the learners with text on screen. Taking individual preferences into account, however, all but the shortest text are available in print.

  The reading process promoted by the activities fulfils Plass’s (1998:38) criteria for reading comprehension activities. The software begins by activating the learner’s prerequisite knowledge of business plans and making explicit their beliefs about the characteristics of good business plans. Information is then provided which challenges the learner’s conceptions of a good business plan. By asking the learner to consider the information in the light of their own experience this information is accommodated into their existing schemata. More input is provided and the learner needs to process this information and reorganise their existing mental models to be able to discuss the new idea with the teacher. The activities continue with this pattern culminating at the end of section one when they are explicitly asked if they have modified their opinion in light of the information they have received. Demonstration of the integration of the new information into the existing schemata will take place when the learner writes a business plan. 

Writing involves both personal and social processes (Phinney, 1996:142). Authentic oral discourse is promoted between the learner and the teacher. Stevens (1989:40) notes that discovery produces a need to communicate. In this case, communication will involve the learner’s response to the information they have processed and the teacher's authentic response.

Writing the business plan can be undertaken in the training session to allow learners to write with support from the teacher. They are explicitly guided through the stages of the writing process to increase their awareness of an affective approach. In line with Milton’s (1997:238) suggestion, they are afforded both independence and support during writing, which is both individual and structured.
  
 The listening text involves native speaker interaction, a variety of accents, and promotes detailed listening as well as note-taking skills. The content focuses on the speaker’s approach to writing and the learner is asked to reflect on their own approach in relation to that described. 

The learner’s expertise is the starting point of Writing Business Plans and all new information is to be evaluated by the learner in terms of their experience. Learner choice is an integral part of Writing Business Plans. Space is created for learner input through the use of frameworks and discussion as well as the structure provided for the writing of the plan. Higher level cognitive processes, such as problem solving are promoted through the task of writing a plan and using the editing guide (see appendix B) and on-line editing facilities to produce the final document.

  Learners can choose their own weighting of skills, control pacing and control what breaks they take. Learner-centredness in its strongest form entails a tailor-made content and attention to individual learning styles (Light, 1993:40). The courseware is not designed for one learner alone and therefore cannot be entirely tailored to one particular learning style. However, as Wild and Quinn (1998:75) recommend, a choice of paths is provided to accommodate learning styles, for example, they can represent their business plan format visually and/or explain it orally. The concept of learner control can also be extended to social control of interaction patterns (Crookall et al, 1992 98-99) and at points the learner can choose whether to engage in social interaction with the teacher or not.

  	However, the learner does not have total control over the process. As Wild and Quinn (1998:76) state, learner control can improve the learning process but the learner still needs some support and structure. Cobb and Stevens (1996:132) add that it is highly likely that learners will not make the most effective choices alone and that some pedagogical guidance is required. Therefore a linear path is provided for the learner from which they can choose to branch out and move backwards and forwards, but which will take them to the goal of writing a business plan.

 	Learner training is incorporated into the courseware on three levels: explicit information on strategy use in the tips function and sections on the stages of the writing process; implicit training through task type such as predicting and modifying predictions, experimenting with mindmaps and the use of the on-line editing facilities. Self-correction is encouraged through feedback which highlights the relevant area of the text. Self-evaluation is included through frameworks such as “What I’ve learned about the writing process”.

Learner autonomy is promoted through explicit reference to and use of the Web which shows learners the on-line resources available to support them in the writing process (Ryan 1997:215). Finally, by allowing time in the training session for the learner to write a whole text, the learner will be more prepared to write autonomously. 
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The affective needs of the learner are addressed primarily through the presence of the teacher, who is able to interpret and respond to signals and provide appropriate support. In addition, the software also takes the affective needs of the learner into account, through the use of supportive feedback and by allowing for learner control. 

Learner-Computer-Teacher Interaction
The software was designed for use in a one-to-one context, with the aim of promoting the most effective roles of the learner, computer and teacher in a triangular relationship. The nature of those roles will now be discussed more fully.
 
The Role Of The Learner 
  The learner is the key decision maker in the triangular interaction and to a great extent controls the learning process. The learner will be largely responsible for the selection and progression of tasks, monitoring their own progress, controlling the pacing and keeping time. If, for example they choose to read all the Tips and optional activities, the activities could take 10-12 hours. Alternatively, if the learner follows the linear path and discards some of the activities, they could take forty-five minutes to complete. In choosing the Web options, learners may also become explorers of information. Unlike the teacher or the computer, they will be experts in the area of business plans and in creating their own.

  Levy states that the tutor/tool framework does not imply that that the roles are exclusive (1997:179). The role of the computer in Writing Business Plans is conceptualised as both tutor and tool.

   The tutor role of the computer is pre-determined to some extent by the software design. The computer assumes the role of the teacher as guide along a learning path and sets the tasks along that path. However, the computer is not over-controlling: the tasks include the open spaces required for learner input. The computer also assumes the role of the principle information provider. As the provider of feedback, the computer is also assuming the role of evaluator and pedagogical expert. 

  The computer can also be conceived of as a tool in Writing Business Plans. The information provided on learning strategies and approaches to writing can be used by the learner as a resource. Access to The Web is provided to demonstrate to learners where they might find useful resources for future use. The use of the word-processor to write a business plan allows flexible use of the computer for learner input and demonstrates effective use of online editing tools.

The Role Of The Teacher 
In Writing Business Plans, there is a division of responsibilities between the computer and the teacher. As manager of the overall learning process, the teacher is responsible for using the software with the appropriate learners at an appropriate time. The teacher is as much a resource as the computer. While the computer can provide a wealth of attractively presented textual information, the teacher is able to employ her contextual and pedagogical knowledge to provide insightful feedback, help the learner interpret their own experience and to interpret learner signals. The computer provides the textual input and the workspace for learner written output, while the teacher provides the discourse-rich environment for oral output: the learner is asked by the software to discuss their responses to the reflective activities and to the text with the teacher. There may also be interactions generated by the software but not directed by it, for example an individual response to the content or the hypermedia environment. The computer provides the bulk of the instructions except when it would interrupt the flow of interaction, at which point, the teacher provides the next instruction. For example, when the learner is asked by the software to discuss with the teacher the nature of their plans, at the close of that interaction, it is the teacher, not the computer who instructs the learner to click on the Characteristics button and prioritise the characteristics. The teacher is provided with notes on their input not described on screen (see appendix C).

Both the computer and the teacher provide feedback. In general, the teacher provides delayed feedback at the end of the session, by using the feedback sheets which focus on language errors and avoidance noted by the teacher during the activities, as well as new lexis. The feedback sheet (see appendix A) covers both oral and written output and can include any type of interaction that occurs in the session. However, like the computer, the teacher may provide immediate feedback on tasks. While the computer feedback will be content based, the teacher feedback may be motivational. The teacher has an extensive supportive role, providing support in the use of the software and additional linguistic information, interpreting immediate learner needs and providing the encouragement, humour and understanding that the computer is not equipped to provide. This role cannot be scheduled by the design and will operate as needed by the learner in the learning context.

In summary, the computer provides a creative environment for learning, a path along which the learner navigates that environment and authentic information for the target situation. The learner makes decisions within the boundaries defined by the computer and provides their own expertise while the teacher provides authentic oral discourse and support. All three participants are responsible for the evaluation of learner output.

Conclusion
Writing Business Plans aims to maximise the strengths of learner, the computer and the teacher by sharing responsibilities for the learning process and harmonising the different roles. Each has their own responsibility in the activities and each relies on the others for the attainment of the final goal. It is proposed, therefore, that Writing Business Plans will promote effective roles which will be perceived by the learners to meet their needs. In the next section, these hypotheses will be tested.
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