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Introduction

BrainCogs is a program designed for 4th—8th grade students to aid with successful learning, studying,
and test taking. The CD-ROM focuses on five cognitive processes named "brain cogs": remembering,
organizing, prioritizing, shifting, and checking. There are a total of 13 strategies utilized in the program,
and each "cog" includes two or three learning strategies. According to the teacher's guide in the
program packet, this software is a research-based program focusing on the cognitive skill development
of students. The strategies provided in the program help students improve academic performance and
also acquire life-long learning skills.

Researchers have found that many learning strategies are applicable for language learning (Lessard-
Clouston, 1997). If it is used effectively, BrainCogs can show ESL/EFL learners ways to apply various
learning strategies to their English language learning, as well as to content-area learning.

The Program
Getting Started

To install the program, users need to place the CD-ROM into the CD drive of a computer and locate the
"BrainCogs installer" on the disk. If users click the "BrainCogs installer" icon, the CD-ROM wiill
automatically install files on the computer. After installation, a BrainCogs icon will be created on the
desktop of the computer. If users click the icon, the program will open a log-in screen [Figure 1]. If
students are new users, they will need to create their own account with a screen name, a password, and
full name for log-in. If students are returning users, they will need to click their name in the "full name"
box and type their screen name and password in the appropriate boxes. [Figure 2].
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The CD-ROM provides a "sample user" account that allows users to go through every screen in the
program, rather than go in the specific order presented on the CD. This allows teachers, as an
"administrator”, to take a look at any section. Teachers can log in as a "sample user" by simply clicking
on "Returning Brain Cogger" and then using the provided information full name (lzzy Sample), screen
name (lzzy Sample), and password (Cogs).



The Cogs

Once logged-in, the user will see a short movie that explains the need for utilizing BrainCogs' "learning
strategies"”, and how to learn the strategies. A narrator introduces five BrainCogs [Figure 3] with colorful
images and effective sounds which motivate users to learn. Five members of the "Rotten Green
Peppers" (RGP) [Figure 4] are introduced. They are the "tour guides" through the program. Each of
them represents a student who has a problem such as: disorganizing, forgetting to check details, and
failing to prioritize. Each "band member" guides users through the strategies in a cog. The band
members learn BrainCog skills alongside the students by exploring the program as their companions.

[Figure 3] [Figure 4]

After watching the introductory RPG movie, the user will see the main menu that includes the five Cogs
and a selection menu which allows the user to exit, take a "snapshot”, and/or view program extras
[Figure 5].

[Figure 5]

Clicking "snapshot" selection on the main menu allows the user to see a site map of the program. Here
one can view BrainCogs' 13 strategies (grouped according to cognitive processes): remembering,
organizing, prioritizing, shifting, and checking [Figure 6].

[Figure 6]
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Each cog also begins with an animated movie [Figure 7] and a menu of strategies [Figure 8]. The menu
screen allows student access in any order. But students should try all the strategies in their proposed
order, because the program is constructed for this type of build-on based learning.



[Figure 7] [Figure 8]
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A narrator explains each strategy: what the strategy is, when the strategy is most helpful, and how to
use the strategy. Then, example activities for each strategy are provided for students. As an example
activity, students will be asked to read articles from newspapers, letters, emails, or journals, and then to
answer questions based on the stories.

Reinforcement Activities
After students have practiced each strategy with the cog's activities, they will be asked to practice the
strategy with questions that are relevant to academic content such as: geography, science, history, and
vocabulary. The questions are presented in several formats: drag and drop, fill-in-the-blank, multiple
choice, and true/false [e.g. Figure 9].

[Figure 9] [Figure 10]
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If students click "The Memory Jogger" [Figure 9] to get help during the question activity, the program will
provide tips on how to apply strategies to solve the questions [Figure 10]. Students will also be provided
with verbal feedback for each activity. For example, students may be asked questions such as (via

voice/sound card), "How did you do?" or "Did you get them all?" after responding to a query. At all
times, students have the option to go back to the previous page or return to the main menu.

Each strategy ends with a review screen called "Use It or Lose It" [Figure 11]. In this screen, a band
member reflects on his use of strategy and provides his intention of how to use each strategy in school.
As the final step of every cog, summary questions [Figure 12] are provided. The questions are intended
to find out the preference and the level of comprehension of the students. After completing the
questions, the RGP band will play a song that is related to the strategies of a particular section. Once
students complete a section of cogs, they can listen to the song by clicking an "on-screen concert ticket"
at the top of left side of the strategy menu (see Figure 8).

[Figure 12]

[Figure 11]
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Getting Scored

Students will get a personalized certificate [Figure 13] when they complete the program. The certificate
displays the information about the strategy use of each student: performance and preference.

[Figure 7]
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The performance scoring ("Star" symbol) is based on the activities related to school subjects, and the
preference scoring ("Heart" symbol) is based on the final summary questions at the end of each cog.
Both performance and preference scoring is based on the answers a students enters the first time
through the program. With the information from the certificate, students can recognize which strategies
work best for them and find ways to effectively use the strategies for certain tasks.

Administration Tools

The BrainCogs CD-ROM has "Administration Tools" which can also be installed on the computer during
the initial installation. The "Administration Tools" are in the "Administration folder" on the CD. Teachers
are provided with information about each student's progress and performance results. The
"personalized snapshot" [Figure 14] allows teachers to check the performance of any student who has
logged into that same computer. This information can help teachers analyze their students' strengths,
weakness, and learning styles. By maximizing the information, teachers can better understand and

assist their students' learning strategies.
[Figure 8]
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Extras

When students click "Extras" on the main menu (see figure 5), they will see two test-taking strategies:
self-advocacy and managing stress. Each strategy is explained by a short movie. The movie provides
more practical tips that students can use before, during, and after taking tests for example, how to
prepare before a test, how to handle difficult questions during the test, and what to do after the test.



Program Evaluation

Learning strategies are defined as learners' actions and thoughts that occur during learning (Weinstein
& Mayer, 1986). Research has shown that successful language learners often use strategies in an
orchestrated fashion (Oxford, 1990). In this review, | analyzed BrainCogs in terms of second language
learning strategy training research (Kinoshita, 2003; Oxford, 1990; Rubin and Thompson, 1994).

The Strengths

The various advantages of BrainCogs can be summarized as follows: first of all, the program contains
various learning strategies such as remembering, organizing, and checking that have been found
effective strategies for all subject area learning (Park, 1995). Each strategy is introduced in explicit ways
at the beginning of each cog to help students clearly understand what the strategy is and why they need
to learn it, when they could use it, and how they can use it. Furthermore, this clarification encourages
students to take more active roles in the learning process. Next, immediate application of each strategy
iIs one of the advantages of this program. BrainCogs includes various activities that allow students to
practice each strategy. It also includes example activities focusing on how strategies can be used for
solving daily life problems in addition to school tasks. For instance, Inez, one of the RGP members, did
not check her schedule, but she was able to successfully prepare for a big concert by using the
"personal checklist" strategy. In terms of learner anxiety and motivation, BrainCogs seems to
successfully reduce anxiety and increase student motivation by providing colorful animation and
interactive structures (e.g. prompt voice feedback).

For teachers, the program can be utilized as a systematic teaching tool that is beneficial for developing
their students' learning strategies. Also, the program helps teachers to gather individual student
performance information and to effectively monitor progress with the administrative tools. With this
information, teachers can also reinforce the motivation of their students to practice and acquire learning
strategies that fit best with their individual preference. Furthermore, teachers can encourage students
to share their ideas about strategy use in discussions with others.

The Weaknesses

Even though BrainCogs has many advantages, there are a few weaknesses as well. First, it would be
better if the program would provide activities that allowed students to "type" answers rather than simply
choose ready-made answers. In this way, students would be more active learners by having an
opportunity to think more divergently. In addition, most of the tasks in the program only allow for single
strategy use. Thus, it would be great if the program would include activities that encouraged the
practice of "multiple strategies use" for each task. In reality, strategies are often used together, and also
support each other (O'Malley & Chamot, 1990). Therefore, well-intended activities that allow students to
use combinations of strategies would have more positive and significant effects on their learning.

Conclusion

t has been continuously found that learning strategies are 'teachable’, and teaching learning strategies
can have positive effects on task performance and the language learning process. Thus, various
learning strategies have been used for all content areas and language learning both in classroom
settings and more informal learning environments (Lessard-Clouston, 1997). In light of this fact,
BrainCogs seems to provide essential tools for enhancing students' learning. especially for ESL/EFL
students who can take advantage of BrainCogs for their English language learning. Research has
repeatedly shown that the conscious, tailored use of learning strategies can increase the language
achievement and proficiency of ESL/EFL students, because certain strategies or clusters of strategies




are closely linked to particular language skills or tasks. In summary, successful language learners tend
to select appropriate strategies (O'Malley & Chamot, 1990). BrainCogs provides various and simple
strategies that are easy to learn and transferable to language tasks beyond content area tasks.
Furthermore, the program facilitates an individualized learning program that is well-designed to satisfy
individual needs and preferences.

However, it should be noted that students will effectively acquire all the strategies in BrainCogs only
when teachers use them correctly. Therefore, teachers should find the best way to utilize this program
with their students in their own context.
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