
ABOUT THE STARTUP! FOUNDATION COURSE 
 
DOT LEARNING MISSION 

 To promote the development of lifelong learning practices that will help learners 
become leaders in their communities. 

 To empower DOT learners by facilitating the learning process, rather than training 
simple skills. 

 
GOALS OF STARTUP! FOUNDATION COURSE 
The StartUp! Foundation Course is the first part of a larger program—the Enterprise 
Track—developed by Digital Opportunity Trust (DOT) (www.dotrust.org) to help 
Participants start and/or grow a business. The goal of this Foundation Course is to help 
Participants develop an effective business model that will reduce the risk of having their 
startup business fail. At the end of the course Participants will have a solid idea of their 
business and be prepared to present it to stakeholders. 

 
TARGET AUDIENCE 
StartUp! Foundation Participants have completed ReachUp! and enter the StartUp! 
Foundation Course with a business idea. They are familiar with DOT, DOT concepts of 
empowerment and sustainability, and DOT learning processes. 
Participants are individuals who want to start or grow a business or recover an at-risk or 
failed business. 
 
They need to: 

 Have completed ReachUp! or 3-day StartUp! workshop. 
 Have a vision for their business that is based on their skills and passions and 

available assets. 
 Have considered the feasibility of their business idea against available assets and 

the attractiveness of the idea to them and their customers. 

 
RATIONALE FOR THE APPROACH USED IN THE STARTUP! 
FOUNDATION COURSE 
The StartUp! Foundation Course is grounded in the work of leading international business 
startup experts, including that of Alex Osterwalder and 450 other international business 
strategists on business model generation, as well as Steve Blank and Bob Dorf, authors of 
THE STARTUP OWNER’S MANUAL. This approach is being embraced by business schools, 
such as Harvard, Stanford, Berkeley, and Columbia, as they are “abandoning the business 
plan as the template for entrepreneurial education”. This new approach to 
entrepreneurship is designed to address the primary reasons that startups fail, which 
include: 



1. Poor planning or a lack of planning 
2. An ineffective business model 
3. Incorrect assumptions about market size or penetration 
4. Products that don’t appeal to customers 
5. Incorrect pricing of the product or service 
6. Spending too much before generating income 
 

DOT’s StartUp! Foundation Course is intended to minimize the risk and scale of failure by 
ensuring businesses are founded on strong business models that are tested in the 
marketplace. In the StartUp! Foundation Course, Participants will be led through cycles of 
ideation, planning, and market testing using their own business ideas. By the end of the 
course, the business model for their own business will have been developed and market 
tested. 

 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 
During DOT’s StartUp! Foundation Course, Participants develop and test their business 
model using an adapted Business Model Canvas. They document their business 
assumptions and then test them in the marketplace prior to investing excessive money and 
time in the startup. 
This foundational course allows Participants to develop concrete knowledge about their 
business and come up with an effective and sustainable business plan. 
 
The StartUp! Foundation Course is just one component of DOT’s Enterprise Track, the goal 
of which is to support Participants in the development and growth of a business. Within the 
Enterprise Track there are also opportunities for individual coaching, mentoring, self- 
directed learning, and specialized classroom-based modules that address more advanced 
business topics (e.g., marketing, record keeping). 

 
DOT GUIDING INSTRUCTIONAL PRINCIPLES 
 

At DOT, we “facilitate learning” rather than “train people”. Training suggests that we 
transfer skills into people. Facilitating learning suggests helping them develop a learning 
practice for the rest of their lives. 
All DOT learning is grounded in the following adult learning principles: 

1. Adults need to know why they are learning. 
2. Adults are responsible for what they learn, how they learn it, and how much they 
get from the learning. 
3. Adults are interested in immediate application to their lives. 
4. Adult learning is problem-centred rather than conceptual. 
5. Adults are intrinsically motivated rather than externally motivated. 
6. Adults learn through experiences. 

 
 



COURSE STRUCTURE 
The StartUp! Foundation Course involves formal classroom learning facilitated by Interns, 
as well as group coaching and tutoring. Everything they do in this course relates to their 
own business. Participants learn about the key business concepts through a simplified 
experience and then apply their learnings in classroom exercises to ensure concepts are 
understood. The in-class experience is then followed by a deeper application of the concept 
to their own business. Participants will be supported in their learning (understanding of 
concepts) and business application by Intern and peer coaching, tutoring, and group 
problem-solving. StartUp! Foundation comprises 10 modules, each of which has the 
following four components: 

1. Classroom session 
2. Application to own business 
3. Tutoring session 
4. Group coaching session 

 
CLASSROOM SESSIONS 
The StartUp! Foundation Course comprises ten 3-hour classroom sessions. Each classroom 
session focuses on one or more aspects of the Business Model Canvas that Participants’ 
apply to their business idea. 
 
APPLICATION TO OWN BUSINESS 
After each classroom session, Participants have until the next classroom session to apply 
what they learned to their own business and finalize their work on that portion of the 
Business Model Canvas, which includes testing their assumptions in the marketplace with 
actual customers. Participants should update their Business Model Canvas to reflect what 
they have learned from each of the market tests. 
 
TUTORING SESSIONS 
The tutoring sessions are optional sessions where the Participants can meet with the Intern 
to get additional support to help them understand concepts presented in the module. It is 
suggested that these sessions last 1-2 hours and are organized as “office hours”. 
 
GROUP COACHING SESSIONS 
Coaching sessions are 3 hours in length. They occur after the classroom session and after 
Participants have had time to apply that module’s concepts to their own business and 
completed the relevant portion of the Business Model Canvas. 
The goals of the coaching sessions are to: 

 Help Participants overcome challenges faced in applying the concepts to their own 
business though peer coaching 

 Build rapport and group strength among the Participants 
 Teach group and peer coaching tools and processes to be used during and after the 

DOT engagement at home, at work, and in business 
 Create a support and business network that can be drawn upon during and after the 

StartUp! Foundation Course. 
 



COURSE CONTENTS 

 

MODULE 1, ARTICULATE YOUR BUSINESS VISION 

Outcomes of the session to participants: 

 Taking steps to create a positive learning atmosphere 
 Developing their business vision statement 
 Adjust their business based on anticipated market change 
 Practice sharing their business vision 

This module introduces Participants to the Business Model Canvas, which is the core tool 
used throughout this course. 
 

MODULE 2, KNOW YOUR CUSTOMERS 

Outcomes of the session to participants: 

 Place the customer at the heart of the business 
 Create customer personas to represent their target customers 

The purpose of this module is for Participants to begin to create their business around a 
customer. Customer-centered startups have a much better chance of success than those 
that are based on the founder’s assumptions of needs or problems in the marketplace. 
Business owners greatly improve business decision-making by asking, “What is the value to 
the customer?” 
 

MODULE 3, ESTIMATING ANNUAL SALES INCOME 

Outcomes of the session to participants: 

 Determining the size of their addressable market 
 Begin to fill out the Customers Sheet of their Business Model Canvas 
 Estimate their annual income 

In this module, Participants determine whether their business is sustainable based on 
estimates of market size. Estimating the size of the market early in the program will allow 
Participants to rethink their business concept before getting too deep into the rest of the 
process. 
 



MODULE 4, VALIDATING THE CUSTOMER 
PROBLEM ASSUMPTIONS 
 

Outcomes of the session to participants: 

 Compare the difference between “need” and “want” 
 Record their assumptions about customer needs and goals 
 Prepare to test those assumptions with customers 
 Develop a customer list for testing 

Participants use assumptions about their customers to design a sustainable business. In 
this module, Participants will develop a plan for testing the assumptions that they have 
made about their customer. Accurate testing and correction of these assumptions will 
guide Participants to a sustainable, successful business. 
 

MODULE 5, DESIGN YOUR VALUE PROPOSITION 

Outcomes of the session to participants: 

 Design a product or service that meets specific needs in the market 
 Communicate the features of that product or service 
 Determine key benefits for each feature based on customer desires 

In this module, Participants revise their product or service using all of their customer 
knowledge to date. They then apply the redesign and customer knowledge to determine 
key benefits and features that should be used in marketing and selling the product or 
service. 
 

MODULE 6, THE VALUE PROPOSITION SHEET 

Outcomes of the session to participants: 

 Record key points from their detailed product descriptions on the Value Proposition 
Sheet of the Business Model Canvas 

 Record key points from their detailed feature/benefit descriptions on the Value 
Proposition Sheet of the Business Model Canvas 

 Calculate the competitive value of their features 
 Estimate the cost of the problem to the customer, either in financial or other costs 

 
In this module, Participants begin to record their detailed product or service learnings on 
the Value Proposition Sheet of the Business Model Canvas. Even though earlier work 
represents a deeper level of thinking that will be recorded there, the Business Model 



canvas will act as a big picture record of what the business does, how it works and what is 
needed to deliver. 
 

MODULE 7, TEST YOUR VALUE PROPOSITION 

Outcomes of the session to participants: 

 Design a Minimum Viable Product (MVP) 
 Design a customer test to get feedback on their MVP 

In this module, Participants design an MVP based on everything they know about their 
customers’ needs and wants. They will use that MVP to get feedback on the attractiveness 
of the business offering and to revise their product or service to be more attractive to 
customers. 
 

MODULE 8, REVENUE AND PRICING STRATEGY 

Outcomes of the session to participants: 

 Decide on revenue models that are appropriate for each customer segment 
 Determine the out-of-pocket expenses necessary for creating a product or service 
 Establish a price for their product or service for each customer segment 
 Use that price to estimate annual revenue 

 

In this module, Participants can explore a variety of ways from making money from a 
variety of customers, using the same product but different revenue models. The use of 
different revenue models will determine different pricing and could help Participants 
appeal to more customers than they have originally planned to serve. They will also 
establish a baseline price for their product or service, below which they cannot go and still 
make money. 

 
MODULE 9, CUSTOMER CHANNELS, KEY 

ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES 

Outcomes of the session to participants: 

 Determine their channel strategy 
 List key activities that make the business successful 
 List key resources that make the business successful 



 Estimate the cost of doing business 
 Calculate the difference between cost and revenue to estimate profit 

In this module, Participants make decisions about what assets and activities the business 
must have in order to deliver the product or service that customers will value. They then 
determine whether or not the business can make money based on the business model that 
they have chosen. 
 

MODULE 10, PREPARE YOUR BUSINESS STORY 

Outcomes of the session to participants: 

 Design a presentation around their Business Model Canvas 
 Practice the presentation in front of peers and receive peer feedback 

 

In this module, Participants assimilate all of their business thinking into a concise 
presentation of their business model. They practice the presentation to prepare to deliver a 
formal presentation to potential stakeholders. 


