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Basic Information

Game Title, Company, and Author

The game I reviewed is Where in the World is Carmen Sandiego? (r), version 3.5.  This version was released in 1998.  The company is Broderbund Software Inc., which is a leader in educational software for children.   The Lead Designer is listed as Bo Everson, but there is a large group of contributors including 8 programmers, 6 graphic artists, 6 writers, 27 voice artists, 17 musicians, and a QA department.   Wow! What a large group it takes to make a state-of-the-art product!

Type of Game

The Carmen Sandiego series falls in the edutainment category.  It is designed to entertain kids with the challenge of finding Carmen Sandiego’s henchmen, while immersing them in global geography and history. 

Price

The game generally retails for $20.

Hardware Requirements

The disk contains versions for Windows 3.1, Windows 95, and MacIntosh.  The minimum hardware requirements for both Windows versions is a 33 MHz 486, 8 MB RAM, 15 MB Hard disk, 2x CD-ROM, 640x480 display with 256 colors.  QuickTime is used for the graphics displays.



My actual installation requires 12 MB of hard disk when the game is not executing.  I have a 133 MHz Pentium system with 48 MB RAM, and an 8X CD-ROM.  The software performs quite well on this system with no unacceptable delays in sound, music, video, or game play.

Game Summary

Please note that this summary is derived from both my own testing and from evaluating 3 elementary school children’s use of the game.   The children are all good readers, all girls, and range in age from 7 to 10 years old.   The 10 year old is very familiar with the game, while the other 2 have only used it a few times. 



I evaluated it with 2 main criteria:  1) It must be very simple to use without requiring directions,  2) It must  hold the players attention while also teaching them something about geography.

Quick Overview, Story Line, and Player’s Role

Carmen Sandiego is an educational game for late elementary school children that puts the player in the role of a detective.  The player questions witnesses to track down suspects that are traveling from country to country.   The story board attached as the last sheet illustrates the story line and game play sequence.



First, the player is given a case by the Chief.  The Chief states what the crime was and where is was committed.  The player is then flow to that country. While in a country, the player questions suspects ( up to 4) to determine where the suspect has traveled and what the suspect looks like.   In this mode, the player can use the Babel-Link Translator computer to call up the tools described in the user interface section that follows.   Upon determining where a suspect has traveled to, the player selects the “Fly By Night Travel” interface to navigate to the next country.  If the player successfully determines the identity of the suspect and follows them to 4 countries, the player is allowed to arrest the suspect.  After making an arrest, the Chief appears, congratulating the player and asking the player if they would like to take another case.  This completes the game play loop.

Installation

Installation is as simple as I have seen.  Once the CD is inserted, an autorun file moves the user through the installation process.  There are all the usual set-up steps such as reading the licensing agreement and choosing the location of the installed files.    The manual also includes a description of the installation and troubleshooting tips that are appropriate for novice computer users.   The vocabulary in the manual is at an adult reading level.  

User Interface

The interface is from a first person perspective.  The player (detective) is holding a specialized computer (Babel-Link Translator) that serves as the interface to all the game functions.  The Babel-Link Translator appears at the bottom of the screen and is always available.



Above the Babel-Link Translator is a view of the country that the detective is currently searching.   The background is a synthesis between actual photographs and animation quality drawings  of famous landmarks in that country.  The user is able to see a 360 degree view of this scene, but only from a stationary point.   



In the foreground are cartoon style animated witnesses that the player interviews to find clues.  Listed below are some of the user interface features and flaws for each of these elements.

Babel-Link Translator

This computer contains 4 pop-up windows with the following functions:

“World Wiz”  information data base.  This window lets the player find which country contains keywords in the clues given by witnesses.  For example, if the clue contains the phrase “Nile River”,  the player can enter Nile River into the database to determine the country is Egypt.   This function also contains a language translator for about 3 dozen key phrases.  Each phrase can be translated into about a dozen languages.  The final function is a connection to the internet for further exploration on topics about each country.

Satellite Link to headquarters.  This window lets you communicate with ACME detective headquarters.  You can either talk to the Chief, who appears in a videophone, or request a guide who gives you a guided tour of the country you are in.  The guides are a great educational feature.  To encourage the player to use the guides, the guide tells the player if they have selected the proper suspect.

Digisketch and Warrant window.  This window lets you record data on the suspects appearance.   The Digisketch is an entertaining and helpful interface.  It is an animation of the suspects hair color, height, weight, and other features that help the player remember key clues about the suspect.  Once the player knows all the details about the suspect they can request a warrant in this window.

Travel window.  This window is used to navigate from country to country.  The player can either select from a list of countries or use a photo-realistic globe to select the destination.   The globe is a wonderful educational feature.  I would like to see this be the only interface to force the player to learn the continents and countries. 

Questioning Witnesses and Suspects

Witnesses and suspects rapidly walk past the screen.   The cursor changes to a question mark when it is over a witness/suspect.  A mouse click stops the witness/suspect to allow you to ask them questions.   The witness/suspect then politely asks if he/she can help you.  There are 3 phrase the player may ask which are listed on the Babel-Link Translator window.   The player selects the desired phrase with the mouse and the witness/suspect responds.



This interface is very intuitive, even for young children.   Communication from the witnesses/suspects is both spoken and written in a bubble next to the character.  The words are spoken clearly and the phrases are written to about a 4th grade vocabulary.  The tone of the spoken words is very friendly and positive.



The only problem with this part of the interface is the speed of the characters as they move across the screen.  Sometimes it is difficult to select them with the mouse to ask them questions.  There is a well-hidden game option to slow the characters down, but this did not seem to have much of an affect.   This does not hinder game play, but did cause frustration to my 7 year old tester.

Movement

There are only two types of player movement.   The first type of movement allows the player to look 360 degrees around them in 4 distinct views.  To perform this 90 degree turn, the player moves the cursor to the left or right edge of the screen. The cursor changes to a curved arrow to indicate the action.  It took me a while to discover how to perform this navigation.   Enabling this action a little further from the edge of the screen would make it easier to discover for first time users and easier to use for more advance players.



The other type of movement is from country to country.  This navigation is very well done.  The player uses the Babel-Link Translator to connect with “Fly By Night Travel”.  From this window, the player selects their destination.  A photo-realistic globe is used to show an aircraft traveling from the current country to the destination country. 

Game Goals and Scoring

The highest level goal of the game is to become a Super Sleuth.  The player does this by capturing 40 suspects.   There are 7 intermediate levels to give the player short term goals.  The shortest goal is to catch one suspect by tracking down clues and following them through 4 countries.  The animation and congratulations from the Chief provide good incentive for the player to complete this goal.

Artwork

The artwork is an incredible mix of cartoon character animation, video clips, and photo images of famous landmarks throughout the world.



There is a wide variety of cartoon witnesses and suspects with various body shapes and quirky habits.  To add to the variety, characters clothing colors and accessories are constantly changed to give the appearance of a near infinite cast.



There are video clips of the Chief giving case assignments, offering help, and giving congratulations when a suspect is captured.  There must be several dozen different clips since I did not see any repetition in the 4 hours I played and the 3 hours I witnessed user testing.  There are also video clips from various countries in the  “World Wiz” database.  Each clip is about 30 seconds worth of narrated tours of the country.



The photo images of the various countries are the background during the player’s questioning of the witnesses.  The have a cartoon like animation added to them to make the images more appealing to the intended audience.   In addition, the photo realistic globe used in the navigation window gives an authentic and educational feel to these sequences.  The player is allowed to rotate the globe either clockwise or counterclockwise.  The rotating animation is outstanding.  It is not distorted while moving and responds rapidly to the players movement inputs.

Sound and Music

The sound and music in this game are the best I have seen!   There must be almost an hours worth of music on the CD.  Each country has its own native songs in a background sound track while the player is in that country.  Some of the music selections are well known, such as the ones from Western European countries, while others were not familiar to me.  The variety of background music is very impressive.  I now understand why it took 17 musicians to create the sound for this game.



The variety of character speech is also impressive.  There are 27 separate voice actors listed in the credits.  Based on the 7 hours of play time that I evaluated the game, there were very few character vocals that were repeated.  Each character has a tone that is helpful and not at all intimidating to the children who tested this game.



In addition, there are the usual sound effects for the humorous animations that are included.  This portion of the sound was average for a top of the line educational product.

Special features

The only feature that I would consider a special feature is the internet connection that is now a part of this game.  Selecting this button connects the player to the Carmen Sandiego website.  The website has links to various country information to allow the player to find out more detailed information.  It also allows the player access to the “Where in the web is Carmen Sandiego?” game.  This game combines both history and geography web pages in a format that should hold kids attention.  Because of the history content, it is probably more appropriate for late elementary or middle school children.

Manual

The manual is very high quality.  It contains 4 color artwork and a professional layout.  This would indicate to me that it is well planned and not just rushed together at the end of the release process.  



The manual contains installation and troubleshooting information and also background and game detail.  While the same information can be found in the on-line help, the manual adds value by providing a convenient reference.  Helpful information includes the list of villains, educational backgrounds of each of the guides, and game play options.

Bugs

None found.

Game Review

Good Features

The travel guides are an excellent education resource.  They talk in detail about the landmarks and religion of the country.

Help can be provided by the Chief as a video clip.  This gives a feeling that a live person is trying to help the player.

Some of the details are a nice touch.  As the player moves from country to country, the game tracks the time of day, including travel time.  The backgrounds change from day to night depending on the time of day.

Outstanding graphics.

Unbelievable variety of music and sounds.

Foreign language phrases are mixed in.  This gives children an appreciation that not everyone speaks as they do.

In the words of my 10 year old tester, its “awesome” what happens when you complete all the phrases in the language link-up.  (This is a feature that asks the player to correctly translate foreign phrases).  The cartoon animation that appears as a reward was well liked by my testers.

Poor Features, Design Flaws, and Recommended Improvements

Some of the user interface features were difficult for the 7 and 8 year old testers to work.  Namely:

Directions to enter a player name are scrolled across the screen when the game starts.  This moved too fast for the younger readers.

The suspects and witnesses move to fast to be easily selected by the player.

It is not clear what steps the player must perform when they first start.  All 3 testers asked the question, “What do I do now?”.

Some of the vocabulary and word plays in the clues were too advance for the younger players.

The pop-up window buttons were too small for the younger users.  Occasionally they click the wrong button because their mouse movements are not as precise as older players.

Feedback that the player is solving the crime correctly is not obvious.  The 10 year old tester recognized that a travel announcement only appears if you are heading to the proper country. 

In the travel window, if the player selects a country they are instantly transported to that country.  This caused some navigation problems with my tester.  Adding a dialog to verify the player wants to travel to the selected country would have prevented these interface problems.



Some of the game play features could be improved including:

The country search database shows a map of the country of interest.  This narrow view does not indicate which continent the country is in.  Showing a wider view, possible in an adjacent window, would give the player a sense of world geography.

The player can track down criminals by rapidly questioning witnesses, entering data base searches, and flying to the resulting country.  This cycle does not take advantage of the learning potential of the game.  The player should be required to learn more details about the country before moving on to the next location.  “Where in the web is Carmen Sandiego?” requires the player to answer a fill-in-the-blank question before proceeding with the game.  A similar feature on this game would be appreciated by parents and educators.

Comparison to Similar Products/Overall Strengths and Weaknesses

Other edutainment titles I am familiar with include the Jump Start series, Math Blaster, KidPix, and SimTown.  Carmen Sandiego leans more toward the entertainment side like the KidPix and SimTown packages.  While the kids enjoy these and learn how to think creatively, parents expect the child to become a geography wiz from this title.  It scores much lower in education value than Math Blaster or the Jump Start series. The emphasis on education is designed in to Math Blaster and Jump Start since they list educators on their credits.  This implies they consult with educators to understand the school curriculum and incorporate them into the “game”.



From the child player’s perspective, Carmen Sandeigo held the attention of my testers.  In addition, my children use this software as much as any other, so it scores high on the “keeps the kids interested” scale.

Appropriate Audience

Based on my testing, the game is most appropriate for children 8 and above.  Strong reading skills are required.  There is no content that parents would find inappropriate.  This fits with the manufacturers recommendation of ages 9 and up.

Summary

In general this program is very well done.  It entertains elementary age children while immersing them in a world geography environment.  The sounds, characters, and animation are all among the best I have seen.  While not as education oriented as I  would like, the children do pick up some exposure to geography and foreign languages.



Before this evaluation I thought the product was well worth the price.  That was before we discovered the “Where in the web is Carmen Sandiego?” link.  This link has greatly expanded the program and the value of the package.

Greg Turgeon

CIS 587 Assignment 1- Where in the World is Carmen SanDiego
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