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Seven people, supposedly all friends, gather together to enjoy the evening, but before the night is out ... one of them will be dead!
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What is it that drives one person to murder another?  Is it from a sense of betrayal, jealousy or just plain spite?  Does trying to conceal a deception, double-cross or infidelity force someone to take desperate measures?  Will the old saying, "money is the root of all evil", hold true?

Who knows ... but then, that's your job. You pit your wits against people who think they can get away with murder every day.  

You are an up and coming Super Sleuth out to solve crime – specifically, homicide. It's your job to interview the suspects and examine the scene for evidence, discover the murder weapon and where the murder took place ... all before the killer can strike again!

This is definitely a game where brains will overpower brawn every time. Developing a systematic approach for the gathering of both information and evidence plays a major part in solving the cases presented in this game. 

Suspects can be generated by using the AUTOPICK option or can be manually entered by the player. By choosing the latter, friends (or enemies) can be included in the game, giving it a personal touch. This could also suit small groups of players who collectively try to solve the crime.

Clues can be uncovered in a variety of ways, including:

· using the tools available – a magnifying glass, tweezers, flashlight and blueprints

· observation and direct questioning of the suspects

· examining the items scattered around the scene 

· and poking and prying into the various locations themselves. 

As the sleuth, you have a number of ways to analyse the evidence and information collected. These can be accessed from the detective notebook at any time and include:

· the Case File where: 

· personal notes can be entered and reviewed

· suspect data can be sorted by their various attributes

· a checklist can help eliminate suspects and target the murderer

· the Crime Scene Data which displays an at-a-glance table of all the suspects with their main attributes – name, sex, hair colour, type and fibre of clothing worn.

As your skills improve and the number of solved cases increases so does the amount of evidence required to solve the case. This allows you to gradually develop your skills and increases the challenge as you progress. 

· as a Trainee Sleuth you only need to verify suspect alibis to discover the culprit

· as a Probationary Sleuth you must verify alibis and collect the incriminating hair samples from the murder weapon

· as an Experienced Sleuth will need all 3 evidence types for a conviction – alibis, hair samples from the weapon and fibre samples from the murder location.

Just to spice things up – time becomes critical. The guilty party becomes rather nervous if s/he thinks you are getting close to a solution and will try all manner of devious ploys to throw you off the trail. Some of them include:

· leaving incriminating evidence that points to someone else

· hiding the murder weapon in another location

· stalking the sleuth and possibly eliminating him/her.

Both the notebook and the crime scene allow for a variety of input styles – players can enter data via the keyboard and/or the mouse. The game itself is essentially displayed in an interactive story style with graphic elements to enhance the gameplay. 

Each interface is designed to be as intuitive for the player as possible. 

· The notebook has: 

· the look-and-feel of one so that the player can find information quickly with a minimal number of button clicks or key presses

· two modes of navigation – both hierarchical (tabs) and linear (buttons)

· an at-a-glance display of logically grouped information screens

· different ways the player can store and manipulate data collected

· The crime scene has:

· a simple design depicting a house with the information being displayed in the "windows", in a variety of formats

· shortcut buttons to input text or perform an action – verbs, clipboard and notebook 

· text input via the keyboard or via the mouse by clicking on a shortcut button or a word in the displayed text 

· a graphic display for the various murder weapons and possible exits from the current location

· easily accessible housekeeping buttons – movement, sound, save/load and quit

Each time you play, the game will be different, with 19,440,000 possible suspect attribute combinations, 6400 possible location combinations in 4 scenarios, 180 different weapons, and 1080 clothing combinations – and that's not including any you may include! You're looking at millions of possible combinations … can you possibly solve them all?

High Concept
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The original concept came from a DOS program called "Sleuth" written by Eric N. Miller in 1983. This program was essentially a text-based game using simple CGA graphics for the crime location. 

As a writer of educational software, I wanted to keep the original flavour of the game (the text-based style) but improve the look-and-feel of the interface and allow for different levels of skill. In this way I could provide an innovative way of promoting spelling, comprehension, reading and problem-solving skills within a visually appealing interface.

Over the years I have noticed a dependency on "bells and whistles" by software producers with little focus on the actual learning outcomes achieved by the users. By including graphic elements, with a variety of scenarios and challenges, I wanted to see if I could create a viable product without the same said dependency and have the users feel that they have achieved a satisfactory outcome.

Objective

Simply put … as a sleuth you have to solve a murder.

With the victim's body missing, from the remaining six suspects and at a crime scene of twenty locations you have to discover who is the murderer, what weapon they used and where they committed the murder. 

You have several tools at your disposal – a notebook, magnifying glass, tweezers and flashlight. You must:

· question the suspects, compare their alibis, observe their behaviour and draw the right conclusions

· examine the items at the crime scene – anything could be a potential murder weapon

· discover traces of evidence left at the murder scene and connect it to one of the suspects

· finally, with evidence in hand, you gather the suspects together and accuse the one you believe to be the culprit.

Increasing levels of difficulty make subsequent cases harder to solve so you will have to continually refine your investigative skills in order to close the case.

Game Structure
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The game opens with a short animation displaying the title, a sinister looking house and a magnifying glass. 

The screen can be skipped by either pressing the spacebar or clicking the mouse, otherwise after 5 seconds it dissolves to the "Suspects Information" page of the notebook.

A randomly selected music clip is prepared to play in the background. At this point, I have the sound turned off – as sudden blaring sound effects can be disruptive to a classroom environment, where I envisage this programme will be most used.
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The "It's Your Job" page gives a short atmospheric opening statement then clearly and succinctly states the programme's objectives.

This page will remain on display up to five minutes (giving slower readers plenty of time to read them). 

However, this screen can also be skipped by either pressing the spacebar, by clicking the mouse or by selecting one of the Tabs. The spacebar and mouse options dissolves into the "Suspects Information" page of the notebook.

The "Suspects" page will initialise the game data once the player has:
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1. entered a name as the assigned sleuth by:

a) typing it in the appropriate place

b) OR selecting their name from the dropdown menu box containing all the sleuths that have played in previous games

2. entered the names of seven suspects by:

a) selecting the AUTOPICK button to randomly select them

b) OR by manually typing in the names and selecting the various attributes for each (sex, hair colour, clothing garment and fabric). Each suspect can be kept or removed by using the TICK or CROSS buttons, respectively.

3. DATA can be reviewed by selecting the required suspect name from the lower dropdown menu box.

4. OPEN a previously saved game by selecting the FILES button.

5. NEXT and BACK navigation buttons allow the play to leaf through the notebook page by page. These buttons will always appear in the bottom right-hand corner on each page of the notebook.

6. the SHIELD button will take the player directly to the crime scene and game time resumes.

7. the Suspects screen will become unavailable once the case is underway – to avoid the player cheating by changing the data parameters.
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The "Case File" page is the main page where the player can manipulate the data s/he has collected.

The player can:

1. LOAD a previously saved case or SAVE the current one by selecting the appropriate option.

2. use the checkboxes to record data on whether they have collected hair and/or fibre samples and whether they have heard the alibi for any given suspect.

3. sort and review data via selecting an option from the dropdown menu box – for example, which suspects have black hair or those that are wearing denim clothes.

4. use the scrollable box to type in personal notes about observations made, who was with whom and where, and any other information that may be useful during an investigation.
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The "Sleuth File" page displays information about:

1. the current sleuth showing:

a) their name

b) unsolved cases

c)   saved cases

d) solved cases

e) the best time

f)   and their rank

2. other sleuths within the player database

3. their current skill level, which can be changed here but will be subject to their current status (they can have a higher skill level but not a lower one).

This is also the only page that is not directly accessible by using the TABS (notebook hierarchy). It can only be access by using the forward and back buttons in the bottom right hand corner. I have done this to speed access to the other information as this screen is only relevant to the current sleuth and has no bearing on the gameplay. 
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The "Crime Scene" data page displays all the suspect data in a table.

The table shows:

1. the victim's name

2. the suspects and their major attributes

3. the time allowed for solving the case and how much time remains

4. a message box displays other relevant information, such as: 

a) the victim's clothes (material and colour)

b) the current nervous state of the killer.
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Next comes a series of seven "Information" pages, which explain, through a combination of text and graphics, what the various pages do and how to use them.

The first screen visible after the introduction will be the "Suspects Information" page. This will allow new players to see how to set up the game. From there they can read other essential information, if required, or select the appropriate tabs to begin the game.

Each of these pages have a NEXT, BACK and SHIELD navigation button so that the player can refer to these notes at any time and return to the crime scene immediately.

The "Clues" pages (3) are the only large slabs of text for the player to read. If the player bothers to take the time to read all this information acquisition of investigation skills will increase rapidly as they contain some useful hints. However, players can experience success without reading all the information. It's there for those "who like to know all the rules".
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The "Crime Scene" is where the main game is played. 

Here the player can:

1. type in the command box 

2. read the information gained from performing a variety of actions below the command box. Clicking and dragging the mouse in the required direction can also scroll through this information.

3. click on shortcut buttons and/or displayed text (for those who prefer to use the mouse)

4. items that are include as potential weapons can also be seen in the "picture window"

5. navigation between the various locations can be input by:

a) typing in the direction in the command box

b) using the direction keys on the numeric keypad

c) OR clicking on the appropriate compass point with the mouse

The Crime Scene
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This is where the drama unfolds. As the sleuth assigned to the case, you take on the role of finding the evidence that will convict a killer.

One of these four sites is chosen at random. 

Each site has 20 different locations for the player to explore and each one has 4 possible descriptions, describing what the player can see there. Sometimes a background sound effect may play, adding to the atmosphere of the game.

Once the player finds the BLUEPRINTS (as shown above) for the particular site, usually lying around the place somewhere, s/he can refer to it at will to help economise on movement. The player's current location is marked with an "X", however, it's the responsibility of the player to work out the room names and remember them (or maybe sketch them).

The player can move around the scene performing various actions (searching rooms, examining items, questioning suspects, etc.). Simple commands will provide most of the information required - SEARCH STUDY, EXAMINE PAINTING, QUESTION RUSSELL.

A random number of objects are selected from the potential weapons store and scattered throughout the crime scene. Obviously, all but one will be red herrings and put there to distract the player. The player can manipulate these objects – examine them, carry them around and put them in other places, and a number of other actions (which can be discovered throughout the game play).  However, carrying the murder weapon when the killer is getting edgy could be dangerous to one's health!
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Several tools are available to help in this process:

· a MAGNIFYING GLASS to examine items and locations in detail

· a pair of TWEEZERS to collect hairs and fibres – a must otherwise you could contaminate the evidence if you picked them up with your fingers

· and a FLASHLIGHT to light dark rooms when the killer is attempting to sabotage your efforts

The actions of the player and his/her interactions with the suspects will influence the types of responses given by the programme. This allows for the game play to be largely directed by the players themselves and parallels the unpredictable nature of a real crime scene.

Two useful features that can be accessed from the Crime Scene are:

· the BOOK icon which opens the notebook (as described previously)

· the CLIPBOARD icon, which displays a "quick inventory" of rooms visited, items examined and suspects questioned. 

Graphics 

The notebook and crime scene graphics were developed using Adobe Photoshop and the weapons are 3D-rendered images using Micrografx Simply 3D.

These aspects of the game have been kept to a minimum to maintain the focus on the game play, decision-making and problem-solving aspects rather than the "bells and whistles" stuff. 

This will also keep the pace of the game moving, as the players will not have to wait for graphics to load or watch any unnecessary animations.

Sound & Music

The sounds and music are royalty-free - acquired from various sources.

The background music is initially randomly selected but can be turned on/off or changed by the player using the EAR button. Sound effects have also been included to add some atmosphere to the game world, such as stalking footsteps, creaks and groans, after dark sounds outside, etc. Right-clicking this button will also turn off the sound effects

A possible addition could be having the information screens recorded and used either as a voice over or user-selected option. However, I am hesitant to employ this strategy, as it would defeat the purpose of reading the information, which is one of the primary goals of the programme

Learning Outcomes
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There are a number of educational learning outcomes to this game, including:

· promoting and improving spelling skills

· increasing comprehension skills in:

· reading to gather information

· reading to validate information

· applying reasoning and logic to:

· classify, sort and refine information

· solve a given problem

As an educator, for nearly two decades, I have seen many educational games provide an abundance of information for the users but, all too often, neglect to allow for the manipulation of that information other than with the mind. Often the player is required to remember great quantities on data but, within the scope of the application, cannot "do" anything with it other than think about it. As a result, players can become overwhelmed with the quantity of data and frustrated because they lack the means to do things they need to in order to help them progress.

It is becoming a recognised fact that a lot of our thinking takes place in our working (short-term) memory and this can only cope with about seven different things. As more things are remembered, our older "thoughts" are gradually replaced by newer ones. It seems unreasonable to expect anyone to remember a vast array of information and then be able to recall specific details with a game scenario – particularly young children who work predominately with their working memory.

Bearing this in mind, I have provided a number of ways in which the player can create and interact with the information they acquire throughout the game. I am aware that people have many different ways of doing or learning things and have taken thins into account, by providing:

· several different navigational alternatives 

· Tabs and Buttons (hierarchy and linear)

· Function Keys (quick access)

· keyboard and mouse input options 

1. The "Suspects" page allows the player to manipulate the data that will be directly related to the suspects in the game. The player can:

· learn how to manipulate data using text fields, radio buttons and dropdown menus.

· manually enter in the data for the six suspects and the victim – having the liberty to include personally determined names and the various attributes to suit (sex, hair colour, clothing garment and fabric). This option would also suit groups of players who may wish to have a little fun by entering in known people (friends, relatives or even movie stars) and applying outrageous attributes.

· using the "Auto Pick" button to randomly select the suspects and victim will help those who experience difficulty in typing or deciding what to pick. This would also suit those who want to begin solving the case as quickly as possible.

· all data can be reviewed by selecting the required suspect's name from the lower dropdown menu box. Players can review and change details until they are satisfied with the results.

2. The "Case File" page is the main page where the player can manipulate the data s/he has collected during an investigation. The player can:

· use the checkboxes to tag data acquired. The player is free to apply whatever logic system they devise when using the checkboxes. This may help to identify: 

· which suspects they have questioned 

· if they have found corresponding hair and fibre samples

· use the dropdown menu box to provide another means of sorting acquired information by searching through the suspect database and accessing the results in the personal notes box below. 

· For example: the player discovers a red silk fibre and does two searches – 1) to determine who is wearing silk clothing and 2) to determine who is wearing something red. The result will be recorded in the personal notes and can be cross-referenced at any time throughout the investigation.

· use the scrollable personal notes box to type information as it is acquired during an investigation. This will avoid having to scribble notes on paper and, if the case is saved, all the personal notes will remain intact for later use.

3. The "Crime Scene" data page displays all the suspect data in a convenient table format. This is more useful as a tool which the player can use to cross-reference data, use a process of elimination to narrow down the suspects list, make comparisons and draw conclusions based on the information shown. 

The only attribute that is missing from this table is the colour of the clothing worn. This was purposefully excluded to make the player do some investigation. Reading the descriptions of the suspects when they are observed (ie: "examine suspect") will provide the missing information, as will using the CLOTHING - COLOUR criteria when searching the database. While, at the lower levels of experience, colour may not be important in solving the case at the higher levels it could well be a crucial form of evidence.

By applying these skills and techniques whilst playing this game, they will eventually become committed to long-term memory, through repetition and application. Once in long-term memory the transfer of these skills to new applications will effectively lower the learning curve of that application and increase the user's confidence when using new software.

This is a very relevant issue to those working within an educational environment as gaining the maximum benefit from a programme is essential to meeting the many criteria required to justify and validate the use of any programme within the curricula.

Evaluation Feedback

During the development process I undertook some formative evaluation from several others, some knowledgeable within both the field of teaching and software development and others in only one or neither. 

Their insight and comments have both helped build this programme and have provided some interesting "extensions" to pursue – perhaps in a Deluxe edition.

	Feature
	Comments

	Interface Design
	Graphics: 

· having only two main interfaces enhanced user-friendliness making the transition from one to the other less disconcerting.

· the notebook metaphor was very appropriate with pages clearly set out and easy to read. (see also: Enhancements - Personal Organiser Display)

· for some, the initial reaction was "What do I do here?", but the freedom to experiment with the buttons and text (with little time penalty) overcame this reaction very quickly. The icons used were easily understood and reasonably intuitive.

· the HELP screens were very good – giving enough information to be able to start without too much reading. The backing up of this information with the more detailed "Clues" section was generally well received. Some thought that three pages of text was a bit much, however, I believe that my reasons for including them are sound and are beneficial to the overall scope of the programme (see also: Some Design Issues below).

· several evaluators suggested a more graphical representation of the "Suspect" data might be suitable. (see also: Enhancements - An Identi-Kit Feature)

· get rid of the bats … it doesn't help create the right atmosphere.

Navigation:

· most liked the two levels of control within the notebook – via the tabs and the < and > buttons.

· the compass was most frequently used to move around the crime scene – with the small "Exits Diagram" providing a quick guide to movement options available.

· when found, the map was also used to help plan movements around the scene. (see also: Enhancements - Blueprints and Detective Notes)

Some Design Issues:

· having the "Suspects" screen come up first was a little disorientating. The suggestion is that the "Data Entry" screen is first so that first time users know what to do. Players who have experience will know how to use the tabs to get to the screens they need.

· some sort of "setting the scene" information at the beginning, immediately after the introduction, would also be useful in establishing the objectives of the game and what players are expected to do.

· including sub-headings within the "Clues" screens could make reading the large amount of text easier, as it would be broken up into more digestible sections. Another suggestion was having an hyper-linked "Outline" on the left which scrolled to that section in a scrollable text box on the right.



	Interactivity
	Ease of Use:

The most enjoyed features were:

· setting up the suspects – particularly when using known people and applying "unusual" combinations of attributes

· the "Search Database" feature combined with the checkboxes and the personal notes

· clicking on the words in the text to make them appear in the "Command Box" without having to type

· the "shortcut" buttons to save on typing

Data Manipulation: 

The teachers particularly liked the way the students could interact with the information gained. They felt that:

· by allowing students to learn how the different formats could be used in a game situation it would be helpful when using other programmes.

· students could experiment with the various data manipulation processes without fear of causing the game to crash. This, in turn, lead to more creative uses of the various formats.



	Security
	Loading / Saving Data:
· The main issue, particularly with teachers, was the Load/Save file access. Originally, I had it so a dialog box appeared where the user could select the appropriate directory to save data. However, the teachers' concern stemmed from the fact that students could still delete files from directories accessed.

· To overcome this issue, I've included a dialog box that only allows the user to enter a file name via a text field to save data (or dropdown menu to overwrite a previous one) and loading data is done in a similar manner. File access is done behind the scenes, thus alleviating those concerns.



	Target Audience
	There was some concern that the age range was too vague. I have, however, already used the 1983 text version with children from grades 4-6, and so believe that it is still valid.

From personal observations, most children coped very well with the programme (including all the typing) and generally seemed to enjoy playing it (particularly when using the teachers names for the suspects). In comparison, the original game equates to the "Trainee" level of experience in this game, thus making this quite appropriate for this age range (10-12 years).

The enhanced features at the higher levels are designed to challenge the player in developing problem-solving skills. This will also appeal to an older audience (eg: parents who will play with their children).



	Educational Value
	Appeal:

General comments indicate that the programme is well received from a variety of age groups (ages ranging from 10 through to 45). The humour within the suspect's alibis and the choice of potential weapons proved to be a winning combination that made the game more enjoyable.

Appropriateness:
I believe that skills in not only understanding the information acquired but also in finding, using and sorting it will be crucial to students of the future. While games that have a high graphical and action appeal are ideally suited to drill and practice activities, there appears to be a significant lack of games which require a more active "thinking" role by the player in order to achieve success.

I have long sort to create educational games that stimulate mental activity and decrease the need for fast hand-eye co-ordination to achieve a satisfactory solution. I believe this rationale is justified when I get comments such as:

· "A very innovative way to encourage reading and comprehension."

· "The concept is brilliant – particularly the progressive increase in difficulty levels. It keeps even the most advanced readers hooked." 

· "It's great to see the children gaining skills and confidence with the computer while having a lot of fun."

· "Can you have a special database with teachers names in it so the kids can't keep killing off the staff? The game is becoming too popular!"



	Enhancements

These are possibilities for future development of this game
	Personal Organiser Display:
The "notebook" interface is becoming outdated and should be replaced by a "personal organiser" type interface was suggested by several evaluators. They argued that the electronic interface would be more suitable for the data manipulations required and would give the game a more "trendy" look-and-feel.

An Identi-Kit Feature:
Several evaluators suggested something like a "Guess Who" interface would enhance the sorting of data, particularly for younger users. 

To implement a feature like this I would envisage 4x2 rows of "photos" of the six suspects, the victim and the murderer. Beside the photos would be the relevant data of the suspects and victim with the murderer information editable for the player to key in the attributes, as they become known. Attributes belonging to the suspects could be highlighted in red and those suspects that don't fit the criteria could the greyed out.

It was also suggested that an "Identi-kit" photo could be built up as the player was assigning the attributes. This would also allow for finer detail to be incorporated (eg: not only hair colour but also hair types – long/short, straight/wavy, fine/coarse).

Blueprints and Detective Notes: (ready to implement)
The map posed some problems for a few evaluators. They suggested that some printable material may be useful for those who prefer to use pencil and paper to solve problems. (see also: Teaching Resources)

Create Your Own Crime Scenes: 

Could the students be able to create their own games? This prompted the idea of creating a separate "Crime Scene Editor" in which the students could create the descriptions of the 20 locations and save them to disk. The addition of a Load Scene option will need to be included on the case files screen. 

Other extensions to this idea could allow for the students to:

· select from an additional set of weapons (eg: historical or futuristic implements) which would suit the genre of the scenes created

· create their own alibi responses

· create the range of possible suspect actions

· draw their own maps

If the above extensions were to be considered the main issues to be addressed would be that of data storage and retrieval. Provided that the raw data was constructed within easy-to-follow but reasonably strict guidelines (ie: layout techniques, replaceable variable data codes within text, etc.) then this would be a feasible project.


Teaching Resources

For the sound implementation of a programme within the current curriculum it is essential for the inclusion of reliable printed material as part of those educational materials, a game is no different from any other application. 

A clear outline of the expected objectives and outcomes of the game needs to give a good indication of where the game will fit in with current teaching practice and programmes. With this information teachers can structure appropriate computer and non-computer activities to gain the maximum benefit from the game.

The inclusion of other related materials, either related references (eg: stories [factual and/or fictional], puzzles, games, etc) and materials (see the blueprints and detective notes below), enhances the usability of the game. 

At this stage I am compiling a list of reference materials that can be used as supplementary material when the game is used within a teaching environment. It will also provide parents of inquisitive children a frame of reference for providing other stimulating material (to keep sanity intact)!

Super Sleuth - Blueprints
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Super Sleuth - Detective Notes
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Educational Aspects





	Genre: 	A Detective Game


		Ages: 10+


	Requirements: 	486+ PC


		Win 9x


		8Mb RAM


		16-bit Hi-Colour 


		640 x 480 resolution


		Soundcard


		2x CD-ROM
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