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A NJte Concerning Software ENaluations 

************************************** 

The follOlrlng considerations should be taken into 
account sin:e they will let place th= reviews in tbe correct, or 
at least IOOre infonmtion-canplete, context: 

1. The program were reviesed used a l-bnitor II screen, 
thus ruling out all edvantages the programs rrrl.ght profit fran the 
use of color. 

2. The selection for review of roth programs was done on a 
basis of limited tine availability ani mt to a particular 
observed success or rejection rating fran any given populatdon, 
either student or facul ty. HO"ioIeVer. it was fel t that ere of the 
programs was fourd nore appealing than the other to a nejority of 
users. Both program have 'WOrthful aspects am both have - to 
differing degrees - ~ses. Fbwever, it was jOOged mfatr to 
brarrl I3I'IjTaE of than as ccmpletely 'bOO' or ccmpetely 'gocxi'. 

3. All the suggested :improvements do assure that it ndght 
have been the orig:l.nal designer's desire to produce a better 
program rot incorporating the rrentioned enhancements t.UJld make 
tbe prognm ef.ther too large to fit :into a ndcrocanputer or too 
expensive to produce. In other 'WOrds, that it might mt be 
econmrl.cally/technically feasible as of 1985 to prcxluce a super 
program that advantageously uses technological resources, 
configures rerarkable educational feats ani at tl~ sarre t.ine is 
able to produce a careful list of students I s perfor:uance J all 
witlrln a school-marketable price franEWOrk • 
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Software Evaluation 

PR(X;RAM: Data Pursuits/Countries of ilia World 

CXMPANY: (;roller 

RE:V'IFHlER: Martin Balestie 

PR(X;RAM ABSIR!ICf: The Countries of the World disk contains a 
file with 168 records ani challenge questions including all the 
Irdeperdent oountries of the ~rld. You can search the file to 
fin:! infonnaticn about the different countries ani to answer the 
challenge questions included in the disk. You will reed a 
notebook or "log" to record your answers to the challenges. nJe 
program does include a certain aoomt of en-line instruction, but 
finally directs ycu to the Frierrlly Filer progran ani tutorial. 
According to this, you should learn row to use the database 
progran before )TOO go 00 to use this data file. Since it's 
canplete1y menu-driven there shouldn I t be too nuch trouble 
attempting to use the progran without actually resorting to ilia 
Frien:lly Filer disk. You can either search the file in two ways: 
sorting or selecting. Sorting means all records are arranged in 
either alphabetical or nnerical order, for example, sorting by 
area will get yoo a list of countries ranging fran the smallest 
to the largest. Selecting records IlEaIlS singling rot certain 
records according to given criteria, i.e., a given language, a 
given :religion. Records can then be displayed arrl/or printed 
using all or part of tbe record's fields. 

A. o.:N»'IS AND lOPICS 

Coontries of the \vorld can be used to teach am reinforce 
the following concepts: 

Use arxi Applicability of a electronic database: select, 
sort, search, etc. 

Reference Skills (information look-up) 

Geograt:hY 

It could be used in conjunction with other programs such 
as those centained in MEa::'s Social Stulies Series (re: States 
arrl Statesl programs) to offer a canputer lab on Geography. 
Additional Geography-relate1 files - as well as any other subject 
- can be created usdng the Frierrlly Filer program am querying 
then in a similar fashion. 
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B. TE'ACHER l.Nl:ElULTION 

let us picture how the progr-am might work ani fit into a 
classroon fonnat. Students will be handed a copy of the 
Countries progr-am, initiate the program, start accepting 
Challenges and using a note-pad or better still the subject's 
notebook, start writing 00wn the answers they derive fran using 
the database. A possible utilizatioo sehera would be to ask the 
students to solve a mi.nimrnJ of ten Challenges and hard-In the 
answer sheets. This paper could be then graded, and later 
returned to students. However the program by itself doesn 't 
contain enough built-in ataodalore characteristics to provide a 
guided or stuctured walkthrough. The tree of screens i an 't 
actually a ge.nu:f.m tree ani sore sub-meru cycling is present. 
Therefore, saTe teacher supervision is needed. 

C. GRADE LEVEr... PLACEMENr 

Dlis progcam can be dually used frem Middle School up to High 
School, whenever the Social StuTIes teacher wants to stage a 
ccmputer lab, or when the Canputer Science teacher wants to 
present file handling concepts. Further developnent can be made 
in conjtmction with the Frien:ily Filer progrem. For example, the 
Friendly Filer disk contains a sample file of 58 U.S. presidents 
and this could be also used for similar purposes. The Frien:ily 
Filer is a typical example of a piece of software that can be 
particularly custcmised to suit any subject: Geology, Chemistry, 
Spelling, etc. 

D. smcm CHARACIERISTICS 

The nntn idea behind this program is one of the best 
implementations of coordinating several subject into a single 
educational package ani by itself nakes the evaluation worthful. 
The Integrated approach does help both teachers ani curricula 
developers to Integrate software pieces into the I traditional' 
curriculun. It does provide an introducticn - preview - of lotlat 
database searching might be and it shows a very suitable 
illustration. It is indeed very easy to use ani the fact that 
ther.e Is a coordinated file handler (Friendly Filer) that can be 
used for ~ purpose, makes this progran very interesting. Once 



the student is familiar with roth the ft.Jrrlarrvmtals aID 
applicatioos of data management she/he can apply the fiJJ.ng 
concepts ani set up similar databases on any other subject 
(Geology, Spelling, etc.) A reasonable BIIDUI1t of user control is 
included, for example to escape out or back up upon mistakes (the 
prograts pranpts the user to confion her/his choices). Selection 
ani display by full 81xl/or partdal, fields allow for elemmtary 
:infonnatioo control ard query flexibility. You IlU9t keep in m:irrl 
that this isn I t Dbase II. 

E. mTIVATICNAL FACIORS 

This program as is, includes a very meager portion of 
JOOtivatiooal features. The appealing level - rating - of the 
different Challenges varies greatly, sore of them are 
successfully conceived ani SOTE of then are rot very sophisticated. 

S:inulating a situation just by naking a brief narration 
- about ten Lines - doesn I t help trigger sttrlents' interest. 
Besides, the 00 YOO KN:M portion should be reviewed to either 
include nora striking facts 81xl/or enhance the current contents. 

It is ~rth mting that the program includes two levels of 
difficulty. In particular. the Super Chal lenge sectioo presents 
the student the need to recur to a nore I intelligent t file 
searching teclmique - sorting - in order to efficiently ~ 

the questions. 

Countries of the World presents an excellent idea rot, I 
guess, does not exploit it to its full potential. In other 
wrds, the idea to a::mb:ine geography with reference skills aID 
database represents a considerable - as well as cCllllEIxlable ­
attempt to integrate several subjects (topics) into a single 
product. However, there are certain aspects that nake this 
product fail to attain the highest narks. Anong them, it can be 
pointed out the following: 

~ use of the full graphics capabilities of micrccorputers 
is dom at all. In an area - Geography - ToIilere other coupetitive 
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teaching" rredda - such as JJBpS, and charts is very often presented. 
Co\mtries even fails to incorporate a single picture. This would 
consideraly roost the program r S appeal. 

Doesn't exploit tbs possibility of ':lmnediate-feedback' by 
checking on the spot the sttrlent' s answer am therefore 
reinforcing the actual learning process. Therefore no I reward­
offering' learning strategy is ever used. 

The progran doesn r t provide any means to keep track of how 
students fared (record-keeping). 

No use of soun:i capabilities is ever anployed. 

The program cannot be used on several ccmputers at the sara 
tine without bu,ying nllitiple copies. Docunentation consists of a 
thin booklet rot contains nost relevant facts, in order to use 
the disk without najor inconviniences. 

Finally, sore remrks about the program's actual 
performance. Whenever analysing either searching or sorting 
programs, it is always a good idea to try out sore speed. 
'benchnarks' to see wheth:!.r this might sorehow unbalance tha 
untform flow of instruction. The program was rot found to be a 
real speedster. This however, c.anmt be wholly attributed to tie 
software rot to the hardware as ~l. Searching the l68-record 
file by languages ( = Dutch) took about 1 min 2JJ sees. 
The canb:lned search of languages ( = French ) am religion ( = 

Catholic ) took enploya:i similar timings. Sorting the file by 
~ took 10 sees, but sorting by population took about 2 min. 
( that means t:welve tines slower!! ) . If sorting has to be 
frequently performed this 'slack' t:ilIle might invite younger minis 
to do saooth.:i.ng else in tie ~time, mt necessarily related to 
the subject. Thus, IX>ten~ d4p,!plton_mighLsurface. \ \...._o.oA 
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ffiCGRA"l:: The Secrets of Scieoc.e Islarrl 

Cll1PANY: Grolier 

RE'VIDiER: Martin Balestie 

PROOR1IM AB.SIRPCr: ~ Science Islam disk consists of a very 
atractive progran that conbtres several features. n~ objective 
of the program, enbedded in a game format, is to nake students 
provide ~ answers to a series of questions concerning General 
Science knowledge, ranging fran Astrotnny topics to Biology arrl 
History. 1be student has to drive a car, using the IJKM keys 00 

the Apple II+ ard the arrow keys en the lIe (this selection is 
done 8Utanatically by the progran ) ani stops at roadside signs 
to get his/her questions. Solving these correctly enables 
him/her to earn points ard build a sCcltering country shack 
before an approach:lng lnrricane arrives. This level either ems 
in failure to rreet tbs deadl.Ire ( hurrfcare destroys half-built 
shack) or success, in ~rich case the player is presented the 
optien to contdnos playing by trading in his/her country shack 
for a half-OOilt toenhouse , Care oust be taken to avoid crashing 
onto sidewalks as well as dodging the anger of irascible trolls. 
There I s a timing elerent going m at all t:inEs ~ch edds to the 
garre I S exclt€llE1t. 

A. ()Jt{;EPTS AND lOPICS 

Dris program touches a variety of topics and subjects to 
a varyjng degree of depth. It balps reinforce ard review several 
little known or peculiar aspects of General Science. Mung than 
several Astroncrny questions are featured (L,e, What is the 
distance in miles between Farth aOO llion? Which is the biggest 
planet? etc.) as well as other theres (Evolution Theory, 
Pbotosyntbesda, etc) • It is a good program to sharpen up 
stu:lent 's reference ski1.ls wtBl using encylopediae and reference 
material. Since it covers a wide assortnent of disciplines it is 
rot easy to focus the progran onto a particular subject. In 
other words. the questions posed far exceed the contents of a 
regular single subject book. Therefore, use of the matching 
docure:ntation greatly balps the student to quickly firrl the 
answers to tbe questions to be fOUIrl throughout. 
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B. TEACHER INrERACITON 

Let us describe row this program might fit in a regular 
clasaroon situation. Student is handed a copy of ~ Science 
Island disk ani either the Resource booklet or enough reference 
material to be able to answer questions - instructor should 
revise/provide adequate references -; tries to nake hiB/her way 
thru tOO progran ani hopefully canpletes the first of the two 
stages, after providing correct answers to the M3nstone 
questioos. If students do have the proper reference infonootion 
(the booklet or a very canplete encyclopedia) it seems that 
little or m supervisien at al..1 is needed in order to run thru 
the program successfully. The program h::lwever doesn't keep track 
of which questions were canplete:l successfully by a 'pass'­
earning stodent , The rnmber of successful hits can be derived 
though fran the known fact that in order to build the shack roore 
than ten correct answers have to be supplied. However, this 
makes grading -if applicable - a little bit hard. 

C. GRADE IEVEL H...ACEMENr 

This program can be flexibly used frrm Middle School up to 
High School whenever there is a need to reinforce/instil good 
library habits lUI reference skills. 

D. SIReN; CHARACrElUsrrcs 

Science Islarrl is an highly e:lucational program that 
provides instructicn while maintaining en a very high attenticn 
rate. It rot cnly uses graphics effectively but noverent as 
well to catch your attention. In addition, it scores good in the 
fact that Instead of actually ignoring other information 1carriers ' 
such as traditional paper (textbooks, encyclopediae, etc. ) it 
actually directs the students to efficiently use them. Besides, 
at any given t1Jm the student can take a break frem the activity 
ani later resure urrler his/her name. This is a good point in 
situations where there are not emugh ccmpute.rs ani turns mist be 
taken to use the keyboards. A nice technical feature of this 
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progmn is to autClll8tica1ly adjust to the keyboards of different 
m:>de1s of Apple lIs. The use of either the IJKM keys or the 
lIe I s arrow keys provides a strategic opportunity to exercise a 
good deal of eye-han::i coordination. 

E. IDITVATICNAL FACTORS 

Science Islani does use a reasonably good portion of 
graphics ani notaon. Tba factor that instruction is frared 
within a garre-like format keeps nany students - as ~l as 
teachers - glued. TIE use of eitlEr the IJKM keys or the lIe's 
arrow keys for roving the anall car greatly provides a strategic 
opportunity to exercise a good deal of eye-ham coordination. 
The timing eleIE11t also contributes to steadily propel the 
program I s pace. 

Although the selection is quite good, the irregular 
stating B<JlE of the questions make the progran loose SCIle points. 
For example, the following question is posed: 

'1iello. My Il1J1e is Eratostenes. How many years ago did I prove 
the Earth is rourrl?" 

It seems that the answer to this question depends on 
the particular "'lFM the progran is run. This probl.en surfaces 
again in the second level, 10Ihen a similar question is posed 
regarding Darwin's staterent of his Evolution Theory. 

Since IX> record of students r performance is kept 00 

precise knowledge of whidl were tlle questions that were 
successfully ccmpleted BIn which constituted 'hard' ones. Thus, 
un.answered questions maybe worth explaining, are missed. 

The fact that several different subjects are touched
 
throughout doesn't provide a thorough exploratioo of a particular
 
topic. It would be a good idea to develop a similar piece of
 
software but covering narrower boundaries but maybe delving a
 
little bit deeper into that particular discipline.
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h Bank Street Wri ter 

According to (1), "word-processing is generally thooght of 
in tlE context of administrative uses rot there are good reasons 
for believing that sane popfl.s sOOuld be encouraged to use word­
processing as a way of building up their writing skills. A major 
difference between creating a docunent with pen or pencil am 
creating a docurent with electronic word-processing facilities is 
tIE ease with "*rl.ch a first attenpt can be edited am improved. 
mE :imprQ'\T€llelt is Imrediate am tIE process of improvement does 
mt introduce new errors (which is what frequently happens when 
pupils with poor writilJg skillB ace asked by their teacber to 
produce a lEW am improved version of a first attempt at an 
essay) • Word-processing is I1OW' available en ndcroccepoter for a 
- reasonable - price. " 

There are several sources that irxlicate that the teaching of 
keyboarding am word processing skills is sanething that has to 
be ootrightly Included am the earlier the better. According to 
(2), "schools should consider teaching keyboarding in elerentary 
school. By obtaining this 'basic skill' early, stOOents 
will learn fran the begimting to write with word processors". 

We could di.stinguish two aspects of the use of word 
processing program in the school envizorment; 

APPLICATIONS 

faculty use lessen plans 
letters 
reports 
research papers 
curricula developmnt 
contributions to tiE School's 
newsletter 

student use Language Arts papers 
(ESL, regular Ehglish) 
Literature reports am essays 
stu:ients' newsletter 
SpellilJg am Canposilien papers 
etc. 

Since these involve different reeds: lengths, styles am 
formats, etc. as well as different proficiency levels, naybe also 
I1Dre information control reeded, the BllIOO word processing program 
may rot address or suit evenly all categories. Furt:renrore, 
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even in the last category there might be roan for advanced users 
such as seniors ani first-steps users in EleJlSltary level, 
leaving an array of intermediate users. Therefore tbe croice of 
a single all-arourrl word processing program does involve several 
trouble spots. The BSW program is a elementary word processing 
progran that is both very easy to learn and to use. However , 
this is achieved at a certain cost: it doesn't allow the 
achievable data control other tmre sophisticated prograns offer. 
For ex8IJl>le, the arount of :information that can be displayed is 
restricted by the big lettering used. Serious text processing 
often has to deal with a great deal of information that has to be 
organized, and re-organized several tms, using different 
fermata, p.mctuation, etc. Besides, it is desirable to be able 
to replicate in the screen what is going to sllOil up in the 
printer. The me of eighty colum lines is rot sarething that is I, \, ( ' .'} \v..9/ v' 

inclOOed for the sake of tbe user I s fancy. Another flaw is the ~_".:~ . , .' p , . 
need to switch tack ao::l forth between the writing node ani the __../ ,-/~P..

ts-" cursor rooving node (at least in the version trded), In my 
opinion toi1ereas the Bank Street Writer can be used advantageously 
to introduce strdents to eleJlSltary word processing, it falls 
short when it ~s to systemtically deal with large arounts of 
text. There are several programs, that are rot that hard to use 
ani that do rraintain several features of 'professional' word 
processors. 

At the Middle SChool level Bank Street Writer could be used 
in conjuncticn with Bank Street Speller to enhance Language Arts 
courses. A highly integrated. offering rrdght also incltrle 
keyboarding sectioos using Typing Tutor II am III" . or tOO 
I<E'iS'IRCXOO keyboarding progrmn-,-~-tOOls such as MElX I S 

Spe11:ing Series (Vol. 1 ani 2), ani cmqJOsiticn activities using 
BSW. 

At the High Sclxx>l level, probably a better bet ~d be the 
use of a nore sophtstdcated word processing program such as 
AppleWorks or Wordstar. In this case the offering woold be 
presented as a canbinatien of nndern office tools covering both 
keyboarding mn word processing. Being this a standard offering 
am therefore guaranteeing a continuous flON of word processing 
asstgments, the rest of the departments (English, Social 
Stu::lies, etc.) could increasingly request students to profit fran 
the acquired proficiency by requiring them to bani-In reports am 
research papers using tl~ word processors. Traditional subjects 
like for example Ehglish, might also gradually add canputer-based 
courseware soch as ~ English Grannar Examiner ani MEIX: I s Parts 
of Speech to offer canputer labs en pertinent topics. 
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