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Nearly identical to The Incredible Machine (1995, Sierra Online), this is a virtual 
invention lab with 120 puzzle challenges. Each puzzle starts with a challenge, such as to get
a ball into a basket by dragging and dropping ramps in place. Harder challenges include 
ramps, magnets, and falling boxes. There are 70 parts, which can be freely dragged and 
dropped on the screen.

Ratings were lowered by a poorly designed "HELP" system and confusing interface. 
For example, it is hard to move quickly between puzzles, and the switch for starting each 
puzzle is not well marked. Still, the puzzles are a good exercise in problem solving.

This game looks very similar to The Incredible Machine, right down to the flying 
blimp on the main menu. The music and narration style is also similar.  We would have 
liked to see an acknowledgment of the original creator (Jeff Tunnel and Sierra Online). 
Designed for Viva Media by Fakt-software and Pepper Games.

Details: Viva Media, www.viva-media.com, 877-848-6520, $19.99, for ages 8-up. Runs 
on Win 98, Win XP, Mac OSX. Teaches: science, inventing, creative/logical thinking, 
problem solving, physics. Rating (1 to 5 stars) = 4 stars. Review date: 4/3/2006.
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Educational
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Design Features
Good Value

First released in Europe in 1998 and re-released in 2005 by Kutoka, this is an easy to 
use, open-ended life simulation where you hatch and raise Norns. Of all the life sims, like 
Petz or Nintendogs, this is one of the easiest to use and is a good choice for younger 
children. The downside of this ease of use, however, is that control and realism is taken 
away from the child.

To get started, you drop a large egg in a baby bed and it hatches. A name is 
automatically assigned (no reading or typing is required), and you and your critter can 
rather haphazardly explore 15 side-scrolling play screens. After a while, another egg 
appears--until up to four Norns are living in the same village. Changing views is easy; just 
click on an egg icon at the top of the screen. If children take good care of their Norn, they 
will see them grow and fall in love.

Each screen is full of interactive surprises like balloons to inflate, or living trees that 
drop flowers.  A few of the themes seem a little spooky, such as one of the dark cave 
screems. If you're looking for a fun, playful, open-ended simulation for younger children, 
this is a good option. The game installs completely to your hard drive (no CD is required). 
Kutoka has also released Creatures Exodus with more advanced features.

Details: Kutoka Interactive, www.kutoka.com, 877-858-8652, $19.99, for ages 5-up. 
Runs on Windows XP, Mac OSX. Teaches: no formal learning; imagination, responsibility, 
creativity. Rating (1 to 5 stars) = 4.4 stars. Review date: 4/3/2006.
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