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Assignment 3
Introduction

For this assignment, my 18 year old son, Blake taught me how to play the single-player game “Elder Scrolls IV” (Oblivion) from Bethesda Softworks  (http://www.elderscrolls.com/home/home.htm).  Oblivion is a single-player game that takes place in Tamriel's capital province, Cyrodiil.  The object is to finding the hidden heir to a throne that sits empty, the previous emperor having been killed by an unknown assassin. With no true Emperor, the gates to Oblivion (the equivalent of hell in the world of Tamriel) open, and demons begin to invade Cyrodiil and attack its people and towns.   In this quest, the player must close the gates of Oblivion, which can only be accomplished through skill and strategy.

Oblivion is available for both the PC and Xbox 360 platforms.  We ran the game on an Xbox 360 system.  Oblivion is more than just one game; it contains games within the game.   Classifying a specific genre for Oblivion is also difficult; it falls into various genres depending on the type of “quest” the user chooses.  However, it is formally classified as a Role Playing Game (RPG), but it contains elements of an Action-Adventure First Person Shooter (FPS).  Some of the mini-games are of the Puzzle genre.  Oblivion is the fourth in the series and builds upon its predecessor Morrowind.  It improves upon many of the weaknesses commonly cited in Morrowind (see http://reviews.cnet.com/The_Elder_Scrolls_IV_Oblivion_Xbox_360/4505-11457_7-31484568.html#more).  Since he is the far more experienced player of computer games than me, I interviewed him for most of the questions related to this assignment.  
In addition to the main quest of closing the gates of Oblivion, side quests are provided to help the player explore elements of the game and achieve mastery of levels.  The player chooses a character at the beginning of the game and has many options to choose from including appearance, gender, and ethnicity.  The player develops the character by exploring treasures, exploiting the spoil from conquests, and through purchasing goods.  There are three fundamental elements of the character that the player must maintain: health, energy, and magic.  These can be traded off when the character begins to run low.  For example if the health diminishes, the player may leverage a magic asset to restore his heath.   There are additional components of a player’s strength including fame, luck, and fortune that become more evident as the player escapes from the dungeon and enters into the world of Tamriel.
Comparison to other games in this category
Oblivion breaks away from many games in this category in several respects.  The freedom of game play was one area Blake especially appreciated.  The game contains seemingly endless different quests and scenarios in addition to the main quest.   This differentiates this game from other similar role-playing games including Fable, Jade Empire, and Knights of the Old Republic.  Multiple approaches can be used to accomplish the game objectives.  In the area of objects, all objects can be manipulated.  The character has telekinesis abilities that further enhance this.  The game is extremely non-linear with a vast geographic area that can be explored.  One thing that I thought was unique is the lack of time urgency in the game.  When in a particular fight, quick responses are critical in order to prevail, but overall there is no time element the player must race against to achieve objectives.  This makes the game suitable for leisurely as well as competitive play.  
The variety of the game makes it stand out from other RPG games.  Kasavin (2007) describes just a few of the various adventures provided: 

“You can root out evil in hidden dungeons, join and climb the ranks in a number of different guilds, visit all the different towns and try to solve everybody's problems, compete in a long series of gladiatorial battles to the death, break into someone's home and rob them in their sleep, get caught and face the consequences, contract a disease that leads to vampirism and then try to find a cure, buy a house, steal a horse, invest in your favorite shop, and, if you can believe it, there's much more.”
Why People Play the Game – What makes it Fun

Several elements add to the pleasure of the gaming experience including the use of lively graphics, precision of the controls, and the ability to customize the character even after the game has progressed.  The game also leverages the features of the Xbox 360 feature including the ability to change the background music and save/load game at any point.  Although the game has an overarching plot, there is great freedom for the player to diverge from the plot and engage in a variety of different quests.  

Use of Computer Technology and Game Playability 
The game leverages computer technology in the following areas: 

· Three-dimensional graphics; character is able to move in all dimensions and interacts with the non-player characters in a three-dimensional fashion.  

· Artificial Intelligence (AI): Overall, the AI is basic.   Non-player characters (NPCs) can be enlisted to assist the player although their movements are predictable.  They will always attack/defend using a method based on the type of attacker.  The non-player characters interact in a realistic fashion.  The game character is able to develop skill and strength through conquering adversaries and fulfilling quests.   The interactive NPC are more sophisticated in their background activities than when engaged to assist the player.  Oblivion features a groundbreaking new AI system, called Radiant AI, which gives non-player characters (NPCs) the ability to make their own choices based on the world around them. They' decide where to eat or who to talk to and what to say.   They eat, go to church, and even steal items, all based on their individual characteristics. Full facial animations and lip-synching, combined with full speech for all dialog, allows NPCs to come to life (Bethesda Software, 2007).
· Animation: Cut scenes are used in a limited fashion to transition between different parts of the game or for the introduction/conclusion of a quest.  The animation provides a natural beak without overwhelming the player or slowing down the game play.

· Background/Supporting activities: Several aspects of the game continue to operate in the background and change even while the player is in a different arena.  For example, the towns-people are not idle but come and go based on a work schedule.  Improving the AI to allow the adversarial characters to learn from the player and advance their skills would add another interesting dimension to the game play.

· The lack of time implemented in the technology makes the game less stimulating and less challenging.  The lack of urgency is good for beginners but I would imagine that more advanced players would like to be challenged by having to complete tasks within a time range rather than being allowed indefinite amounts of time.
Impressions of the Game Learner

I thought the game was very interesting and engaging.  It would be difficult for a game novice such as myself however to master the game without several hours of play.  I spent a little over an hour trying to use the controls and perform the basic task of getting out of prison.   Blake had to help me at several points.  Much of the difficulty was in learning how to use the multiple controls on the XBOX 360 controller and mastering all of the necessary hand-eye coordination required for mastering the eight different controls commonly used in the game.  This is a one-time learning experience, so for those who already have experience with XBOX 360, this would be a non-issue.
The rules of the game are straightforward.  It is easy to play the game and learn as one plays it.  The game addresses the safety aspect (Rabin,2005 ) and provides a safe environment for learning, since there is no time pressure.  A tutorial is provided to introduce the player to the plot and provides recommendations on how to proceed.  Overall, the game is very user-friendly.

The main point of confusion in the game for me was understanding how best to win the game and achieve success.  Although it was clear how to increase one’s health, magic, fame, luck, and other attributes required to ultimately achieve, it was not clear which quests I should choose in order to win the game the quickest.  This highlighted one of the differences in personality between Blake and me.  Blake did not seem all that concerned with winning the main quest and simply enjoyed engaging in all of the side quests.  He has always enjoyed individual sports such as shooting, archery, karate more than competitive sports whereas I enjoy playing in competitive team sports where you must outscore the opponent and are constantly under time-pressure.   In spite of this, I could still envision myself becoming lost in the game trying to prevail in the quests with or without a sense of time urgency.  There are just so many aspects that it is hard not to find something of interest in the game to just about anybody.
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