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Tech Test Drive

Your weekly guide to
gadgets, gear and
technology. Reviews and
ratings from CNet.com.
Post your comments,
events at mercurynews.
com/business

Some of CNet editors’
top holiday gift picks
These three products repre-
sent the best gifting choices
available in their respective
categories as chosen by CNet’s
editors.

Televisions:
Vizio E series 
The good: The models of the
Vizio E series equipped with
local dimming deliver superb
picture quality for a very afford-
able price. The image evinces
deep black levels with little to
no blooming . The Smart TV
component combines ample
content with a simple design.
The bad: Color accuracy and
video processing not quite as
good as some competitors,
plus  poor sound quality.
The cost: $471.99 to $580.99

Cameras: 
GoPro Hero4 Silver
The good: The GoPro Hero4
Silver produces some great
video for an action cam. Its
abundant resolution and
frame-rate options will satisfy
beginners and experienced
shooters.
The bad: It still needs a hous-
ing to be waterproof. Battery
redesign means you can’t use
your old batteries and battery
life will still be too short for
some..
The cost: $399.95
to $399.99

4.5    OUT OF 5

4.0    OUT OF 5

4.0    OUT OF 5

A couple of decades ago — before for-
mer Mayor Rudolph Giuliani’s anti-crime
initiative helped reduce lawlessness — I
stayed with a friend in New York, but was
annoyed at how much work I had to do
to get into his apartment. I had to unlock

a bolt lock, a regular
door lock and a “police
lock,” and disable an
alarm. He installed all
this security, of course,
to keep intruders out,
but it also made it really
hard for his invited
guest to enter.

I sometimes feel the
same way when I try to get into a website
where I’m an invited guest. In an effort
to keep “bots” (automated computer
systems) from sending spam or other
abusive practices, many sites require the
user to complete a test of some sort to
prove that they are really a human being.
Often this is a “Completely Automated
Public Turing test,” or CAPTCHA, that

Google ditching
‘bots’ blocker for
simple checkbox

If you ask consumers about their in-
teractions or experiences with Comcast,
it’s not hard to find a deep vein of frustra-
tion, even outrage.

Take Hillary Murphy. In October — in
the middle of the World Series and days

before she was due to
give birth — a Comcast
technician came out
to her Orinda house to
move a telephone line
to another room and to
replace her set-top box
with the latest version.

The technician had
rescheduled the ap-

pointment twice. Then, hours after he fi-
nally arrived, Murphy’s Comcast services
— phone, Internet, television — went
down. They stayed down for some four
days, meaning that her husband, a big
Giants fan, couldn’t watch the team play
in the World Series and stressing out the
34-year-old Murphy, who spent hours
over the course of those days trying to

Comcast customers’
complaints hit home

Smartphones:
Apple iPhone 6 
The good: The iPhone 6 deliv-
ers a spacious, crisp 4.7-inch
screen, improved wireless
speeds, better camera autofo-
cus, and bumped-up storage
capacities to 128GB at the top
end. iOS remains a top-notch
mobile operating system with
an excellent app selection .
The bad: Battery life isn’t
much better than last year’s
iPhone 5S. An even larger
screen could have been
squeezed into the same hous-
ing.
The cost: $199 (with two-year
contract) to $709.95

TROY WOLVERTON
TECH FILES

LARRY MAGID
DIGITAL CROSSROADS

By George Avalos
gavalos@bayareanewsgroup.com

EMERYVILLE — LeapFrog is offering
an array of games and gadgets for holiday
shoppers, including a new kids-oriented
video game console, to battle competition
from Apple, Samsung and others.

Apple grew from the iPod to a suite of
digital offerings, and LeapFrog is poised to
do the same, although in a specialized kids
sector. LeapFrog’s success with an iPad-
like tablet built for toddlers and young
schoolchildren has led it to push forward
with a focus on successful elements of the
LeapPad, specifically an emphasis on edu-
cation and physical activity.

“LeapFrog is going after an area that
nobody targets right now,” said Michael
Tchong, founder of San Francisco-based
Social Revolution, which tracks the tech
sector. “They are going after what they
have turned into their specialty, which is
the kids’ market.”

LeapBand is a $40 wearable gizmo
that Chief Marketing Officer Greg Ahearn
calls “a great way for kids to get up and
be active and have fun doing it.” The de-
vice gives toddlers a virtual pet on a large
watch that monitors her physical activ-
ity and dangles the prospect of unlocking

Bay Area’s LeapFrog
seeks to be the Apple
of kids tech products

LeapTV
A $149 video game console
that can teach reading,
math, science and problem-
solving skills. The players
can interact with the system
through body motion,
pointer play, and a conven-
tional game controller.

COMCAST BY THE
(NOT SO GOOD) NUMBERS
31,980: The number of complaints
filed against Comcast with the Better
Business Bureau in the last three years.
22,332: Complaints filed with the BBB
against AT&T — a company with three
times as many customers — in the
same time period.
More than 16,000: The number
of formal complaints filed with the
Federal Communications Commis-
sion against Comcast and prospective
merger partner Time Warner Cable in
the last five years.
70: The approximate number of FCC
complaints filed against Comcast in
just the first five days of September.
300: The approximate number of FCC
complaints filed against Charter Com-
munications, the third-largest cable
company after Comcast and Time
Warner, in all of 2013

Better Business Bureau, MuckRock.com, Mer-
cury News research

LeapPad3
LeapFrog’s latest tablet
costs $100 and in addition
to games, it can connect
to the Internet through
Wi-Fi and browse through
LeapSearch, powered by
the Zui search engine of
Web content that has been
100 percent prescreened
by a LeapFrog educator
team.

LeapBand
A $40 wearable device that gives kids a virtual pet on a watch face. The device monitors the pet’s physical activity and
allows them to unlock new characters as long as they engage in new activities.

PLAY&
LEARN

“My (4-year-old) son learned
all the letters in the alphabet
and their sounds, because
of the ‘Spider-Man’ game
on LeapTV. He didn’t even
know he was learning. He
was reading and wasn’t even
aware of it. That sold me.”

— Renee Bergeron, mother

See WOLVERTON, Page 7 See MAGID, Page 7

See LEAPFROG, Page 7

Bay Area News Group » Monday, December 8, 2014

112 PAGE B6



Tech

2

Q My son would like a
soundbar  for Christ-

mas this year. He has a
47-inch flat-screen TV.
Which one would be a good
fit at a good price? I’d like
to spend less than
$300 if I can. I
found that you had
recommended the
ZVOX SoundBase.
Is this the same
thing, or a differ-
ent product?

— Maria L., Min-
neapolis

A A soundbar
is a long, tubelike

speaker that goes in front
of, or on top of your TV.
The very best ones are
a single speaker that is
used with a separate audio
receiver and subwoofer,
making up a component
system. Most of the sound-
bars you see at retail have
built-in electronics and are
connected directly to your
television. Prices and qual-
ity vary widely, and spend-

ing more doesn’t always get
you better sound.

The ZVOX SoundBase
is a speaker with built-in
electronics and integrated
subwoofer. It has a short,

but deep profile
and the television
is placed on it,
hence the name,
“SoundBase.”
Myself and others
have raved about
it because it is in-
expensive, easy to
set up and use, and
most importantly,

sounds really, really good.
ZVOX does make

a soundbar called the
SoundBar 430. I have
not heard it so I cannot
comment on the sound.
However, The SoundBase
has pretty much become
my default recommenda-
tion for anyone looking to
improve their television
sound on a budget. The
company is owned and run
by audiophiles, and their

product design, quality and
life cycles reflect this.

Most mass-market
audio companies come out
with new speakers and
receivers every single year,
sometimes radically differ-
ent than the comparable
models that came the year
before. With receivers it is
understandable, given the
changes in technology. But
if you are throwing out last
year’s speaker design and

coming out with a new one,
in a way you are saying that
you did not have it right a
year ago and have to start
over.

The companies that
make the very best speak-
ers don’t replace their
speaker line every year, or
even every two years. They
devote a lot of resources
to make the products the
best they can be, then keep
them in production for sev-

eral years at a minimum,
or perhaps make extremely
modest changes on an
ongoing basis. All of my fa-
vorite speaker manufactur-
ers follow this philosophy,
for example Axiom Audio,
Definitive Technology,
GoldenEar Technology,
Magnepan, Ohm Acoustics
and Paradigm.

It seems that sound-
bars from the mass-
market companies get

replaced every year with a
new model, which is why it
can be hard to land  a good
one. Not so with ZVOX,
as they follow a product
life cycle close to that of
an audiophile speaker
company. They did just
introduce new models,
but only after a successful
run of the previous series,
which was excellent.

Your timing is excellent
as ZVOX has a holiday spe-
cial on their SoundBar 420,
which is suitable for televi-
sions from 32 to 50 inches
in size . Normally $299, it
is on sale on their website
for $199, which gives you
lots of money left over. It
includes all the cables you
need, as well as easy setup
instructions, so all you have
to do is wrap it! Bigger and
smaller SoundBases are
available for televisions
up to 70 inches . For more
details, visit www.zvoxau-
dio.com

Contact Don Lindich at
www.soundadviceblog.
com and use the “submit
question” link on that site.

Improving your TV sound on a budget
A soundbar or ZVOX’s SoundBase
offer great sound, reasonably priced

get Comcast to fix the problem.
“It was panic-inducing,” said Murphy, who works

in Yahoo’s corporate communications department.
“I didn’t want to come home from the hospital to no
Internet.”

Murphy’s sentiments are widespread among
Comcast subscribers. Fremont resident Sangat
Singh, 30, is frustrated that his Comcast Internet
service goes down several times a week and he isn’t
getting anything close to the 105 megabit per second
speeds he was promised. Jim Busche, 48, of Camp-
bell, remembers asking to have HBO removed from
his service after a free promotional period ended
only to be billed for it again three months later.

While I knew such feelings about Comcast were
widespread, I didn’t share them, at least not until
recently. I had Comcast service — first Internet,
then a Triple Play  package — for about four years
and generally was pleased with it. I switched to
AT&T’s U-Verse two years ago mainly because
AT&T offered a better deal.

As I explained in a recent column, I recently
decided to switch back to Comcast for Internet ser-
vice, because after my AT&T deal expired I found I
could get faster speeds at a lower price with Com-
cast. But I quickly started regretting that decision.

For one thing, it’s going to cost me more than I
had been led to believe. Comcast refused to honor
the second-year monthly rate a representative
initially quoted me, even going so far as to deny
— despite my notes and insistence — that the com-
pany ever discounts second-year rates on Internet
access. What’s more, I found out in my second call
that Comcast’s price to rent a modem was due to
rise early next year, something the first company
representative failed to disclose to me.

It was also a much bigger headache to install
than it should have been. Comcast’s technicians
postponed scheduled appointments twice because
they were running late, leaving my wife and I to
work around their schedule three different days.
When a technician finally did come, it took him an
extra 30 minutes to configure Comcast’s equipment
so I could use my own router for Wi-Fi access, a
change that shouldn’t have taken more than a few
minutes.

Comcast representatives noted that the com-
pany frequently offers promotional rates for limited
periods, and the initial price I was quoted may have
been one of those. But they had no explanation for
why the second representative denied that such dis-
counts exist. And Byran Byrd, a company spokes-
man, acknowledged that twice rescheduling the
service call was not an ideal way to treat customers.

“It sounds like we missed it on that one,” he said.
Comcast officials say the company is working

hard to turn around its reputation, investing heav-
ily in recent years to improve customer service.
Instead of requiring users to stand by for hours
on end waiting for a technician, Comcast now
schedules appointments in two-hour windows.
The company is testing technology that will allow
subscribers to track the location of their service
technician to get a better idea of when they’ll arrive.
And Comcast has doubled the amount of training
time for its customer service employees, said Tom
Karinshak, the company’s senior vice president of
customer service.

But Comcast obviously still has a long way to
go. Of the 200 or so companies rated in this year’s
American Customer Satisfaction Index, only two
— United Airlines and Time Warner Cable — drew
lower ratings for their services than Comcast. In
Consumer Reports ratings earlier this year, Com-
cast ranked 15th out of 17 companies for pay-TV
service and 10th out of 14 for bundled services.

Even J.D. Power, which Karinshak proudly
notes has upped its rating for Comcast’s services
in recent years, generally gives the company below
average marks, despite that improvement.

From where I’m sitting, the key problem is com-
petition — or a lack thereof. Customers like Murphy
feel like they don’t have any real choice other than
Comcast and are angered by what they have to en-
dure because of that. And Comcast, because of that
lack of perceived or real choice, doesn’t seem to feel
much pressure to seriously address its problems.

I hope regulators keep that in mind as they eval-
uate moves that could further affect the competitive
landscape, such as Comcast’s proposed merger with
Time Warner and new net neutrality rules. The last
thing the company needs is less pressure to change.

Contact Troy Wolverton at 408-840-4285 or
twolverton@mercurynews.com. Follow him at www.
mercurynews.com/troy-wolverton or Twitter.com/
troywolv.

DON LINDICH
SOUND ADVICE

ZVOX AUDIO/TNS

The ZVOX SoundBase, which can sit under the TV, has an integrated subwoofer.

presents you with weirdly displayed
and distorted letters and numbers
that are not only difficult for comput-
ers to automatically recognize, but
hard on humans too.

I often have trouble deciphering the
exact characters to type in a CAPT-
CHA, and it’s not uncommon for me to
give up after several tries. Sometimes
they’ll have an alternative method such
as listening to an audio recording of
the characters, but that requires you
to turn up the speakers or use head-
phones, which isn’t always practical.
And even the audio is sometimes hard
to decipher, in an effort to thwart voice-
recognition software.

And, ironically, even though these
CAPTCHAs sometimes thwart humans
like me, they can’t always fool computer
systems. Google discovered that there
are algorithms that can “decipher the
hardest distorted text puzzles” with
better than 99 percent accuracy.

In addition to software designed to
tell humans from machines, there are
plenty of systems designed to make
sure an authorized human is entering
the site. In most cases, these consist of a
simple user name and password, but to
thwart intruders, some sites are resort-
ing to more complex entry systems,
including asking you to recognize a pic-
ture or requiring you to answer a ques-
tion like your mother’s maiden name or
make and model of your first car.

Increasingly we’re seeing optional
“two-factor authentication,” in which
the site sends a unique code to your
smartphone or other device that
you’re required to type in before you
can enter.  Two-factor authentication
is more secure, but it won’t work if
your cellphone has a dead battery or
you don’t have it with you.

We need better security. User-
names and passwords are no longer
sufficient, and I certainly understand
why sites would use CAPTCHAs
to cut down on machine-generated
spam, but we need to find systems
that are hard for bad guys to break,
but easy for good folks to use.

Google is one of the companies that
has used those frustrating CAPTCHAs,
but it’s now switching to a more sophis-
ticated yet easier to use solution called
the “No CAPTCHA reCAPTCHA”

From a user perspective, the pro-
cess couldn’t be easier. You just check
a box that says “I’m not a robot.”

It doesn’t just take your word
for it. Using what Google calls “an
Advanced Risk Analysis back end,”
the new system “actively considers
a user’s entire engagement with
the CAPTCHA” by evaluating a
broad range of cues that distinguish
humans from bots, according to the
Mountain View Internet company.

It’s not perfect, so Google some-
times requires a user to solve a puzzle
before allowing entrance. Google said
that it worked 60 percent of the time
on tests conducted by WordPress
and more than 80 percent on Humble
Bundle ; the system is also being

tested on Snapchat.
As with a lot of clever things that

Google does, there is a bit of a creepy
factor: These algorithms work by
examining and recording our hand
or mouse movements as we try to
enter sites. I’m not sure how Google
could exploit that information, but I
can understand how — along with ev-
erything else Google knows about us
— it could worry privacy advocates.
However, any systems that make it
easier for sites to protect themselves
from spam should also be good news
to the privacy community, so this is
probably a trade-off in which privacy
benefits outweigh creepiness.

Google admits that it has more
work to do to improve its CAPTCHA
technology, and indeed, so do other
companies that are trying to find
ways to improve security without
making life harder for legitimate
users. There are trade-offs not
completely unlike those that Mayor
Giuliani’s supporters and critics
pointed out as he was cleaning up
Times Square — one person’s secure
environment is another person’s po-
lice state. As long as we have to keep
bad guys out, the rest of us will have
to put up with some inconvenience
and worry about being scrutinized.

Disclosure: Larry Magid is co-director of
ConnectSafely.org, a nonprofit Internet
Safety website that receives financial
support from Google. Contact Larry
Magid at larry@larrymagid.com. Listen
for his technology chats on KCBS-AM
(740) weekdays at 3:50 p.m.

new characters so long as they engage
in new activities.

A potential game-changer for the
Emeryville company might be the new
LeapTV, a $149 video game console
that the company rolled out this year.
CEO John Barbour recently described
LeapTV as “a revolution.” The game
console is designed to “Get minds and
bodies moving” with educational, ac-
tive games that were already a trade-
mark for the LeapPad.

Kim Espino of Campbell said her
6-year-old daughter has been play-
ing LeapFrog games for a couple of
years, and now has moved up to the
LeapTV.

“She loves it,” Espino said. “She
also plays the games for a long time.
They don’t end quickly like you see
with standard video games. And
adults and older kids can play the
games with her as well.”

“I was a little skeptical at first be-
cause initially I thought that the last
thing preschoolers need is a video
game system,” said Renee Bergeron, a

mother of teenagers and younger kids
including a  4-year-old son for whom
she got the new LeapTV.

Bergeron changed her mind as soon
as she got the console out of the box and
undertook what was literally a five-min-
ute setup to her flat-screen TV set.

“My ( 4-year-old) son learned all
the letters in the alphabet and their
sounds, because of the ‘Spider-Man’
game on LeapTV,” said Bergeron,
who blogs about the LeapTV and
other LeapFrog products at her bak-
ersdozenandapolloxiv.com website.
“He didn’t even know he was learn-
ing. He was reading and wasn’t even
aware of it. That sold me.”

The games that run on the console
can teach reading, math, science and
problem-solving skills. The players
can interact with the system through
body motion, pointer play, and a con-
ventional game controller.

At the same time that LeapFrog
seeks to capture new territory with
its video game console, the company
faces additional foes in its original
arena of the kid-oriented tablet.

“In 2011, we were the only game in
town, but now you have more people
getting interested in the kids’ mar-
ket,” Ahearn said. “Sure, Apple is a

competitor, but probably not as big
a competitor as Samsung, which has
created a Samsung tablet for kids, or
VTech, which creates kids’ toys and
offers a tablet,” the executive added,
noting that LeapFrog still has the top
market share for kids tablets.

The company’s latest tablet, Leap-
Pad3, costs $100 and is built tough for
kids to ensure the tablet continues to
function even if its dropped or suffers
a significant impact. In addition to
games, the tablet can connect to the
Internet through Wi-Fi and browse
through LeapSearch, powered by the
Zui search engine of  Web content that
has been 100 percent prescreened by
a LeapFrog educator team.

“You are seeing LeapFrog and
other companies creating the equiva-
lent of tablets dedicated just for the
young audience,” said Tim Bajarin,
principal analyst with Campbell-
based Creative Strategies, a market
researcher. “This is an important year
for LeapFrog to be able to put a stake
in the ground for their products that
are aimed at kids.”

Contact George Avalos at 408-859-
5167. Follow him at Twitter.com/
georgeavalos.

Wolverton
Continued from Page 4

Magid
Continued from Page 4

By Anick Jesdanun
Associated Press

EDISON, N.J. — For avid
television viewers out there,
the standard digital-video
recorder that comes with
your cable TV box just isn’t
enough. TiVo can add to the
TV watching experience.

TiVo Roamio Plus
($400): TiVo gave us DVRs
long before cable compa-
nies did. But as cable DVR
offerings got better, TiVo
started to feel redundant.

What TiVo does better

is search. TiVo can auto-
matically record all mov-
ies and TV shows based on
wish lists of favorite actors
or keywords, for instance.
With standard DVRs, you’re
typically limited to choos-
ing a specific TV series or
episode. But if that series is
featured on a talk show, not
only do you have to know
about it, you also have to
find and record that sepa-
rately. Not so with TiVo.

TiVo also lets you watch
online video services such

as Netflix and Major League
Baseball on your big-screen
TV, as long as you have a
subscription with the ser-
vice. Stand-alone streaming
devices such as Apple TV
and Roku can do more, but
TiVo offers the basics if you
don’t want another sepa-
rate device.

TiVo also has free phone
and tablet apps for view-
ing live or recorded shows
while traveling. The app
sometimes gets cranky and
won’t let me sign in, but
playback is smooth when it
does work. Video quality is
better when you download

shows ahead of time, but
that takes up space on your
phone or tablet.

The downside with
TiVo is that you must pay
twice. On top of the device
(TiVo’s mid-range Roamio
Plus model costs $400),
you will pay a monthly ser-
vice fee of $15. Although the
monthly fee is comparable
to what you’d pay for cable
DVR, you generally aren’t
charged for that device.
TiVo offers cheaper models,
but if you want to watch on
your phone or tablet you’ll
need a separate $130 TiVo
Stream box.

TiVo raises bar with Roamio Plus
DVR covers the basics, and then some

LeapFrog
Continued from Page 4
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