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Abstract: In Fall 2011, we taught a course entitled “Writing and the Electronic
Literary,” an English course that fulfills a University of Wisconsin-Madison general
education requirement. The course included a project in which students, most of
whom had never written a computer program, used the Inform7 design system to
build works of Interactive Fiction (IF). In this presentation, we briefly describe our
approach to teaching the course and make a two-fold argument: 1) the general
education classroom offers a useful space in which students can connect the practice
of writing with the practice of computer programming; 2) games are the ideal medium
by which we can help students to make that connection.

Introduction

In Fall 2011, we taught a course entitled “Writing and the Electronic Literary” in the English
department at the University of Wisconsin-Madison in which students interacted with and created
digital objects. We relied upon Katherine Hayles’ argument that the term “electronic literature” was too
narrow and that “the literary” offers a more expansive container for discussing a broad range of
related artifacts such as digital art, games, digital poetry, and hypertext fiction (2008). This was a
writing class designed to fulfill a general education communications requirement, and this meant that
students arrived in the class from a number of different backgrounds. Such a diverse population—
students in our class came from seven different colleges—is the norm in general education writing
classes, and it presents various challenges.

Students arrive in such classrooms with varying sets of skills and expectations, and these challenges
become even more pronounced when teaching computer programming in a writing classroom.
However, we see the general education writing classrooms as a key space of opportunity for those of
us trying to bring programming and software design to broader audiences. Further, we see game
design as a particularly useful way to link together the concerns of computer programming and writing
studies.

Inform7

We broke the course into three units: electronic literature, interactive fiction, and videogames. The
first unit focused on hypertext fiction and other genres of electronic literature, and the third unit asked
students to conduct a close analysis of a videogame while reading lan Bogost’'s How To Do Things
With Videogames (2011). It is the second unit on interactive fiction (IF) that we’d like to focus on in
this micropresentation. During that unit, we read Nick Montfort’s Twisty Little Passages (2005), a book
that offers both a history of IF and a theoretical account of it, and played through some text adventure
games (Adventure and Zork, for instance) in order to gain appreciation for the genre and its
conventions. Our hope was that playing and reading about IF would give students ideas for their own
games, and we encouraged students to make references to other works of IF in their games (a
common practice in the IF community). In encouraging this practice, we were teaching students the
same citational practices that they learn in other writing courses.

Students authored works of IF using Inform7, a language and development platform created by
Graham Nelson specifically for writing IF. It is well designed overall and has many useful features. For
our purposes, its most interesting characteristic is that programs are written almost entirely in natural
language. For example, if the programmer wants to create a room called “Kitchen” which contains two
objects, a stove and a refrigerator, s/he need only write:

The Kitchen is a room. A stove and a refrigerator are in the Kitchen.
The programmer’s job is simply to describe the setting, characters, and interactions using English
sentences. Once the stage has been set, an interpreter spits out a fully functional piece of interactive

fiction at the click of a button. The greatest strength of this approach is that it is completely
unintimidating to a casual observer. The immediate reaction to reading a program written in Inform is
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usually: “I could write that.” Students quickly realize it might not be so simple; users of Inform7 still
need to learn rules and syntax. Still, Inform carves a middle ground between writing English
sentences and having to learn programming syntax. The result is a platform that looks like English
(which avoids intimidating and alienating novice programmers), but is robust enough to allow for
complex works of IF.

We tasked the students in our class with creating works of IF that used the unique features of the
medium to communicate an idea and with constructing a meaningful experience for the interactor.
This required them to understand that IF offers different affordances than traditional writing. The
students created a number of interesting games; one particularly strong project was a game called
Bully Be Gone, created by Chelsie Zitzlsperger and Michael Hagerty (1). In this game, the player must
navigate through a school in search of a bully. As the player goes about performing various actions
typically associated with adventure games—picking up items that might not belong to the player,
attacking various NPCs—s/he gradually begins to realize that s/he is, in fact, the bully. From this
realization, the player must retrace steps through the school, righting the various wrongs s/he
perpetrated earlier in the game.

The game’s real strength is that it implicates the player in the process of bullying, forcing the player
into the role of aggressor. This makes the player reflect on their own actions rather than those of
some hypothetical third party. As lan Bogost argues in Persuasive Games (2007), this is a powerful
rhetorical technique. While a good writer, speaker, or filmmaker can make the audience feel some of
a character’'s emotions, the procedural rhetorics of a videogame allow an author to put the audience
into a character’s shoes.

In learning to use Inform7, students learn many skills that would be important in a computer science
classroom, from if-statements, to the process of developing and debugging, to beginning to “think” like
the computer. Most importantly for the purposes of this presentation, students are afforded the
opportunity to create games that sit somewhere in between the texts that they are accustomed to
reading or writing in a general education communications course and the computer programs that
they would author in a computer science course. Game design bridges these two forms of writing,
offering students a framework for understanding how computer programs can be used to
communicate ideas in novel ways.

Conclusions

General education continues the tradition of a liberal arts education within institutions of higher
education that are fragmented into specialized fields and majors. One hope is that general education
courses provide students with the opportunity to step outside the narrow focus of their degree
program. Students in classes like ours are asked to learn communication skills in various genres—
they produce a great deal of writing and do oral presentations. However, our course conceived of
communication even more broadly by teaching computer programming alongside other modes of
communication.

As we have argued, game design is an ideal way to expand students’ definition of communication.
Our course offered game design as a way for students to think of the ways in which computer
programming and writing are similar. Beyond this, we hope that such a course makes a grand gesture
by considering computer programming as part of a liberal arts education. The fields of game studies
and game design can and should be a part of this grand gesture.

Endnotes
(1) All the games created by students in this class, including Bully Be Gone, are available at:
http://courses.jamesjbrownjr.net/interactive_fiction
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