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“Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in humility value others above
yourselves, not looking to your own interests but each of you to the interests of the others.”

(Philippians 2:3-4; NIV)
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FOREWORD

This collection represents a maturing discipline and the culture that brought post-secondary games
education from the backrooms and basements of academic institutions to the frontispiece of
internationally recognized programs. Collections such as these are a reminder of the strength of the
collaborative, earnest, and cooperative character of game academics. It is this history in game-focused
education that helped establish the legitimacy of such work in sometimes adversarial and skeptical
environments.

The work enclosed here is evidence of a community that aims to support quality education by
fostering an open and transparent community of pedagogic discourse. These syllabi not only reflect
the instructional goals of their authors, but they are also informed by the perpetual post-mortem
of being an effective educator. They are the product of successful and unsuccessful experiments in
improving student outcomes, addressing learning objectives, and working within the set of constrains
common to all education. They are outlines of lessons learned to meet the common goal of providing
a game-focused education.

They also demonstrate the many foci of a complete ludic education. What is shown here is variety.
A variety of disciplinary practices, a variety of institutions, and a variety of ways to help students
examine the characteristics that makes games engaging, meaningful, and socially relevant media.
From assessment tools to rubrics, and timelines to philosophies, the diversity here is evidence of a
thriving community strengthened by entangling disciplines.

For those who helped create the first generation of games degree programs, this is the collection we
needed. Before such a collection, administrators, lead faculty, and committees effectively scrounged
for such resources, tapping their network to understand what had been done. This collection
simplifies that task by offering a single resource, much wider and more inclusive than those supported
by traditional peer networks and organic web searches. It is a much-needed resource for any kind of
starting — a new course, a new program, or a new take on a topic that educators know well.

It is also a reminder that there is no one right way to teach games. Instead, like all interdisciplinary
and transdisciplinary work, there are a variety of solutions to help move the entire practice foreword.
It is a collection not unlike what those of us who have created game programs start with — a
collection of syllabi from a wide-ranging faculty. This treasure trove is collected in a way that reduces
redundancy and supports a wide view.

This collection is also important as educators consider the evolving space of media literacy and
global engagement. There are countless ways to interpret the study of games. When educators move
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away from the practice of teaching it the way they were taught, they often have an opportunity to
improve the instructional value of their course. Having access to other syllabi facilitates a wider
view of pedagogic solutions, references, assignments, resources, and teaching philosophies. While
many early-generation faculty teaching games did not have this resource, its contents support both
experienced and inexperienced faculty. It provides heuristics from the field. In this case, the field is
the classroom.

In these pages, foci vary from recognizing games as media artifacts or as technical experiments to
commercial, artistic, or pragmatic products. There is study of the economics, history, operations, and
more in the context of games. The breadth of study in itself serves as heuristic on how games act as
both case study for a variety of disciplines and how the ludic pervades so much of life. Unsurprisingly,
there are faculty using the canon of commercial games, while others aim for global, independent, and
artistic intersections. Some focus on the technological, others on media or aesthetics. Ultimately, the
mere aggregation of this knowledge lends perspective to the many approaches to teaching games.

While this collection offers obvious practical resource in demonstrating how people educate others
on games, it also serves as a snapshot of a time and space for games pedagogy. While in the short
term it is useful to consider how such syllabi might support educator needs, it is also a tool for
understanding what needed to be taught in the contemporary. For this reason, it remains a long-term
resource. It provides evidence of that which needed to be taught when it was taught. That evidence is
useful in capturing the shifts apparent in wider education. Where once there were collegiate courses
to introduce the web, eventually the Internet’s pervasiveness and technological simplicity rendered
different needs for such courses. There is a chance that some of what is listed here will become so
fundamental to the experience of all learners, it will not warrant a college level course. What will be
left instead is an archive like this, that helps map how education itself changed over time.

Ultimately the health of any environment, whether academic or natural, is in its ability to thrive.
Where those less informed about games education might perceive a monoculture, the syllabi collected
here offer evidence of a much healthier community. Resting in these pages is humanist pedagogy
among technology, media studies mingled with education, narrative alongside ethics. It is evidence
of a community that is thriving in its diversity of subject and resources. As academic environments
shift, this diversity of focus helps insulate games education from the disruption that could prove
detrimental to less diverse topics.

Readers are invited to not only review the contents of this book as an encyclopedic reference, but also
as an artifact. As a way of seeing more globally the ways in which games, broadly, are taught. In so
doing, readers’ pedagogical approaches may broaden or even be inspired in entirely new directions.
At the least, reading through the resources presented here gives an opportunity to peek into another
instructor’s classroom, learn what they are doing, and help the community grow through a kind of
informal, asynchronous class visit.

Reading such a collection comes with a responsibility. Readers are encouraged to continue to
contribute to the practice in an equally generous way. Just as this collection provides evidence of a
collaborative, earnest, and cooperative character in game academics, it also calls forth the reader to
continue that tradition.
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Games, for all their social pervasiveness and potential, are not always educationally accessible to many
communities. The momentum of games education has been its hallmark for decades. As educators
examine this collection and use it in their own planning it seems a self-evident responsibility to
continue that commitment. The practice and strength of the community grows not from the darkness
of obscuring our work behind closed doors, but instead by generously sharing it widely, freely, and
with the light available to all.

Just as the contributors and editors have given you this valuable resource to support the strength of
games education, you are invited to continue contributing, collaborating, and working to make the
opaque more transparent. Give light to academic rhizomes as they rise and leave space for them to
grow in full support of our shared strength.

Lindsay D. Grace
Knight Chair in Interactive Media, University of Miami
Vice President, Higher Education Video Game Alliance
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PREFACE

INTRODUCTION

Academics are taught about the importance of standing on the shoulders of giants (Merton, 1993).
We are trained to ground our efforts in the theoretical and empirical work of others. However, we
are not always shown how to play nice with others. For instance, we are not always taught to share,
nor are we necessarily taught how to share.

We are not just referring to college or university rivalries. This can even happen within programs.
A good example is our teaching materials. Universities often own course numbers, course titles,
and the basic data sheets—the forms that go through curriculum committees listing basic objectives
and outcomes. But faculty are given the freedom to meet those objectives—and to develop their
syllabus—in whatever way they choose. As such, faculty might be assigned to a course and given
nothing to begin with—or simply given a very basic syllabus to develop a course and teach from.

There are several challenges in such an approach, particularly as it relates to games and gaming.
First, even if faculty do share syllabi, the (normally) basic documents do not act as rich and thick
descriptions (Geertz, 1973) of actual practice. Faculty are not necessarily given examples of best
products or practices from previous iterations. They are not always instructed in successes in
engaging students or course ideas that could have succeeded with more work.

We are not suggesting sharing never happens. As a matter of fact, most of us have been part of
teaching assignments where other faculty gave us pointers and even product materials to teach from.
Rather, we are suggesting that this is not always the norm, particularly when it comes to course
materials.

A second problem is that the field of gaming and game studies is naturally interdisciplinary. A
student could often take one of several gaming courses at a college or university just by looking
across departments in communication, education, health, business, computer science, etc. However,
conversations about gaming within those courses are not necessarily interdisciplinary. Yet students
graduate and go into fields where they are expected to engage with those who share different
perspectives on—-and experiences with—gaming. Faculty may not know how to connect across
disciplines to help prepare their students for such endeavors.

The good news from academia is that collaborative and interdisciplinary practices and processes are
changing. For instance, many colleges and universities are now freely and openly sharing their
syllabi and their course materials online (e.g., https://ocw.mit.edu/). Learners around the world can

TEACHING THE GAME xi



take classes for free through massive open online courses (MOOCs; Nigh, Pytash, Ferdig, &
Merchant, 2015). And open access journals have grown in popularity (Solomon, Laakso, & Bjork,
2013). There is even an open access journal dedicated to the sharing of syllabi called Syllabus
(http://www.syllabusjournal.org/).

Collaboration continues to grow in gaming, too. This refers, for instance, to collaborative play in the
form of massive multiplayer online (MMO) games like Guild Wars 2 (https://www.guildwars2.com/),
Fortnite (https://www.epicgames.com/fortnite/en-US/home), and Genshin Impact
(https://genshin.mihoyo.com/). This collaboration can be for fun or for competition through K-12
or postsecondary eSports in games like League of Legends (https://www.leagueoflegends.com/) and
Rocket League (https://www.rocketleague.com/).

It also refers to collaboration through open access tools for creating gaming experiences like Unity
(https://unity.com/), Unreal Engine (https://www.unrealengine.com/), Ogre
(https://www.ogre3d.org/), and Scratch (https://scratch.mit.edu/). Collaboration can refer to how
we share our games through social avenues like streaming on Twitch (https://twich.tv) and chat and
audio channels on Discor (https://discord.com/). Through game streaming or game podcasts,
thousands of people interact as professionals and novices play or/or talk about their play.

Finally, collaboration and open access refers to how we talk and write about games and gaming. We
collaborate through mailing lists (e.g., Gamesnetwork; https://lists.tuni.fi/mailman/listinfo/
gamesnetwork). We collaborate with and through open access journals (e.g., Well Played;
http://press.etc.cmu.edu/index.php/publication-tag/well-played/). For instance, Jennifer deWinter
and Carly A. Kocurek guest edited a special issue of Syllabus on teaching with games (deWinter &
Kocurek, 2015). And there are open access books that showcase research and information about
games such as Kat Schrier’s (2014; 2016; 2019) series on Learning, Education €# Games. In short,
gaming is collaborative. This book is an effort to honor that collaboration by supporting academic
efforts to strengthen teaching in our collective and collaborative fields.

WHY THIS BOOK?

We wrote this book to help game instructors prepare better and more comprehensive courses.
There were several other intended goals. First, we believed that creating this book would provide
an opportunity to see the current state of gaming instruction at various places throughout the
world. Second, we hoped it would strengthen all of us individually as instructors, and in doing so,
would strengthen the field. A third proposed outcome was that we would be able to improve the
interdisciplinary nature of game instruction. In doing so, we would be able to help students look
across what researchers, teachers, and developers do in other fields.

Last, but not least, in these chapters you will see examples of what students are being asked to reflect
on and create. Many of these chapters include links to templates or exemplar student materials. It is
one thing to read about what a course entails but another to see what the students can produce from
the instruction. While not all chapters have included student work, there are some fantastic examples
throughout the book.
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THE GENERAL OUTLINE OF CHAPTERS

Ask to see syllabi from 20 different instructors, and you will typically see 20 different formats.
They will, for the most part, contain similar themes or headers; however, they will often look
incredibly different. We as individual instructors even have different formats and templates for
different audiences or different formats of instruction (e.g., medium or time). The challenge for us as
editors was to improve readability, so that someone could easily compare and contrast across courses.
As such, we gave authors a template to follow, ensuring readability and encouraging everyone to
include comparable content.

It is worth clearly stating that there are certain components of syllabi that are either required or
encouraged by every institution. These include, but are not limited to sections on academic integrity,
plagiarism, Title IX information, and support for students with disabilities. We need to state clearly
that these are important pieces of information that should be required for every syllabus. (We
would even add additional sections related to students seeking counseling or needing extra support.)
However, we did not ask authors to include this information in their individual chapters for space
reasons. While critical to student success, many statements like these are standardized and read
similarly between colleges and universities. We asked authors to focus instead on the gaming aspects
of their curriculum and syllabi.

We added some additional conversational sections such as the Course Best Practices and Future
Course Plans sections. These sections are important as the authors can communicate what they have
learned from teaching their course and how you could potentially implement some of their ideas into
your own course. Many of the chapters also include direct links to online materials that instructors
use in their course. Some have even included links to Google Drive materials they have created for their
courses.

We asked authors to use the following template:

« Front Material

o Author Information — Authors were asked to include their names, emails, affiliations,
and a brief bio to support collaboration and communication.

o Chapter Title — The title includes the name of the course the author teaches including
their course number. Note that course numbers vary across different universities.

o Course University; College/School; Department/Program — This section includes
information about where this course is taught and what department and school it is
part of.

o Course Level — The level will signify if the course is intended for graduate,
undergraduate, or both.

o Course Length — This section indicates the length of time this course is taught such as
one semester, full-year, module, or others. Note that this book includes chapters from
across the world, so a typical semester may be different in other countries.

o Course Medium — The course medium indicates whether the course is taught face-to-
face, online, or a hybrid of both. We also told authors they can talk about what they did
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during the COVID-19 pandemic, as many in-person courses transitioned fully online.

o Course Keywords — We told authors to include 7-10 keywords that describe their
course of their choosing.

+ Catalog Description (~125-250 words). This section is the catalog description that the
students see in their university course catalog. While some courses in this book may be in the
process of redesign, some of these may not be official.

+ Course Purpose and Objectives (~250-750 words). This section includes the overall mission
or purpose of the course. We told authors to include their large course goals in this section,
and the individual weekly goals later in the course outline below.

+ Course Context (~100-500 words). This section is for the authors to explain what the course
is for, meaning, if it is included as part of a program, as an elective, for a certificate, or many
other possibilities. We also told authors to include what types of students typically the course
and what experience with gaming they have prior to attending, as these variabilities can
impact how the course is taught.

+ Course Pedagogy (~250-500 words). Authors were given the opportunity to describe their
own pedagogical beliefs that set the stage for creating and teaching this course. The authors
were able to describe the techniques they use and some insight to what format they teach their
courses in. Some opted to include how their pedagogy changed during the 2020 COVID-19
pandemic, as many had to rapidly adapt their course for teaching online.

+ Course Texts, Games, Software, and Hardware (~200-500 words). This section included any
required textbooks, software, and hardware that students are required to obtain for their
course. Many authors included links to the games they utilize, many of which are free.

+ Course Assignments (~500-1500 words). This section included the course’s major
assignments. This section was to generalize the major assignments during the course, not
necessarily each week’s individual readings and activities. Instead, those are found below in
the Expanded Course Outline section.

+ Course Assessment (potential bulleted list) — We told authors to list their assessment types,
grades, and weights with a final total. This will not include the grading scale, but rather how
the instructors calculate a student’s final grade.

+ Expanded Course Outline — This section is the bulk of each chapter. Authors were told to
include weekly activities, assignments, readings, and topics. There are also many links to
outside materials that you may utilize in your own course.

+ Course Best Practices — (~250-1000 words). We asked the authors to list their tips and tricks
that they recommend based on their experiences teaching the course. Some chapters discuss
what worked and what did not in the past. Additionally, we suggested to authors to include
examples of products that students have created in the course.

« Future Course Plans (~250-1000 words). This section allowed the authors to discuss what
their future ideas were for their course. Some chapters included what technologies they are
interested in trying in the future, while others discussed what they are hoping to improve
based upon student feedback.
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+ References — We encouraged authors to include any materials that would allow readers to
immediately implement the author’s work into their own courses. This section also includes
readings that were required for students.

THE SECTIONS OF THE BOOK

When preliminarily discussing the focus of this book, we wanted to look specifically at courses about
video games. While gamification of teaching methods is important and effective, we instead wanted to
focus on courses that are about video games, about designing video games, and include video games in
their curriculum. You will see many disciplines through the book, and they are categorized into theses
five sections:

1. Business, Health, and Humanities. This section encompasses courses in the business
disciplines that focus on the business side of the video game industry. Additionally, this
includes history, music, and ethics of video games.

2. Communication and Media Studies. The Communication and Media Studies section includes
chapters from communications, storytelling, writing, and theory.

3. Computer Science. This section encompasses courses where students are programming games

4. Education. The Education section includes courses regarding game-based learning and games
for learning

5. Game Design and Development. The Game Design and Development section includes both
intro-level courses and advanced for game design.

ITEMS TO CONSIDER

Readers who scan across chapters will be able to see themes emerging. We encourage this cross-
chapter examination to continue to push our thinking in the field. To support such an exploration, we
would recommend several items for readers to consider. Listed below are topics and then questions
to consider.

+ While the disciplines covered in this book vary, many courses implemented free games into
their curriculum. What are the advantages of using free vs. commercial games? How do
instructors best support students without knowing what consoles or playing devices they
have access to?

+ Some instructors chose to gamify their gaming course. This included points, scores, and
levels. Is this a best practice that should be considered for all gaming courses?

« This book is a collection of syllabi across disciplines and content areas. That does not mean,
however, that the chapters themselves contain interdisciplinary content. There were
examples of domain specificity within the courses. What do we need to do in order to
facilitate more interdisciplinary engagement within courses?

+ There were some great examples of cutting-edge gaming interests within the book. Other
areas, however, were not addressed. For instance, there was very little discussion about
eSports; there were no syllabi related to eSports classes. There were no classes on gaming
accessibility. There were very few classes describing the role of eXtended Reality (XR), Virtual
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Reality (VR), or Augmented Reality (AR) in gaming. The likely answer is that those courses exist,
but no authors of such content contributed to this book. However, what do we all need to do
as a field to make sure certain topics like accessibility are addressed in all courses? How do we
ensure that all courses are updated to reflect new practices in our fields?

+ Innovative technologies used for pedagogical purposes often focus on the consumption of that
product. In other words, classes about gaming often show games being played. There are
obvious exceptions in this book where the focus of the class is game development. But what is
the balance between teaching students to consume vs. produce games, particularly in non-
game-development courses?

+ One of the biggest trends in gaming recently has been the role of gaming communities
through platforms like Twitch (https://www.twitch.tv/) and Discord (https://discord.com/).
What is the role of coursework in introducing these tools as well as using these tools as part of
pedagogical practice?

These are just some of the questions we hope readers will consider.

CONCLUSION AND GETTING INVOLVED

We hope this book continues great conversations about gaming across many fields. We also hope that
the content provided by so many great authors improves course instruction around the world. On
behalf of the authors, we would like to request three things.

1. If you use materials from a chapter, please reference the chapter. The authors have provided
this work in an open access format to help us all. Please give credit where credit is due.

2. Consider starting a conversation with the author, letting them know what you have used and
how it worked. This will benefit the reader and author.

3. We hope this is just one of many iterations of the book. If you are reading this and have a
chapter to propose, please contact us so that this syllabi work can be a living and breathing
project.

Respectfully,

Richard E. Ferdig, Summit Professor of Learning Technologies, Research Center for Educational Technology,
Kent State University, USA

Emily Baumgartner, Assistant Professor of Technology, Ohio Northern University, USA

Enrico Gandolfi, Assistant Professor of Educational Technology, Kent State University, USA
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CHAPTER 1.

PLAY AND SOCIETY (CTK 359/460.1)

SERCAN SENGUN'
ILLINOIS STATE UNIVERSITY

Course Title: Creative Technologies (CTK) 359/460.1: Play and Society

Course University: [llinois State University

Course College/School: Wonsook Kim College of Fine Arts / Wonsook Kim School of Art

Course Department/Program: Creative Technologies Program

Course Level: The course is offered both on undergraduate (359) and graduate (460.1) levels

Course Credits: 3

Course Length: 16-weeks

Course Medium: The course has been taught both in face-to-face and blended/hybrid formats
Course Keywords: play, culture, gender, identity, simulation, history, media, expression, social,
learning

CATALOG DESCRIPTION

Play and Society provides an historical and cultural perspective on play, playfulness, lusory attitude,
games, and other forms of mediated playful cultures. The course examines the present state and
future directions of paper, card, and board games; physical games; simulations and interactive art;
performative, public, and expressive playfulness; and video games and esports. Students imagine
playful artifacts, products, and games for the purposes of cultural communication, art, activism,
learning, and societal impact, as well as creating text- or video-based analyses and critique to
disseminate through publications, communities, or social media channels.

COURSE PURPOSE AND OBJECTIVES

Play and Society builds on 13 themes (play as culture, play as values, play as spectacle, play as gender,
play as identity, play as a simulation of history, play as a historical artifact, play as media, play as art,

. Sercan Sengiin, Ph.D. (ssengun@ilstu.edu) is a researcher, teacher, and game designer, exploring phenomena at the intersections of

video game studies, gamer communities, cultural informatics, virtual identities, and interactive narratives. He is currently an
Assistant Professor of Creative Technologies (Game Design) at Illinois State University. In the past, he conducted research as a part
of MIT CSAIL (Computer Science and Artificial Intelligence Laboratory), MIT ICE Lab (Imagination, Computation, and Expression
Laboratory), and Hamad Bin Khalifa University's QCRI (Qatar Computing Research Institute), and taught graduate and
undergraduate game design courses at Northeastern University, Bahcesehir University, and Istanbul Bilgi University.
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play as expression, play as serious impact, play as a social construct, and play as learning) discussed
around three main goals:

+ Defining playfulness, lusory attitude, playing, gaming, and game design as a form of cultural
activity and production

« Mapping the relationship of play and games to communities, cultures, and societies

+ Understanding playful design affordances and media conventions, their histories and origins,
as well as a future imagining of play and games in art, technology, activism, and social impact

This course approaches games as phenomena informed by the social, cultural, and political milieu of
their time. Accordingly, apart from analyzing the medium itself, equal weight of discussion is reserved
to developers and designers who produce them, the players who play them, and the fanbases that
create products around them. As outcomes of this course, the students are expected to:

+ Identify, describe, and analyze a broad array of games and playful experiences, as well as
artifacts and cultures around them across times and media

+ Understand the contemporary issues around games and gaming, and identify the origins of
such issues through conventions and traditions

+ Apply social, cultural, political, and philosophical theories and perspectives to many forms of
playful productions

COURSE CONTEXT

Play and Society is a 3-credits elective course offered as a part of the Creative Technologies’
Interdisciplinary Technologies and Game Design majors (B.A. or B.S. degrees), Game Design minor,
as well as the Creative Technologies Masters (M.S. degree) program. Creative Technologies programs
attract students who are interested in careers in digital and interactive media production including:
game design and development; web development; video production; sound design for live
performance, broadcast, and multimedia; digital music composition and production; VR and XR; and
emerging, computational, and interdisciplinary arts. Within the Game Design major and minor, this
class is typically taken by sophomores or juniors. The undergrad version hosts a maximum of 20
students and the graduate version hosts a maximum of 10 students. The class content stays essentially
the same between undergrad and graduate versions, however, the undergrad version might seek less
rigor in the research assignment component. The graduate version also accepts larger scale research
articles as final projects. Since graduate students typically bring more technical skills with them to
the class, video essay assignments can end up being post-produced better. In contrast, for undergrad
students, screencasts of screen presentations (e.g., PowerPoint) become acceptable. Although this is
designed as a face-to-face course, it was taught online during the COVID-pandemic without any
major overhauls. The online version included some additional virtual class activities to include all
students in the discussions which is less of a problem in a physical class. Some of these activities
included breakout sessions during which smaller student groups discuss a specific material (e.g.,
reading, game, etc.) and then present it to the class when the breakout sessions are joined. The online
version also relies more heavily on Discord for completing discussions that are kicked off during
virtual sessions.



COURSE PEDAGOGY

Play and Society is designed around student- and instructor-led in- and out-of-class discussions.
The content is divided into 13 comprehensible themes with each theme focusing on 2-3 discussion
questions and/or talking points (Conner-Greene, 2005). Providing these questions upfront helps
the students to experience the materials (readings, videos, and games) with the discussions in mind
and acts as anticipation guides (Readance et al., 1989). Each week is divided into two sittings: an
experiential kickoff and a formative feedback session (Shute, 2007). In the experiential kickoff session,
the lecture begins with the facilitator student(s) introducing the theme by summarizing the materials
and defining the highlights within them. The students discuss the materials among themselves,
hold a “mind dump” session (Nilson, 2010), may make time to collaboratively read/watch some of
the materials in-class, and use the rest of the time to cooperatively play a selected game from the
suggestions. Between the two sessions, the students continue their discussions online and play rest of
the selected games. The out-of-class (online) discussions are also facilitated by selected students for
each theme. Finally, in the formative feedback session, the instructor leads the in-class discussions
around the weekly questions/talking points while giving feedback on the answers and reflections
provided by the students throughout the week.

COURSE TEXTS, GAMES, SOFTWARE, AND HARDWARE

The course is based on a selection of individual readings and videos, which are shared with students
weekly. The course schedule describes when each material must be read or watched.

Required:
+ Technology: The class uses Discord for day-to-day questions and communication. Discord is
available as a mobile, computer, or browser app.

+ Technology: Some class activities (such as game play) are hands-on and may occasionally need
a laptop. It is always recommended for students to bring their laptop to the class. When/if
they are working on a digital project, it is the team’s responsibility to provide its own
computer hardware to develop and present their project.

Suggested:

+ Students should check the school’s library to learn more about how to access articles,
databases, books, eBooks, and for a list of recommended publications. They can reach out to
the librarian to ask for help on their research activities.

+ Reading: “Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-element in Culture” by J. Huizinga

* Reading: “Birth of the Chess Queen” by Marilyn Yalom

* Reading: “The Video Game Theory Reader” by Mia Consalvo

* Reading: “The Video Game Theory Reader 2” by Bernard Perron and Mark J.P. Wolf

Game play:

+ The course requires physical and digital games to be played in- and out-of-class. The physical
games (board, card, dice, etc.) should be available in-class or to borrow. The digital games are
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chosen from free games or demos when possible. However, in case of them not being free, in
the interest of keeping the required monetary resources acceptable, students can choose to
just watch multiple playthroughs of the digital games instead of a purchase or arrange to drop
by the office hours to play them.

COURSE ASSIGNMENTS

There are 4 assignments for this course, as well as an expectancy to join the forum/Discord
discussions for each theme.

+ Theme Facilitation (Individual Assignment): Each student (or a small team of students
depending on the class population) will select one of the weekly themes to facilitate.
Facilitations will be done through the class forums and during the lectures. As the facilitator
of the week, the student(s) will start a post on the forums for the weekly theme. The post will
include: some important bullet points from the readings of the week, an additional reading
and/or video essay about the theme, a selected short list of games about the theme, and some
additional cues/questions for discussion. It will also be the job of the facilitators to follow the
discussions on the forums and post responses. The facilitators will also be given time during
the lecture to provide a verbal introduction to weekly materials.

+ Research Project (Individual Assignment): This class will have research assignments that
run throughout the semester with multiple deliverables. The details of the assignment are
determined depending on the current grants and projects of the instructor. Participation in
the research projects might entail data gathering, data analysis, writing results, background
research, etc. depending on the student’s interests and skills.

+ Video Essay Project (Group Assignment): In this assignment, the students are expected to
work alone or in groups to create a video essay to be uploaded to ISU Creative Technologies’
YouTube channel. The final videos should be between 5-15 minutes. Before starting any post-
production, the teams need to submit their script to be approved by the instructor. The
students need to be mindful of intellectual properties while choosing visuals, recording game
play footage, selecting sounds & music, etc. Although YouTube can auto-caption the videos,
supplying proper subtitles is encouraged. The references can be included at the end of the
video or inside the video text description.

+ Design & Production Project (Group Assignment): As the final assignment of the class, the
students are going to bring their work and learnings together to create ideas and projects
about how playfulness, games, and lusory attitude can be mobilized for the purposes of
cultural communication, art, activism, and/or societal impact. Then, they will collaborate on
planning, executing, and working toward creating a (group of) work that is large and
interdisciplinary enough to be presented/performed/published/exhibited in some sort of
public venue. Creative Technologies’ annual Games Showcase is a natural fit for some of these
projects. The graduate version of the class also accepts larger scale research articles as final
projects.

COURSE ASSESSMENT

+ Theme Facilitation (10%): This is an individual assignment and the themes are distributed



during the first week.

+ Participation (15%): This is an individual assessment and includes your participation in
weekly forums and Discord discussions.

+ Research Project (25%): This is an individual assignment and its distributed as small
deliverables throughout the semester.

+ Video Essay Project (25%): This is a group assignment and will be completed between weeks
3and 8.

+ Design & Production Project (25%): This is a group assignment and will be completed
between weeks 10 and 16.

« Total (100%)

EXPANDED COURSE OUTLINE

Each week is taught in two sessions of 75 minutes, typically on separate days. However, the syllabus
can also work with longer class times by allocating the time into two slots. Except the first and final
two weeks, each week/theme is assigned to a single student or a group of students for facilitation. The
facilitator(s) kick off the week by introducing the discussion questions and materials such as readings,
videos, and games for the week. In the first part of the class, students discuss the research questions
and materials in one large group (see the Course Pedagogy section). In the second part of the class, the
instructor brings the discussed points together and adds a lecture/presentation covering the points
that were already highlighted by students or that were not brought up at all. The students use the
Discord app to continue communication between the two sessions and may share additional materials
with each other such as games, web articles, videos, etc. Depending on the depth of discussions each
week, the instructor can choose to facilitate gameplay either in the first or the second part of the class.
For busy weeks, the gameplay might be assigned for out-of-class time. If a given game is not free,
instead of a purchase, the student can watch a playthrough from YouTube, Twitch, etc. or visit the
office hours to borrow a copy.

Week 1: Course Introduction
Class Topics/Activities

+ Introduction to the syllabus
+ Class introductions
« Discussion questions:
o What is play? What does “play predates culture” mean?
o Why do we play?
o What is a game? What is the difference between “playing” and “playing a game”?

Assignments

o Interact: Students meet each other in class, but use Discord outside of class to further
introduce themselves
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* Read: The first 7 paragraphs of (pp. 1-4) “Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-element in
Culture” by J. Huizinga

« Interact: Post a reflection on the forum/Discord about the week’s discussion questions,
materials, and games

Week 2: Play as Culture
Class Topics/Activities

« Discussion questions:
o Can we preserve and/or remember a culture through gaming?
o Which cultures have the power to produce games?

o Why does it matter that different cultures create games based on their cultural
identities, stories, aesthetics, etc.?

» Game play:
o Never Alone (Upper One Games), http://neveralonegame.com/
o The Great Palermo (We Are Miiesli), https://www.wearemuesli.it/palermo

o The Cat and The Coup (Kurosh ValaNejad), https://www.thecatandthecoup.com/
Assignments

* Read: “The Game Industry of Iran” by Yara Elmjouie, Polygon.com

+ Read: “African video game makers are breaking into the global industry with their own
stories” by Abdi Latif Dahir, QZ.com

« Interact: Post a reflection on the forum/Discord about the week’s discussion questions,
materials, and games

Week 3: Play as Values
Class Topics/Activities

 Discussion questions:
o How can games have values?

o Are (video) games better at changing people’s values than other media (such as
books, movies, music, etc.)?

o When designers are making games, how conscious are they about their design
choices constructing values?

« Game play:
o Papers, Please (Lucas Pope), https://dukope.com/

o Break the Glass Ceiling (Flynn Geraghty), https://isuctkgame.itch.io/break-the-glass-
ceiling



Assignments

+ Read: “The Video Games That Made People Question Their Beliefs” by Gita Jackson,
Kotaku.com

+ Read: “How RimWorld’s Code Defines Strict Gender Roles” by Claudia Lo,
Rockpapershotgun.com

+ Watch: “The Last Guardian and the Language of Games” by Game Maker’s Toolkit, YouTube
« Interact: Post a reflection on the forum/Discord about the week’s discussion questions,

materials, and games

Week 4: Play as Spectacle
Class Topics/Activities

« Discussion questions:

> Do games need to be visual, aural, or action-based spectacles? Spectacles are made to be
watched, admired, felt wonder toward, and got excited about. Is that still pervasive in
the way we understand games?

o Why do we like watching games rather than playing them? This is more understandable
for, say, sports and historic gladiator games. But, how about e-sports, Twitch, YouTube,
etc.?

o Is there a bias against games that are not perceived as spectacles; where does that come
from? Does that affect the way the industry is making games?

« Game play:
o Gone Home (The Fullbright Company), https://gonehome.game/

o The Uncle Who Works for Nintendo (Michael Lutz), https://ztul.itch.io/the-uncle-who-
works-for-nintendo

o Fall Guys (Mediatonic), https://www.mediatonicgames.com/game/fall-guys

Assignments

+ Read: “Ludic Voyeurism and Passive Spectatorship in Gone Home and Other ‘Walking
Simulators™ by Sercan Sengiin, VGA Gallery, videogameartgallery.com

+ Read: “Let’s NOT Play: why do we watch others play games?” by Andy Hartup,
Gamesradar.com

+ Read: “The pandemic will change how we watch sports” by Will Douglas Heaven, MIT
Technology Review

+ Interact: Post a reflection on the forum/Discord about the week’s discussion questions,
materials, and games
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Week 5: Play as Gender
Class Topics/Activities

+ Discussion questions:

o Is play gendered? Do boys really prefer to play with soldiers and trucks while girls like
to play with dolls and model houses? Or is that a learned taste that the society and toy/
play industry constructed? Following this logic do female gamers inherently like games
with less action and violence (as opposed to male gamers)?

o Are the representations of female avatars, heroes, characters, etc. poorer than their
male counterparts in games?

o Is the game industry dominantly male? Do the developers’ views on gender roles affect
their games?

+ Game play: (for this week’s games: play to the extent that you feel comfortable with)
o One Night, Hot Springs (NPCKC), https://npckc.itch.io/one-night-hot-springs
o Radiator 2 (Robert Yang), https://radiatoryang.itch.io/radiator2

o Luxuria Superbia (Tale of Tales), http://luxuria-superbia.com/

Assignments
+ Watch: “Tropes vs Women in Video Games” Season One by Feminist Frequency, YouTube
* Read: “Inside the Culture of Sexism at Riot Games” by Cecilia D’Anastasio, Kotaku.com
+ Read: “Why do they fight?” by Sercan Sengiin et al., sercansengun.com/whydotheyfight
« Interact: Post a reflection on the forum/Discord about the week’s discussion questions,

materials, and games

Week 6: Play as Identity
Class Topics/Activities

+ Discussion questions:

o Is the game industry dominantly white and Asian? (This comes from a concept called
“the hegemony of play” by Fron et al. 2007, which will be a reading this week.)

o Are certain ethnicities/groups misrepresented in games (much like in other media...)?
> Do you identify as a gamer? Does that matter?
+ Game play: Who's She (Zuzia Kozerska-Girard, Playeress, watch on Kickstarter and YouTube),
https://playeress.com/

Assignments

* Read: Fron, Janine, Tracy Fullerton, Jacquelyn Ford Morie, and Celia Pearce. “The Hegemony
of Play.” In Situated Play, Proceedings of DiGRA 2007 Conference. 2007.
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+ Read: “Confronting racial bias in video games” by Eric Peckham, Techcrunch.com

* Read: “Hispanic (Mis)Representation (or lack thereof) in Gaming History” by Jaime Pineda,
Medium.com

* Read: “Shooting the Arabs: How video games perpetuate Muslim stereotypes” by Nicole Lee,
Engadget.com

* Read: “Fear, Anxiety and Hope: What It Means to Be a Minority in Gaming” by NYTimes.com
* Read: “Do you identify as a gamer?” by Adrianne Shaw, New Media & Society, 14(1), 28-44.
« Interact: Post a reflection on the forum/Discord about the week’s discussion questions,

materials, and games

Week 7: Play as a Simulation of History
Class Topics/Activities

+ Discussion questions:

o Is history biased? Is it a science or is it a narrative written by the victors? (Although this
is not a history class, this discussion creates a transition into the next questions.)

o Are games a good medium for simulating, teaching, or learning about history?
o Can games help us preserve historical events, artifacts, viewpoints, etc.?

> Do the game designers perform the necessary historical research before they make
their games?

+ Game play:
o Notre-Dame de Paris: Journey Back in Time (Ubisoft)

o Any Assassin’s Creed game

Assignments

+ Read: “Portraying Historical Landmarks and Events in the Digital Game Series Assassin’s
Creed” by Jana Radosinska, Actaludologica.com

+ Watch: “Paradox Interactive: History and Game Design” 2016 GDC talk from Paradox’s Chris
King, YouTube

« Interact: Post a reflection on the forum/Discord about the week’s discussion questions,

materials, and games

Week 8: Play as a Historical Artifact
Class Topics/Activities

+ Discussion questions:
o Is the history of gaming (especially video gaming) documented well?

> How can we document the history/narrative of gaming, gaming communities,
development, etc.? Why does this matter?
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o Sometimes we may think that games are created in a historical vacuum. How are games
affected by the social, political, and historical events around them? Discuss in relation
with this week’s reading by Marilyn Yalom.

« Game play: Evoland 1 and Evoland 2 (Shiro Games), https://evoland.shirogames.com/

Assignments

+ Read: The first 3 chapters of (pp. 3-36) “Birth of the Chess Queen” by Marilyn Yalom.
+ Watch: Any video(s) from Gaming Historian channel on YouTube

« Interact: Post a reflection on the forum/Discord about the week’s discussion questions,
materials, and games

Week 9: Play as Media
Class Topics/Activities

+ Discussion questions:

> Read this quote from Michael Samyn: “Video games that are not media are better
games. Video games that are not games are better media.” What does this mean?

> Are games a form of media? How do video games decode/encode their messages?

o Compared to other forms of media, how effective do you think video games are in
communicating the intended message? Do you think video game players are always
aware of the messages they receive through their games?

« Game play: Lone Survivor (Jasper Byrne), http://www.lonesurvivor.co.uk/

Assignments

* Read: The first chapter of (pp. 1-18) “Medium is the Massage” by Marshall McLuhan
+ Watch: “How the Medium Shapes the Message” by MIT Media Lab, YouTube
+ Watch: “The Medium is the Message” by BBC Radio 4, YouTube

+ Read: “Video Games as Media” by Michael Samyn, Gamasutra.com

Week 10: Play as Art
Class Topics/Activities

+ Discussion questions: Below is a list of video games that are considered “artistic,” artworks
that uses (video) games, or artists that work with (video) games. Research and experience a few
while answering these questions:

o How did they inspire you? What does it mean that they were created with/in games?
 List:
° Samorost series, Amanita Design

° Super Mario Sleeping, Miltos Manetas
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o Expositur, Eckermann & Fuchs

o Max Payne Cheats, JODI

o Suicide Solution, Brody Condon

o Other Places, Andy Kelley

o Backlash 1998 Richard Pierre-Davis
° Facade, Mateas and Stern

o JFK Reloaded, Traffic Software

o Works of Feng Mengbo

o Works of Mark Essen

° Student’s own selection

Assignments

+ Read: “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” by Walter Benjamin

* Read: “10 Artists Who Use Video Games as Their Medium” by Flavorwire.com

« Interact: Post a reflection on the forum/Discord about the week’s discussion questions,

materials, and games

Week 11: Play as Expression

Class Topics/Activities

+ Discussion questions:

o 'Who owns the materials that come out of a fandom? Are players justified in freely using
materials from games as their creative output? Are companies justified in (trying to)
regulating them?

> Do fandoms create pressure on game developers and their artistic freedom? Do they act
as gatekeepers?

> What do you think of the comparison between games that are made as artistic
expression (or with an authorial vision) vs. games that are made to be modded,
modified, skinned, etc. (so that they put the labor on players’ shoulders)?

Game play: Check some game mods! Here is a good place to start: “10 Games with The Best
Mods Available, Ranked” by Mark Carpenter, GameRant.com

Assignments

Read: “Art within the machine: how machinima turns the camera on videogames” by Matt
Turner, BFl.org.uk

Read: “Still Unsatisfied with Mass Effect 3? Read One Fan’s 539 Page Rewrite” by Paul Tassi,
Forbes.com

Read: Postigo, Hector. “Of mods and modders: Chasing down the value of fan-based digital
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game modifications.” Games and Culture 2, no. 4 (2007): 300-313.
« Watch: “Are Fandoms Bad? | A Video Essay” by Saberspark, YouTube
« Interact: Post a reflection on the forum/Discord about the week’s discussion questions,

materials, and games

Week 12: Play as Serious Impact
Class Topics/Activities

« Discussion questions:
o Can games create serious social and political impacts?
o Who has the power to create such games?
o Should gaming elements be involved in our daily lives (gamification)?
+ Game play:
o Bury Me, My Love (ARTE France), https://burymemylove.arte.tv/
o 3rd World Farmer (Frederik Hermund), https://3rdworldfarmer.org/
o Darfur is Dying (interFUEL), https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Darfur_is_Dying
o PeaceMaker (ImpactGames), http://www.peacemakergame.com/

Assignments

* Read: Sercan Sengiin (2016), Video Oyunlarinin Toplumsal ve Politik Degisim Potansiyellerini
Okumak Amaci ile Farkli Bir Siniflandirma Onerisi (Turkish, title trans.: A Classification
Proposal to Understanding the Potential of Videogames in Social and Political Change). Yeni
Medya Caligmalar: I1. Ulusal Kongre Kitabi, pp. 459-471. (Translated text will be provided.)

* Read: “Gamification is Bullshit” by Ian Bogost, TheAtlantic.com
« Interact: Post a reflection on the forum/Discord about the week’s discussion questions,

materials, and games

Week 13: Play as Social Construct
Class Topics/Activities

+ Discussion questions:

o How do social interactions happen between players in the game worlds? How do game
developers affect these interactions through game design?

o How do virtual characters simulate social interactions? How to create “better” social
virtual characters?

> Game play: Animal Crossing: New Horizons (Nintendo), https://www.animal-
crossing.com/new-horizons/
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Assignments

Read: El-Nasr, Magy Seif, Bardia Aghabeigi, David Milam, Mona Erfani, Beth Lameman,
Hamid Maygoli, and Sang Mah. “Understanding and evaluating cooperative games.” In CHI,
vol. 10, pp. 252-262. 2010.

Watch: “More Science Behind Shaping Player Behavior in Online Game” 2015 GDC talk from
Riot Games’ Jeffrey Lin, YouTube

Watch: “Better Game Characters by Design” 2007 lecture by Katherine Isbister, Stanford,
YouTube (only between timecodes 7:40 — 45:40)

Interact: Post a reflection on the forum/Discord about the week’s discussion questions,
materials, and games

Week 14: Play as Learning

Class Topics/Activities

Discussion questions:

o Are games better at teaching than traditional methods? Is this the case for all topics,
games, genres, and audience combinations?

o What are the components of an effective educational game?
Game play:

o The Oregon Trail versions (various), https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
The_Oregon_Trail_(series)

o Type:Rider (ARTE France), https://www.arte.tv/sites/webproductions/en/typerider/

Assignments

Read: Garris, Rosemary, Robert Ahlers, and James E. Driskell. “Games, motivation, and
learning: A research and practice model.” Simulation & gaming 33, no. 4 (2002): 441-467.

Read: Egenfeldt-Nielsen, Simon. “Overview of research on the educational use of video
games.” Nordic Journal of Digital Literacy 1, no. 03 (2006): 184-214.

Watch: “Games and Education Scholar James Paul Gee on Video Games, Learning, and
Literacy” by Connected Learning Alliance, YouTube

Interact: Post a reflection on the forum/Discord about the week’s discussion questions,
materials, and games

Week 15-16: Final Project

Students work on their final projects in- and out-of-class and present them in the final meeting of the
class to their peers and the instructor.

COURSE BEST PRACTICES

Play and Society works best when it is divided into two sessions with a couple of days apart. The time in
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between gives the students a chance to discuss materials online and play the recommended games. If
the class is going to be taught as a longer block session, the instructor can use the time between classes
more effectively by moving gameplay out-of-the-class. In either case, out-of-class communication
channels would be required. If the class is being taught face-to-face, an instant messaging system
(e.g., Discord, Slack, etc.) should be generally enough. If the class is being taught online, a learning
management system (LMS) forum should also be employed. Forums encourage the students to outline
their ideas in a more formal and structured way. Instead of each student starting a separate forum
thread, creating a forum thread per each question/talking point of the week may help focus the
discussions. The students can additionally use instant messaging systems to discuss game play or
materials in an informal way.

Using peer-review for teamwork can be its own learning experience. The students should be aware
that professional life includes working with a diverse range of people who may or may not perform
well in a group. Additionally, peer-review assessments are already in place in many companies and
academia.

Past outcomes from this class have been (1) published as video essays on YouTube and other video
streaming services; (2) disseminated as academic publications or as articles on reputable gaming
websites; and (3) released on gaming platforms such as Itchio or The Game Crafter
(www.thegamecrafter.com).

FUTURE COURSE PLANS

Although the themes of the course are selected to stand the test of time, their fine-grained content
(e.g., readings, videos, games, etc.) will require revisions through up-to-date materials and discussions.
The student facilitations wherein the students propose additional readings, videos, and games can be
included in the future iterations of the class to support the timeliness of the materials. The course
is also suitable for inviting guest lecturers either from the industry or academia to expand more on
the weekly themes. The students can benefit from interacting with and hearing from the designers
of the assigned games or authors of the assigned pieces. Play and Society has been a very productive
class in terms of encouraging student work such as video essays, analog and digital games, essays,
data, and other research that can be disseminated through multiple channels. Interested instructors
can highlight the production aspects and assignments of the class as they see fit.
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CHAPTER 2.

ETHICS AND GAMING (MDIA 316)

KAREN (KAT) SCHRIER1
MARIST COLLEGE

Course Title: MDIA 316: Ethics and Gaming

Course College/School: Marist College School of Communication & the Arts

Course Department/Program: Film, Television, Games & Interactive Media

Course Level: Undergraduate

Course Credits: 3

Course Length: 15 weeks

Course Medium: Face-to-face or online (remote) synchronous

Course Keywords: Undergraduate, Video Games, Ethics, Values, Games, Hedonism, Virtue Ethics,
Utilitarianism, Kantian Ethics, Justice, Feminist Ethics, Ethics of Care

CATALOG DESCRIPTION

This course introduces students to the intersection of ethics and gaming, an emerging field of study
that is both innovative and as old as humankind. Human beings have always played games to
experiment with different identities, explore choices and consequences and to try on new moral
perspectives. This class will provide students with a foundation in relevant ethics theory, as well as
game design and game studies. Students will be exposed to different case studies of both digital and
non-digital games, and through this, will understand how games are ethical systems, how games help
us understand our own ethics and cultural norms, and how games may help us reflect on and practice
ethical thinking skills. Students will learn how to apply major ethical frameworks to current issues
in ethics and games. They will also better understand controversies and concerns related to gaming
and the development of games, and how this may reflect cultural norms, as well as relate to issues of
gender, race, sex, and violence.

. Dr. Karen (Kat) Schrier is an Associate Professor and Director of Games and Emerging Media at Marist College. Her latest book

is We the Gamers: How Games Teach Ethics and Civics (Oxford University Press).
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COURSE PURPOSE AND OBJECTIVES

Games are communities and games are part of our public, our society, and our culture — and as such,
the play and creation of them have ethical implications. [ have three main goals with this course. First,
the goal is to help foster the practice of ethical thinking by using the popular, relevant medium of
games. Two, many of the students who take this course want to be game developers or designers and
I want to help them cultivate an interest in and habit of also asking ethical questions when making
and distributing games, in addition to asking design, technical, artistic, and business questions. Three,
I also hope that students develop a greater understanding for the cultural and social implications of
games, and how ethical questions around games pervade and influence our everyday lives. In other
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words: as grapple with the ethical ramifications of our creation and play of games, we may start to
also disentangle broader questions about humanity and how we should all live together.

These are the eight course objectives:

« Demonstrate an understanding of, and compare, at least four ethical theories and the ability to
use it to explain and justify moral judgments in related to games.

« Apply at least two ethical frameworks to games and other playable media.
+ Engage in research on at least one primary ethical issue in games.

+ Demonstrate well-grounded ethical argumentation related to games in written and oral
communication formats.

+ Gain knowledge and facility with a breadth of issues related to ethics and games, such as ones
related to design, marketing, and social aspects of gaming.

+ Show the ability to critically examine the often unspoken and unarticulated assumptions and
values that underlie our interactions with and design of games.

« Design and prototype a non-digital game related to an ethical issue.

« Work collaboratively in teams.

COURSE CONTEXT

The course is an upper-level (junior/senior) undergraduate course in the Games and Emerging Media
degree program and the Media Studies and Production degree/Interactive Media concentration. The
course counts as an Applied Ethics course, which counts for the Ethics and Justice core requirement,
one of the core requirements at Marist College, like Social Science, Literature, and History. The
course needed to be approved by the Department of Philosophy and Religious Studies and the Core
Committee. is currently one of only two courses that count as an Applied Ethics course, and one
of only two non-philosophy department courses that count for this particular core requirement.
According to the requirements for this type of course at Marist College, it must include a minimum
of three different ethical theories (utilitarian, Kantian and virtue ethics) and “include explicit critical
evaluation of ethical issues in a particular discipline or field, recognizing the complexity of the
decision-making process and providing guidance for making moral decisions.” Mainly games majors
and minors take the course, but some additional students take the course to fulfill their ethics and
justice requirement.

The class is typically taught face-to-face in a laboratory classroom with 24 computers and stations,
that are formed into six different “pods.” However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the class was
also taught in a remote synchronous format through Discord. The basic outline and content of the
course was the same, with students still working in groups to design games (though meeting in
Discord voice channels rather than in person). However, one change between the two formats is that
I had them create games to played over Discord, rather than to be played in person. The games were
also playtested through Discord as well. Some of the in-person games (board games, card games,
sport games) that we typically play in person needed to be substituted with digital versions or other
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games. Otherwise, what I would typically do in person was shared with students through the remote
synchronous format.

COURSE PEDAGOGY
[ am guided by five principles as I teach:

Learning Should Combine Theory with Practice

All of my courses integrate theory with practice and show students how theory and research can
inform design, how practice can drive theory, and how theory can be applied in the real world.
I believe it is essential to play with knowledge and experiment with ideas through both abstract
investigation and hands-on interactions. Through full-class discussions and interactive lessons, we
collaboratively build a theoretical foundation on the topic. Then, students work in small groups to
immediately apply their new knowledge and solve a design problem related to the topic of the day.
I encourage them to search for creative solutions, to cultivate their individuality, and to iterate their
designs using alternate perspectives. My students engage in design as a way of playfully interrogating
new concepts.

Learning Should Involve Critical Thought

I strongly value the cultivation of critical thinking skills, such as interpretation, deliberation,
evaluation, and the consideration of multiple perspectives. When teaching in the classroom, I do not
simply express a litany of facts, but I provide multiple ways of viewing concepts, and invite students
to express their unique opinions and perspectives. I question students’ assumptions and critique their
work constructively, so that they can develop further beyond even their own expectations. By doing
so, | hope to encourage students to reflect on and potentially reevaluate their own beliefs.

Learning is Social

I believe we are continually learning from and teaching each other, through our behavior, by sharing
our perspectives, and by expressing our values and beliefs. My class functions as a learning
community, where students work together to solve problems, test hypotheses, and constructively
critique each other’s ideas and solutions. I strongly encourage empathy, compassion, and perspective-
taking. My students work in groups to rapidly prototype, create stories, and write design documents,
as well as to critique each other’s approaches. This happens formally through the classroom, but we
also spend time playing games together over Discord, connecting with industry speakers and guest
lecturers, or working on projects and events together, like game jams. [ want my students to interact,
play, learn and grow.

Learning is Empowering

I am passionate about helping each student develop their unique talents and abilities. While I believe
learning with others is beneficial, I also encourage my students to develop and pursue their individual
creativity and interests and I give them an appropriate amount of freedom to explore. I want students
to feel empowered and to actively experiment with what interests them. Enabling students to write
and present on their favorite games also helps them to overcome personal barriers and gain comfort
in public speaking and writing.
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Learning is Iterative

Design, redesign, and revision are built into the course. As part of this, we approach all design, writing,
and presentation work as iterative and engage in the process of critique and revision continually.
Students work on projects iteratively and reshape their work continually based on feedback from
peers, clients, professors, and users. Just as I encourage students to listen and invite feedback, I also
ask students for feedback so that I can grow as a teacher, and to help to redesign our curriculum,
classroom activities, topics, and exercises. I like to experiment with new learning methods and
tools—even if they may fail—and I am transparent with my students about my purpose and goals. This
also helps students reflect not only on what they are learning, but how they learn, and how they can
better learn in the future.

Class Structure

I typically teach this class in the evening in a 2.5-hour block, or in two hour-fifteen class periods.

First 30-45 minutes: Playing and Connecting

The first part of my class we typically spend playing and connecting. We also review what we did
the previous week and what we will do in the session. We first discuss any concerns, fears, or hopes.
Students share any games they have been playing, ask questions, and any issues they are having with
exercises or just life in general. We also share our thoughts on the issue of the week (a weekly ethics
and games issue in the news that we discuss on forums prior to the class). And we play a short game
or do a small activity. For instance, students take turns bringing in a short game to play that relates
to ethics, like the games Loneliness, We Become What We Behold, Werewolf, or Coming Out Simulator.
Or I present to them an activity, like doing identity icebreakers (https://www.adl.org/media/13011/
download), or a game motivations survey (https://quanticfoundry.com/). One activity I use, which I
created, is called Trade Off. I have students take out a piece of paper and write an X or O on it. I have
them line up in three lines (in non-pandemic times). I tell them they need to be the first line to get all
Xs or Os and need to trade their paper with people in front or behind, or next to them. They trade
and one of the lines wins, with either Xs or Os. In the next round I say that the winning X or O is now
verboten, they need to get rid of that paper by trading with others before the time runs out. They have
to keep their paper for only a few seconds and must keep trading with others. Whomever ends up with
the X or O is the loser. After the two rounds we discuss the difference in how people interacted and
the communities that were formed—one was more collaborative and one was more competitive and
selfish. Which behaviors were the players now doing under those new rules? This helps them to see
how games are systems and how different values and ethical behaviors may emerge from the system.
We then co-design additional rounds to see what types of values emerge.

Second 45-60 minutes: Discussing and Applying

After the playing and connecting time, I introduce the topic or lesson for the session. I may share the
new ethical framework by reviewing the main components, contextualizing it, and comparing it to
ones we have already discussed (like introducing utilitarianism or Feminist ethics). Then, as a class, we
discuss the strengths and weaknesses of the framework. After this period of discussion, we then play
another game as a class, and/or break into small groups and discuss a game that we had already played
for homework. We also take the ethical framework of the day and apply it to the game or gaming
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issue, such as in how the game was designed or to the choices in the game that the students made.
For instance, in one activity, students break up into small groups to each discuss one segment of the
game That Dragon, Cancer. The small group talks about that specific segment, how it was designed to
evoke particular emotions, and which design techniques were used. They also apply the Ethics of Care
framework to the game, and how the game expressed care and emotions for other characters, and/
or for the player. We then come back as a full class to share our thoughts together. Besides playing
and analyzing games, other activities may also be used, such as full-class debates or watching videos
of opposing opinions on game issues like loot boxes or game violence and comparing and discussing
them as a full class.

Final 30-45 minutes: Designing and Reflecting

Finally, we typically end each class with a design or reflective activity of some kind—like creating
a Twine game, or working with a group of people to design, playtest, or document a board game.
Mixing theory with practice and applying creativity and problem-solving skills to ethical questions
is a key component of the class. For instance, students need to design a game that relays a news or
current event of some kind, like the COVID-19 pandemic, fires in California, school shooting, or
severe weather issue like a hurricane or tsunami. Or students need to make a Twine game that uses
choices and choice-making based on either the Kantian approach or utilitarianism.

COURSE TEXTS, GAMES, SOFTWARE, AND HARDWARE

The one required text for this course is Fundamentals of Ethics (5th Edition). Russ Shafer-Landau,
Oxford University Press (2020). Other materials are provided on a weekly basis. For other exercises
and interactions in the class, we also use Twine 2 and Discord. For connecting with the class during
a Remote Synchronous session, we use Discord. Here is how I set up the Discord server for Remote
Synchronous needs.

« We had a few different text channels, like Class Discussion, Issue of the Week, Introductions,
and Water Cooler for casual conversation.

« We had a voice chat for the main class, and another for more individual conversations.

+ We also had small group text and voice channels, such as for the small group activities. We had

ones named after colors, classic games, and named after the students’ game projects.

COURSE ASSIGNMENTS AND COURSE ASSESSMENT

Participation, Exercises, & Other Weekly Challenges - 25% of final grade

25% of the total grade is based on participating in our regularly scheduled events, design activities,
posts, exercises, and discussions. This includes a number of creative exercises, like making a short
game in Twine, designing memes, or creating a concept for a game that uses a utilitarian approach to
ethics, as well as responses to the “Topic of the Week” article or podcast, shared through our Discord
server.

For instance, for one of the weekly challenges, students needed to do the following:

Write a 1-page, short analysis of a game. Pick one game that you think relays emotion, empathy,

TEACHING THE GAME 25



compassion, and/or inclusiveness in some way. How does it express or show care? How does it not
express care? What would you change about the game? Write a 1-page review and analysis of the
game, with only a few sentences of it actually summarizing the game.

Group game creation and analysis - 25% of final grade

25% of the grade involves creating a non-digital game with a team. The theme varies each year and for
Fall 2020 it was to create a game that could be played over a Discord server, which related to a current
event. The game is collaboratively created, written, and presented. In addition, students need to share
their game at our big games event with other games major students.

Ethics Paper and Presentation - 25% of final grade

Students need to discuss one game or gaming issue. They need to devise a question and construct
an argument related to the game or issue. They also need to use and apply at least one framework
(hedonism, utilitarianism, Kantian, virtue ethics) to discuss the issue. For instance, students might
discuss how the ethics of care relates to caring for a character in a game, or how a choice in Fallout
could be responded to with either a Kantian or utilitarian approach. Students also need to present
the paper publicly at the annual games event we host. The paper component is around 5 to 6 pages
long and requires students to use at least three citations from scholarly literature to support their
argument. Some example paper topics are listed later in this document and include things like the
moral choices in Bioshock, the ethics of evoking fear in a horror game, and cheating in esports.

Final “Take Home” Exercises - 25% of final grade

This is a series of essay and exercise prompts that are provided to students a few weeks before the
end of the semester. The students need to complete two short essays and one design exercise, which
includes creating a concept for a game based on one of two themes (which change each year).

An example of a question for the essay prompt is as follows:

“We have discussed the ethics of the responsibility of game creators toward how gender, sexuality,
disability, ethnicity, and/or race is represented in games and in the gaming industry. For example, how
should game developers respond to issues like harassment or toxicity in their games or in the games
industry? Furthermore, games can help us understand issues of representation better. For instance:
What role do games such as Women Goes to a Private Games Industry Party play in understanding
different perspectives on women in the games industry? What role do games such as Triad play
in understanding different sexualities or sexual identities? Pick at least one game and/or issue and
explore 1-2 specific ways it provides a glimpse into gender identity, sexual identity, race, ethnicity,
or disability. Use at least 2 scholarly readings to support your argument, and at least one ethical
framework (e.g., Ethics of Care, Kantian, Hedonism, Virtue Ethics, Feminist Ethics, Utilitarianism).”

An example of an exercise prompt is as follows:

“The US has had quite a bit of news lately about elections and the presidency more generally.
There are different games that approach issues related to politics, such as The Voter Suppression Trail
game. These types of games are journalistic in nature and make an argument, similar to an Op-
Ed but in games format. Create your own type of “Op-Ed” game where you take a current event

26



related to politics and mount an argument using that game. Come up with a game that seeks to
share a perspective on anything related to politics and ethics, such as election tampering, voter
suppression, presidential pardons, or disinformation. Regardless of where you are with respect to
these political processes, design a game that seeks to find ways to share your perspectives and makes
an argument that you support. Using the outline, describe your design in detail. Feel free to use
images or screenshots to support your concept, and be specific about how the game supports the
goals described above. If you want, you can also show sketches, cards, boards, or other materials that
support your design.”

EXPANDED COURSE OUTLINE

Week 1: Course Introduction
Class Topics/Activities

+ Introduction to the class

+ Class introductions and icebreakers

« Hardware/technology needs

+ Save the date for our semester games event.

+ Example in Action: Moral Machine (https://www.moralmachine.net/)

Assignments Due Today

+ Fill out first-day survey

+ Engage in first-day activities and games.
Week 2: What Are Games? What are Ethics and Values?
Class Topics/Activities

« What are the elements of a game?

« What are our values? Students fill out a values worksheet and start to reflect on their own
values.

« Example in Action: Trade Off in-person game (written about in https://mitpress.mit.edu/
books/values-play-digital-games)

« Example in Action: Buffalo (https://tiltfactor.org/game/buffalo/)

Assignments Due Today

+ Readings: M. Flanagan, J. Belman, H. Nisssenbaum, & J. Diamond, A Method for Discovering
Values in Digital Games; K. Salen & E. Zimmerman What is a Game?; The Game Design
Process, What is Play? The Classification of Games, Rules of Play, or another reading that
provides an overview of games / game design.

+ Two games that push boundaries of game design and propriety, express values through play,
and are also free and quick to play, such as: games by Mollendustria
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(https://www.molleindustria.org/) every day the same dream or Unmanned; Sweatshop
(https://www.crazygames.com/game/sweatshop); or The Girl with the Gray Hair Awakens
(https://heiden.itch.io/the-girl-with-the-gray-hair-awakens)

Week 3: Introduction to Ethics Frameworks
Class Topics/Activities

+ What are some major ethical frameworks?

+ How do we formulate an ethical argument?

« What is playtesting and prototyping?

« What are Newsgames? How do we represent real-world events and issues using games?
+ Handout first assignment: Group game project

« Example in Action: Factitious (http://factitious-pandemic.augamestudio.com/#/)

« Example in Action: Voter Suppression Trail (https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2016/11/
01/opinion/voting-suppression-videogame.html)

+ Example in Action: Thoughts and Prayers the Game
(https://www.thoughtsandprayersthegame.com/)

Assignments Due Today

+ Readings: Introduction, Fundamentals of Ethics; Chapter 1, I. Bogost, S. Ferrari, & B. Schweizer,
Newsgames

« Play Bad News (https://www.getbadnews.com/#intro) and Fake It to Make It
(https://www.fakeittomakeitgame.com/)

« An alternate game to play is Harmony Square, https://harmonysquare.game/books/default/ or
Troll Factory, https://trollfactory.yle.fi/

Week 4: What is Hedonism?

Class Topics/Activities
+ Overview of Hedonism: Strengths and Weaknesses
+ Discussion of pleasure and engagement in games.

« Discussion of Fall Guys (https://fallguys.com/), Candy Crush or other match-3 puzzle games

+ If in person: board games like Pandemic: Legacy or The Captain is Dead

Playtesting and working on game projects.

Assignments Due Today

+ Readings: Chapters 1 and 2, Fundamentals of Ethics; R. Greenfield, The Ethics of the Candy
Crush Pusher, The Atlantic, https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2013/07/ethics-
candy-crush-pusher/312851/
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Play one free-to-play game, such as a Candy Crush or Farm Heroes type of puzzle or match-3
game

Play Fall Guys (https://fallguys.com/)

Week 5: What is Consequentialism/Utilitarianism?

Class Topics/Activities

Overview of Consequentialism and Utilitarianism: Strengths and Weaknesses
Making choices in games; reflecting on consequences in games.

Discussion of Papers, Please and SweetxHeart

Choice and consequences vs. systemic effects

Example in Action: Spent

Example in Action: Parable of the Polygons

Playtesting and working on game projects.

Assignments Due Today

Readings: Chapters 1 and 2, Fundamentals of Ethics.
Play Papers, Please
Play SweetxHeart

Or play another game with choices and consequences, such as Depression Quest, Mass Effect,
Gamer Mom, or Dragon Age.

Read additional articles on moral choices in games, such as M. Sicart, Papers, Please, in How to
Play Video Games; a selection from one of M. Sicart’s books on ethics and games; M. Schulzke,
Moral Decision Making in Fallout, Game Studies; and/or E. Neely, The Ethics of Choice in
Single-Player Games.

Week 6: Beta Playtests

Class Topics/Activities

Review and comparison of frameworks so far.
Beta playtesting for all game projects.

Handout Game Analysis Paper and Presentation Assignment.

Assignments Due Today

Continue working on game projects

Catch up on Readings and Games
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Week 7: What is the Kantian Approach?

Class Topics/Activities

Overview of the Kantian approach: Strengths and Weaknesses

Review and discuss Life is Strange, Howling Dogs, Offline

Narrative and storytelling in games

Start Twine exercise—creating a game with choices.

Example in Action: Queers at the End of the World (https://w.itch.io/end-of-the-world)

Consider sharing other Twine game examples

Assignments Due Today

Readings: Chapters 11 and 12, Fundamentals of Ethics.

Play Life is Strange, Episode one (at minimum). (https://store.steampowered.com/app/319630/
Life_is_Strange__Episode_1/)

Play Howling Dogs (http://slimedaughter.com/games/twine/howlingdogs/)
Play Offline (https://finngeergames.itch.io/offline)

Other story-based games possibilities that may be useful are Gone Home, Telling Lies, or
Undertale

Read additional articles like: K. Smalley, https://www.popmatters.com/undertale-immanuel-
kant-ethics-video-games-2495432738.html or M. Butt & D. Dunne, Rebel Girls and
Consequence in Life is Strange and the Walking Dead, Games and Culture.

Week 8: What are Virtue Ethics?

Class Topics/Activities

Overview of Virtue Ethics: Strengths and Weaknesses

Teaching ethics through games

Analysis of ethics games such as Quandary and When Rivers Were Trails.
Example in Action: Spent (http://playspent.org/) and critique

Example in Action: Depending on equipment or logistical needs, VR or Board Game like Keep
Talking and Nobody Explodes or Max.

A recent educational game

Playtest Twine Games in Pairs

Assignments Due Today

30

Readings: Chapter 17, Fundamentals of Ethics.
Play Quandary (https://www.quandarygame.org/)



Play When Rivers Were Trails (https://indianlandtenure.itch.io/when-rivers-were-trails)

Read Introduction / Chapter 1 of K. Schrier, Knowledge Games (https://muse.jhu.edu/book/
47461); and/or K. Schrier, Introduction, Learning Education and Games, Vol 3
(http://press.etc.cmu.edu/index.php/product/learning-education-games-volume-3/)

Twine draft due

Week 9: What is the Feminist Ethics Approach?

Class Topics/Activities

Overview of Feminist Ethics: Strengths and Weaknesses

Discuss games like A Woman Goes to a Private Games Industry Party; And the Robot Horse You Rode
On; Triad; and/or Dear Gregorie, Dear Accordio; previous games like Life is Strange and Offline
would work too.

In-class debate about timely issue related to gender, race, and ethnicity.

Examples in Action: Critique board games like Suffragetto; Ms. Monopoly; Black Card Revoked,
Inequality-opoly; or Play the Patriarchy.

Assignments Due Today

Readings: Chapter 18, Fundamentals of Ethics; S. Chess & A. Shaw, A Conspiracy of Fishes or
How We Learned to Stop Worrying about #GamerGate and Embrace Hegemonic Masculinity;
selections from K. Gray, Intersectional Tech; K. Gray & D. Leonard, Woke Gaming; or/or K.
Gray, G. Voorhees & E. Vossen, Feminism in Play; selection from R. Benjamin, Race After
Technology or Captivating Technology; videos or work by Feminist Frequency.

Play: A Woman Goes to a Private Games Industry Party (https://moreelen.itch.io/a-woman-goes-
to-a-private-games-industry-party); And the Robot Horse You Rode On (https://w.itch.io/robot-
horse); Triad (https://w.itch.io/triad); and Dear Gregorie, Dear Accordio
(https://mystrophe.itch.io/dear-gregorie-dear-accordio); Hair Nah (http://hairnah.com/).
Other game possibilities include Florence, Celeste, Walking Dead (Telltale), or Grand Theft Auto V.

Final twine game due.

Week 10: Game Event

Class Topics/Activities

Community-wide games event, which is free and open to the public (typically this is an in-
person event, except during the pandemic, when it was held through Discord and Zoom).

We show our group game projects and present our papers.
Each student gives a presentation on an ethics-related topic

We also host industry speakers.

Assignments Due Today

+ Show off games, present papers.
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Papers are due.

Week 11: Compassion, Empathy, and the Ethics of Care

Class Topics/Activities

Overview of the Ethics of Care: Strengths and Weaknesses

How do we make games that connect us, and cultivate care and compassion?

Class discussion: That Dragon, Cancer; Kind Words

Example in Action: Way (https://makeourway.com/); End of Us (http://the-end-of-us.com/)

Work on creative exercise: concept of a game on care, compassion, empathy, and/or inclusion.

Assignments Due Today

Readings: Caring by Nel Noddings excerpt; K. Schrier, Designing Ourselves,
https://www.adl.org/designing-ourselves; K. Schrier, https://www.adl.org/blog/how-we-
can-use-games-to-understand-others-better; ]. Murphy & J. Zagal, Videogames and the Ethic
of Care; L. Grace, Introduction & K. Schrier, Would You Kindly Parent? In L. Grace, Love and
Electronic Affection.

Play: That Dragon, Cancer; Kind Words. Other possibilities: Animal Crossing: New Horizons; What
Remains of Edith Finch; The Sims; Walden.

Week 12: Violence and Moral Panics

Class Topics/Activities

Overview of topic
Full class discussion

Watch a video, such as this one from the New York Times (https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=0Eo03La0nA54)

Example in Action: Sandy Hook Shooting (https://www.y8.com/games/
the_slaying_of_sandy_hook)

Kowert, R. (2020). State of the Research: Toxicity in Games and Gaming Culturers,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z7iS_akCFk_4&feature=youtu.be

Hand out take-home final exam

Assignments Due Today
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Recent readings on violence and games and moral panics, such as websites like:

o https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/wicked-deeds/201507/moral-panic-who-
benefits-public-fear;

o https://www.sltrib.com/opinion/commentary/2019/08/09/ carly-kocurek-why-we/;
o https://www.stetson.edu/today/2013/10/letter-to-apa-on-policy-statement-on-



violent-media/;

> https://theconversation.com/its-time-to-end-the-debate-about-video-games-and-
violence-91607

o Research articles like

o A. Przybylski & N. Weinstein, Violent video game engagement is not associated with
adolescents’ aggressive behavior: evidence from a registered report, Royal Society
Open Science, https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rs0s.171474;

o A. Prescott, J. Sargent, J. Hull, Metaanalysis of the relationship between violent video
game play and physical aggression over time, PNAS, https://www.pnas.org/content/
115/40/9882

+ Optional, Play: One recent violent game like Call of Duty, Overwatch, Grand Theft Auto, POND

Week 13: Business, Marketing, and Ethics
Class Topics/Activities

+ Topic rotates depending on recent news and events
+ This past semester we discussed loot boxes, the ethics of business models, gambling, and

addiction.

Assignments Due Today

+ Readings: Two readings that share different perspectives, such as D. King & P. Delfabbro,
Video Game Monetization (e.g., ‘Loot Boxes’): a Blueprint for Practical Social Responsibility
Measures, International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction and L. Xiao & L. Henderson,
Towards an Ethical Game Design Solution to Loot Boxes: a Commentary on King and
Delfabbro, International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction

+ Optional, Play: Any game with a loot box, such as Fortnite, Overwatch, or FIFA.

Week 14: Additional Timely Topic in Ethics and Gaming
Class Topics/Activities

« Topic rotates depending on recent news and events
+ This semester we discussed using games to connect during the 2020 pandemic.
+ Play and discuss the games: Animal Crossing: New Horizons and Among Us

+ Example in Action: Choice of the students

Assignments Due Today

+ Play Animal Crossing: New Horizons and Among Us (students’ choice)
+ Excerpt from K. Schrier, How Games Teach Ethics ¢ Civics, Oxford University Press, 2021.

« Articles, like that of 1. Bogost, https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2020/04/animal-
crossing-isnt-escapist-its-political/610012/ or S. Needleman, https://www.wsj.com/articles/
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from-fall-guys-to-among-us-how-america-turned-to-videogames-under-
lockdown-11604116815; Videos or podcasts, like that from N. Clark & F. Lantz,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N8k7JA8IhSM.

Week 15: Final Day and Celebration
Class Topics/Activities

« Hand in take-home final exam

+ Play games together and have a final day celebration.

Assignments Due Today

+ Hand in final exam paper and project

COURSE BEST PRACTICES

The following are some of the recommendations I have for teaching this course, based on my previous
experiences in teaching it:

+ Balancing ethics with games. One of the challenges is to know the ethics content of the
course as well as the gaming side. People who teach this course need a strong background in
both ethics and design and games—just playing games regularly is not enough. This takes
some patience and I recommend connecting with the ethics and games experts at your
university or other universities for tips and advice (something I wish I do more!).

+ Comparing and applying frameworks. An important consideration to share with the
students is that each framework has strengths and weaknesses, and no framework is
necessarily right or wrong, but just different. Questions to ask are: what are the differences?
What do we gain in comparison? How did the frameworks arise and what do they each help to
tell us about humanity and how we should live together?

+ Engaging all students. Some students take this course because of an intrinsic interest in the
topic, but many are taking it just to fulfill their ethics requirement (why not take a course on
gaming rather than the standard ethics fare?). The trick is to continue to find ways to make
the ethics content relevant to the students and using games can be a meaningful way for this
to happen. One way I do this is to invite students to continually share the games and gaming
issues they are interested in, to write about the topics they care about, and to read articles or
listen to podcasts on ethics and games topics and then share this with the class. Creating a
community where these types of student-driven efforts are encouraged helps to foster this
type of engagement.

+ Practicing Ethical Argumentation. Some students struggle with how to formulate an ethics-
relevant paper (building an argument and applying a framework). Some students are strong
designers, creative artists, and/or technical developers, but may need some additional help
with analytical or writing skills practice. One tip is to continually give students lower-stakes
exercises each week to help them in describing and applying the frameworks. What I started
to do was to give a weekly survey, which was optional but earned bonus points, that invited
them to step-by-step describe and apply the framework of the session to a game we discussed
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in class or played for homework. Then, by the time they were ready to write their papers, the
students had practiced writing the main components of the paper. I also reviewed with the
students an outline of the papers, a rubric, and tips on what to do (and how to do it). One
thing | emphasized was not just reviewing the game or gaming issue, but analyzing and
critiquing it according to the framework they chose. You may want to consider not just
playtesting the games but “playtesting” the papers and presentations, too.

Caring for Student Needs. The games and topics in this course will affect students in
different ways, and ways you may not expect. For instance, students who have a family
member suffering with cancer may be too emotionally overwhelmed by the game That Dragon,
Cancer. Students who have experienced sexual assault or harassment may be affected by games
that approach these topics. Some students cannot afford some of the games, or they may feel
put off by the violence or relationship dynamics in a game. Some of the timely topics that we
discuss may be too jarring or uncomfortable for some students, such as discussing suicide,
gender bias, racism, or transphobia, gamergate, or an election. Instructors should be really
critical about which games and issues to include—what goals do they serve? Are they just
included to shock or disturb? Or, do they have productive educational value? Don't include
games that propagate biases and/or racist systems unless there is a valid pedagogical purpose,
and be reflective of those biases with the students. Be mindful of changing cultural and ethical
norms of playing certain games, and consider how games may work with some students or
age groups but not others. Regardless of the games used, also consider letting students choose
if they cannot play a game or engage with a topic, and do not penalize them if they can’t play
it. Let students know up front what to expect and explain that the topics in the class are
sensitive and possibly offensive, problematic, or disturbing in some way. You can offer an
alternative game or just allow them to skip it. This also includes letting students leave class
during discussions of games, or to engage as they wish. I have had students cry in class from
games, which can be very enriching for the class and for the student, but can also lead to
students feeling too vulnerable and disengaged. The professor needs to find a balance between
pushing students to be uncomfortable enough to grow and learn, but still comfortable enough
to feel safe and cared for.

Caring for Our Own Needs. On a similar note, some students may feel very resistant to the
games and the topics. For instance, students have expressed their concern or disgust for my
teaching of Feminist Ethics, or their disdain for topics related to sexism, racism, and other
forms of systemic bias. Some students will be angry or frustrated with these topics,
particularly if the person presenting them is from a marginalized background. Faculty
teaching the course need to ensure their own safety and wellbeing, while understanding that
these topics are provocative and can cause discomfort. What is our responsibility to our
students and to ourselves when teaching these topics?

Celebrating Student Work. Consider holding an event or some other type of celebration of
student work. Each semester I teach this class, I also hold an event that is open to all, where
students can share their games and papers. The event makes the course more memorable and
helps the students to think beyond the classroom. Consider also how to incorporate social or
civic engagement in the course if this is possible, such as by doing some type of work in or for
the community. Can you make games for an organization or educational institution? Is there a
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prosocial aspect to your course? When we host the event, which is open to the community, we
also have each student take on a different role, whether it is setting up or cleaning up, greeting
guests, doing PR for the event, or handing out welcome packets and programs. This reinforces
the community-aspect of the course and gives students a chance to volunteer and connect
with others beyond the course.

Creating an Inclusive Community of Learners and Gamers. Finally, I try to start and return
to a place of empathy and compassion for my students. This course’s content can be very
personal and intimate, and oftentimes students are feeling vulnerable. My role is to help
support and shape an inclusive community of care where students feel comfortable expressing
this, or deciding not to express without fear of penalties. Approach the class in a way that
helps to lift the fears and clear away the obstacles that students may have with the material,
whether it is in handling difficult ethical frameworks or approaching video games when they
are worried they aren’t a “good enough gamer.” Give students agency and authority over their
emotions and respect their boundaries. Check in with students regularly and make sure they
feel good. This has been especially important during the pandemic, but it is a practice that
should continue in non-pandemic times too.

The following are some student work examples. Game concepts:

News or Noise: A card game about identifying fake news

Hurricane Rescue: A board game where players need to help those dealing with hurricanes
Imitator Artist: A guessing game about finding the imposter artist.

The Friendship Game: A card game about helping citizens after a natural disaster.

Today is the Day: A twine game reflecting different endings for a character, based on utilitarian
ethics

Zombieball: An in-person dodgeball game between zombies and human beings.
Fire Force: A Discord game where the fire starters and fire fighters play against each other.

18 Rooms: A dungeon-crawler Twine game where players decide whom to trust, using a virtue
ethics framework

Doodle Disaster: A card game that gives the artist different fun constraints or bonuses,
depending on their ethical choices.

Paper topics:
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The ethics of race and avatar customization in Animal Crossing: City Folk
The ethics of lootboxes in Fortnite

Toxicity in the eSports community through a Utilitarian lens

Kantian ethics and the villains’ plan in Fossil Fighters

The ethics of care and duty in Sims 4

LGBTQ representation in games



+ The good life and SOMA
+ The categorical imperative and Bioshock

+ The ethics of boot camps and hot takes in games journalism

FUTURE COURSE PLANS

Adding Up-to-Date Content. Like anyone who is teaching games courses, I change the course every
year based on the new games that come out and student interests and needs. For instance, I added
in Among Us due to student interest and relevance, and games like SweetXHeart, after hearing about
it at conferences in 2020. I also adapt the course based on the medium of delivery, such as whether
the course is being offered in person or live face-to-face. This semester, I changed the group games
exercise to involve making a game that could be played through Discord, as we were hosting the class
this way. Typically, the group games exercise involves making a non-digital game like a card or board
game, when we are in class face-to-face. In addition, I change the content of the course during the
course itself, often based on ethical issues that arise during the semester. This semester, I included
topics and discussions related to connecting during the pandemic of 2020, and on the U.S. election
and civic engagement in games.

Including Diverse Perspectives. My goal each year is to incorporate more and more readings,
games, and topics, by and about people of color, women, people with disabilities, and people who are
LGBTQAA++. I do not want to just include individual sessions on race, gender identity, and sexual
identity, but to design the course in a way that it is always approaching and reflecting on identity,
values, and systematic bias. I aim to continually include my students and teach with more of an anti-
racist approach to ethics, and to keep reflecting on and revising my approach. My goal is also to
expand the course, or split it into two different courses, with focus on both the ethical frameworks
and games, equity, diversity, care, and inclusion.

Ensuring an Inclusive Environment. Finally, I am always looking for ways to make my class
community more inclusive and caring, such as by including more perspectives, voices, and
vulnerabilities. I have integrated the use of Discord this semester rather than Zoom for remote
synchronous teaching, because it helps to build community where the students already are, and I will
aim to keep using this even when my classes are live and in-person. I also have been using more
regularly feedback mechanisms to gain feedback from students, whether through direct message
or a weekly optional survey, and this has helped me to be more adaptive and responsive, whether
students have interpersonal issues in their group, pandemic-related health needs, or just want to share
comments about class content or games they recommend that we play.
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CATALOG DESCRIPTION

How do videogames impact society? What special responsibilities do we have as players, consumers,
creators, and how can we use ethical theories in our daily practice? In this class we will learn and
discuss various ethical theories and examine the role games can play in helping us reason about ethical
problems. We will also play and analyze games and discuss their embedded values and politics.

During this class we will alternate between lectures and discussions. Minimum expectations include
reading the assigned material before class, playing the assigned videogames, watching the assigned
movies, and participating in class discussions.

COURSE PURPOSE AND OBJECTIVE

Professional “lapses” in ethical behavior often occur when people fail to identify specific and relevant
ethical principles in moments of stress or crisis. These moments, and their lapses, are often particular
to the industry or context in which people work. The game industry is, of course, no different.
Furthermore, there are also occasions where, due to the implicit biases that naturally arise from
working with like-minded people on a shared goal (e.g. create incredible videogame experiences for

. Dr. José P. Zagal’s (jose.zagal@utah.edu) research explores the development of frameworks for describing, analyzing, and

understanding games from a critical perspective to help inform the design of better games. He was honored as a Digital Games
Research Association (DiGRA) Distinguished Scholar and a Fellow of the Higher-Education Videogame Alliance (HEVGA) for his
contributions to games research.
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people to purchase and play), things might not even be perceived or understood as having ethical
significance or ramifications.

The broad goal for this course is to help students reflect on and familiarize themselves with the idea
that, as working professionals in a global industry, they may often find themselves in situations where
their ethical judgement may be tested. This course is designed as an entry point into learning what it
means to be an ethical professional in the game industry. Its two main learning goals include helping
students:

+ Identify, analyze, and think critically about ethical issues related to videogames, their role in
culture and society, and the game industry writ large.

+ Apply different moral philosophies to arrive at reasoned conclusions to ethical dilemmas and
problems related to videogames, their role in culture and society, and the game industry writ
large.

COURSE CONTEXT

This course is currently required for students enrolled in the University of Utah’s Bachelor of Science
in Games. It is also offered as an optional elective for students interested in the Minor in Games.
Furthermore, the course is cross-listed with the Department of Philosophy whose students often take
it as an elective. Students from the Department of Philosophy are a welcome addition to the class
because they often provide insights and commentary (in class discussions and by asking questions)
that challenge many of the assumptions and presumed notions that students who have a passion and
interest in games can be blind to.

That being said, most of the students in the class have experience playing games and an interest in
creating them (i.e. working on the game industry). However, they have varying backgrounds and skills
that correlate with the different interest areas of specialization, within games, that the University of
Utah’s program covers — e.g. programmers, artists, designers, etc. Thus, students exhibit a variety of
preferences including (and often overlapping) creative, artistic, technical, and humanistic inclinations.

While the course is “introductory” to ethics and moral philosophy, it is not an introductory course
in the program. As a 3000-level course, students are expected to be in the final years of their
undergraduate degree when they take it. At this point game students already have experience creating
and developing their own games, making many of the course topics and discussions less “abstract” and
more practical or guided towards their own experience developing games.

Recently I have started to teach this class online as a livestream using Twitch.tv’s streaming service.
During the stream I share my screen (with the presentation view of my slides), my face in the bottom
right side, and above that a record of the conversation happening in the chat channel. The class is
conducted synchronously, with students encouraged to “come” to class on Twitch, watch the stream
and interact directly with myself and each other. The reason for embedding the chat into the stream
directly is because I then export the video to a Youtube channel for students to watch later (Twitch
deletes videos automatically after two weeks). Thus, the chat conversations are preserved for future
sessions which students also find useful for later studying. My use of Twitch’s platform means that
[ cannot know (or guarantee) that people watching are only students enrolled in class, but this also
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guarantees a certain level of anonymity to students who often feel more comfortable participating
and sharing their opinions. Teaching in public — anyone can watch and participate — creates a slightly
different environment from the regular classroom, I might have to be more careful about things I say
and the context in which they could be used or misused. On the other hand, it has been a positive
experience for many students who have informed me that they often watch class with a parent, friend
or roommate, and this has led to positive and valuable discussions in their homes or residence.

COURSE PEDAGOGY

Due to the size of the University of Utah’s game program, the course is primarily taught as a
combination lecture and discussion class since class sections often have enrollments in excess of 100
hundred students. Most class sessions include a required reading (that should be read before the day’s
class) that sets the context of the day’s lecture and discussion. The course is designed to inter-weave
classical philosophy with big-picture issues and concerns related to the game industry as well as a
practical view on examining what is currently happening in the industry. While the general topic and
content of a particular class session may remain the same from one semester to the next - it is often
recent game industry news stories and controversies that help set the context and seed the relevance
and connections that exist between, say, the challenges of developing, marketing, and selling a modern
videogame and philosophical inquiry from hundreds of years past.

The schedule below shows the topics, assigned reading for that day’s class, as well as what assignments
may be due. What is missing is a sense of how each class is usually “run”. As mentioned above,
the class is a combination of lecture and discussion (within the same session). At the beginning of
each class session I spend a few minutes (usually not more than ten) addressing any questions or
concerns students may have from the previous class. Often these come directly from student’s class
participation questions (see below). Prior to class I'll read them all and then select a few to discuss.
Once this is done we begin talking directly about the day’s topic. For this I have a Powerpoint slide
deck. I rarely comment or discuss any of the readings directly in class, rather the slides complement
the reading, provide additional context, or explain things from a perspective not covered or seen
in the reading. I consider the slides as “principal content” with the readings in a secondary and
complementary position. Depending on the topic, there might be as few as five or six slides or as many
has 70. Those class sessions with fewer slides will be ones that have more time spent on discussion.
For class discussions I make ample use of the whiteboards in the room generally synthesizing what
students are commenting on from prompts provided in the slides. When teaching online, I'll read
what students are typing in the chat and again synthesize their comments in an open text file that I'm
editing/writing into in real time.

Over the years, the ratio of discussion to lecture has changed in favor of lecture. This is mostly due
to the increase in class size (originally class sections have no more than 30 students). Intimate and
engaged discussions in which all students can meaningfully participate are only feasible with smaller
class sizes. That being said, I often try to encourage student participation via asking questions that
all students can answer by, say, raising their hand, and then commenting on the results of everyone’s
participation.
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COURSE TEXTS, GAMES, SOFTWARE, AND HARDWARE

Texts

This course has often used two required texts, one each for games and moral philosophy. The two
required texts generally constitute most of the required readings, with additional ones provided
electronically to the students.

1. The Videogames Ethics Reader by Jose Zagal (Ed), Cognella: San Diego
(https://titles.cognella.com/the-videogame-ethics-reader-9781609276355.html)

2. The Elements of Moral Philosophy (Paperback, 6th Edition) by James Rachels and Stuart
Rachels, McGraw Hill

Note that the Rachels & Rachels is a much older edition than the current one. This syllabus
purposefully uses an older edition because, for this class, the newer editions’ improvements are
marginal while the increase in cost is most definitely not. Alternative titles for the Rachels & Rachels
are easily found. Any “intro to moral philosophy” textbook that covers utilitarianism, deontological
ethics/Kant, social contract theory, virtue ethics, relativism, and ethics of care will do.

However, for those instructors who would rather not have any assigned textbooks, I've provided
a detailed schedule below that includes the assigned readings from the most recent version of the
course. Here the readings are all either academic papers or individual chapters from different books.
The information for each of the readings is detailed at the end of this chapter.

Games

Students are required to play three games for an in-class assignment detailed below. Rather than
require specific titles, it is usually best to provide a list of options and let the students choose the ones
they would like to or have the means to play. The list changes every semester based on new releases
that seem relevant as well as removing titles that have become “stale” (for the instructor, who gets tired
of reading so many papers about the same game). The overall goal for the list of games is to provide
a variety across genres and platforms (more is better). For each individual title, the overall criteria for
selection is how easy it is to come up with four or five different topics about which the students can
write their papers (details below). The list below represents some of the titles that have been on the
selected list over the past few years. Each semester the list of games has 5-6 titles.

+ 1979 Revolution: Black Friday

+ 2064: Read Only Memories

« A Way Out

 Astrologaster

+ Battlefield 1

+ Detroit Become Human

+ Disco Elysium

o Firewatch
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+ Four Last Things

+ Here they Lie

+ Ladykiller in a Bind

+ Max Gentleman: Sexy Business!
+ Not for Broadcast

+ Not Tonight

+ Prison Architect

« Telling Lies

+ Tharsis

+ The Red Strings Club
o Thief (2014 version)
+ This is the Police

+ Until Dawn

+ Weedcraft Inc.

+ Yakuza O

+ Zero Escape: Zero Time Dilemma

COURSE ASSIGNMENTS

Personal Reflections

Students identify a news story related to games and ethics that they’'ve read or heard about in the last
two months and write a 2-3 page paper (single-spaced, 12pt font). Their papers should:

1. Briefly describe what the story was about, making sure to refer to at least two different
sources they have used to inform themselves on the story. If the source is online, they should
include a link. If not, provide a citation.

2. Describe, in a few sentences, what the ethical concern/situation is (i.e. what is the “problem”
that people seem to be concerned with and WHY is that a problem?)

3. Describe their personal opinions and feelings on the matter. They should describe what they
think should happen or how the situation should be resolved and why.

4. Analyze the news story situation through the lens of one of the moral frameworks discussed
in class (utilitarianism, Kantianism, ethics of care, social contract theory, or virtue ethics)
(depending on the due date, this last part may have fewer options if the moral frameworks
have not yet been covered)

Student’s personal reflection papers should be longer than two pages but shorter than three. Single-
spaced, 12-point font. Sample news stories that students have written about in the past include:

+ Football (soccer) agents try to bribe developers of “Football Manager” game into giving better
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scores to those player’s they represent.

+ Commercially released game has goals a player can only achieve if they return to the game
over a year since the date in which you first played.

+ Game publisher advertises its games with ads that purposefully misrepresent the game’s actual
gameplay and mechanics.

+ Game publisher releases 6 different versions of a game where each version has different
content that is exclusive to a specific retailer. There is no way to purchase a version of the
game with all the exclusive content.

One-Page Ethical Analysis Paper (OPA)

For the OPA students pick a game from a pre-approved list, play the game and write about playing
it on a class online discussion board, and then write a one-page paper discussing something that is
interesting about the game that has to do with ethics/morality. This assignment has 3 deliverables:
three discussion board posts, a draft, and then a final paper. Students are not expected to finish/
complete the game, simply to play it for at least 90 minutes (in total) over three different play sessions.

Part 1: GamelLog

Students post a GameLog, or journal, of their gameplaying experience with the game they chose.
They are required to play the game on three different calendar days for at least 30 minutes each
time. For each play session, they post an entry describing the experience they had while playing the
game including thoughts on the characters in the game, the narrative, and the gameplay (thus, this
assignment requires writing 3 different entries each posted on a different day!). How does the game
relate to the topics discussed in class? What ethical choices is the player presented with? How are these
resolved? What values might be represented in the game? Students aren’t required to write about the
questions above, but they may help focus the reflection on their experience.

Parts 2 and 3: Draft and Final of OPA

In their OPA paper students describe and analyze an interesting moral issue or question related to
the game they played. These papers are single spaced, use a 12 point font, and should not exceed one
standard printed page. The brevity of the papers is a forcing function - students need to argue a point,
and do so succinctly and with supporting evidence (from the game). I've experimented with different
lengths, and the one-page has always resulted in the best papers. Below are the guidelines provided to
students.

Your paper must have a point. Talk about something that’s interesting. If you can’t say why someone should care
to read your paper, you're in trouble.

“Say something interesting” is not exactly an objective measure. But, there are a few heuristics you can use to see
if you're on a good track with your idea for your paper:

1. Are you interested in what you want to write about. If you're not, odds are that no one else will be. Find
something that you're interested in writing about!

2. Talk to other people about your idea — are they interested in it? If they are, that’s a good sign.
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3. Have other people written about what you'll be writing about? If they have, that’s a bad sign — your idea
is less interesting because it’s been “done’.

4. Talk to me (the instructor) about your idea.
5. Finally, can you tell me what the point of your paper is? What are you trying to argue for? If you can’t

say this — you need to work on your idea more!

In order to make your point you need to provide detailed examples that support it. You should not describe the
entire game and all of its features, only those things that are relevant to your point and that provide enough
context for the reader to understand the point you're trying to make. If your examples are factually incorrect,
you will get an “F”!

The paper should probably have these 4 sections:

1. Introduction (briefly identify and describe the game you're analyzing)
2. Describe your argument. For example:
1. What is the moral issue you will discuss/analyze in the game?

2. What moral question or issue are the game creators raising? What are they trying to express
through the game theyve made?

3. Why is the thing you will talk about interesting?
4. Support your argument
5. Provide evidence (examples) and reasoning (logic) that supports your argument!

3. Conclusion (restate your argument)
Things that are RARELY Interesting in Past Student Papers

o This game is unethical because something unethical happens in the game.
« This unethical thing happens/appears in the game and it is interesting just because.
o This game has an ethical system. This is interesting.

o 0 Is there anything interesting/different/special/unusual about the ethical system? Talking
about THAT could be interesting.

« This game has a tough choice, but the tough choice doesn’t have anything to do with ethics/morality.

« I'm going to write a review of this game and tell you why it’s good/bad.

Midterm and Exam

The Midterm and Exam are written tests with multiple questions whose answers, depending on
the question, can be of varying length from a few sentences to a couple of paragraphs. Both tests
feature questions about the assigned readings. The midterm exam always includes an ethical dilemma
question that students are asked to examine through the lens of ethical frameworks covered in
class. Commonly, due to the timing in the semester, students choose two frameworks to use from a
selection: act utilitarianism, Kant, and social contract theory. For each framework used students must

48



answer the question at the end based on what their analysis using the framework suggests (rather than
their own thoughts on the matter)

Two sample ethical dilemma questions from past exams:

1. You're the CEO of HotDampAir, a company that owns and manages an online storefront for
digital games. As a company, you've been committed to supporting the creative expression of
your clients who sell games using your platform and you have a strong reputation for
supporting freedom of expression. Game creators support your willingness to stick up for
(and publish) games whose subject matter is seen as problematic by the public. Your content
policy allows for anything so long as it’s legal — you want your consumers to choose what they
want to purchase and there are plenty of games you currently sell that you have no interest in
because of their subject matter. However, a new game appeared on your store yesterday called
DailyRape. The game’s “about” page says:

“Control a menacing serial killer rapist during an alien invasion. Verbally harass, kill, and rape
women to progress the story. It's a dangerous lawless world! The aliens enjoy eating and raping
humans but you're the deadliest rapist around.”

In an update, the game’s developer states:

“It’s a niche game for a selective audience. Don't play if it’s not your type of game. I've made a game
I'd enjoy playing and there are others like me. 4% of the people are sociopaths. Also, you can enjoy
the story even if you're not a pure sociopath.”

The game has a mature rating and plenty or warnings regarding its content. Your platform
also has reasonable age controls, so while not impossible, it is not easy for minors to find,
purchase, and play the game. So far, sales figures for the game are really good — about 4% of
your customers have either purchased the game or put it on their wishlist. While there has not
been any press about the game you are worried that there might be a backlash against your
company for allowing the game to be sold in the first place. This could negatively affect your
company reputation as well as future sales. For example, it’s likely that other publishers might
choose to no longer sell their games on your platform and go to your competitors instead. Your
lawyers have informed you that they do not think the game has any legal problems and is thus
not in violation of your content policy. This is currently the only game of its kind on your
platform.

Should you pull the game from the store?

2. You're the CEO of Snowstorm, a company that owns and sells the game CardFighting. You
also manage a successful professional worldwide tournament league for the game that is also a
significant source of revenue. You've enjoyed huge commercial success with CardFighting and
you've been expanding to other countries.Yesterday, during a livestream of a regional
championship a player made a brief statement in support of a political movement occurring in
HickHock, the region the player is from. While the HickHock political movement is not
related to your game or company, it involves a lot of youth in the region who are fans of your
game. It has also received a lot of supportive international media attention.

The political movement, however, is viewed very negatively by Sina’s government. You've
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spent the last few years negotiating to allow your games to be sold and distributed in Sina.
Sina’s population represents an area for huge growth and incredible financial returns. You're
worried that this player’s statement may hurt or otherwise hinder your relationship with Sina’s
government. This could even result in your company being banned from doing business in Sina
altogether.

You think this could be avoided by publicly, quickly, and decisively sanctioning the player.
However, this could result in negative media attention followed by boycotts from your (now
former) fans and players. This would also impact your bottom line and jeopardize the future of
CardFighting’s professional tournament. Furthermore, your company has a publicly available
mission statement with 8 core values. The most relevant ones for this situation are:

o all voices MATTER: SnowStorm is successful because of the voices of our players. We
respect our players and employees.

o think GLOBALLY: Everywhere on the planet there are people who play SnowStorm
games. While respecting diversity, we work to grow and support our global gaming
community.

o lead RESPONSIBLY: As a global leader in games, we're committed to making ethical

decisions and always keeping our players in mind.

You're worried that sanctioning the player could be perceived by fans and employees as a
betrayal of these values. This would also have negative impacts on your bottom line and harm
your reputation in the industry.

Should you sanction the player?

Class Participation

Class participation simply attempts to assess the amount of student’s participation in class
discussions. Asking questions in class is also considered favorably for class participation. Students
are not required to participate in every class session. When this class is taught online, participation
points are earned by students for answering questions or following specific prompts for posts on a
class discussion board. While the prompts are often specific to that day’s class and topic of discussion,
the following prompts are often used (not all at the same time):

For today’s class:

+ Post a question you had but didn’t get to ask.

+ Ask for clarification about something you still don’t understand.
For today’s assigned reading answer two of the following questions:

« What is the main idea/concept the author(s) is trying to get across?
« What did you learn that you didn’t expect, and why?

« What was confusing and why?
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The first prompt above has proven to be quite helpful since I often pick the most common questions
and answer them at the beginning of the next class.

COURSE ASSESSMENT

+ 6 pts: Three (3) Personal Reflections

33 pts: Three (3) One-Page Ethical Analysis Papers (11 pts each)
o Part 1: GameLog (3 pts each)
o Part 2: Draft (3 pts each)
o Part 3: Final (5 pts each)

20 pts: Midterm

21 pts: Exam

20 pts: Class Participation

EXPANDED COURSE OUTLINE

The outline below is for a regular 16 week semester-long class in the United States. Although the
schedule below has 27 class sessions, there are often “missed” days due to holidays, mid-semester-
breaks and such. Also, I sometimes dedicate a class session or two to do a “review” for the midterm
and/or final exam. The calendar is quite flexible (many sessions can be shuffled around as needed) and
it is easy to add additional class sessions (or remove some if there is less time available). The order
below is what I've found works best in terms of general continuity of topics (e.g. covering violence
in games after utilitarianism because most popular discourse about violence in games focuses on the
perceived negative effects violent games may have on their players — a consequentialist argument!).

Class 1: Introduction
Topics/Activities
+ Introduction to the course, overview of the syllabus
+ Examination of ethical claims about videogames found online (twitter, reddit, etc.)
Class 2: Morality and Games
Topics/Activities
+ What is morality? What is ethics?
+ Different types of arguments
« Common bad arguments (logical fallacies)
+ Detailed analysis of a moral argument seen in a tweet (class activity)

Assignments

« Assigned readings are (Tannsjo, 2008) and (Zagal, 2011)
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o Personal Reflection #1

Class 3: Consequentialism

Topics/Activities
+ Act and rule utilitarianism including strengths and common critiques of both.
+ Problem of moral luck.

+ How to analyze a problem from a utilitarian perspective

« Utilitarian analysis of a moral dilemma in game development

Assignments

+ Assigned reading is (Gensler, 2011)

Class 4: Power of Media
Topics/Activities

+ Overview: What are the “consequences” (effects) of media?
+ Discussion of “Does media have any power over us?”

+ Evolution of advertising for the game Evony

« Cultural/societal effects — cultural pollution

« Examples of bad moral media effects arguments

Assignments

+ Assigned reading is (Melzer & Holl, 2020)
+ OPA #1, Part 1 (GameLog)

Class 5: Playing Columbine
Topics/Activities

« In class screening/viewing of documentary Playing Columbine
(http://www.playingcolumbine.com/ ), a film made by the creator of Super Columbine
Massacre RPG! (SCMRPG) about his experiences surrounding the release and impact of the
game

Class 6: Discussion of Super Columbine Massacre RPG!
Topics/Activities

+ Overview of the different “causes” attributed to the Columbine massacre in 1999
+ Class discussion of both the documentary and the game itself. Discussion questions include:

o Is it ok to make a game about the Columbine massacre in which you play as the
shooters?
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> Did SCMRPG play a significant role in the Dawnson College shooting?
o What role do violent games have in real world violence?

o Are games lesser/worse/incapable/not as goo as other media when it comes to certain
subject matter? (e.g. school shootings)

o Are there certain topics/subject matter that should be off-limits for games?

Assignments

+ Assigned reading is (Sci & Ott, 2017)

« OPA#1, Part 2 (Draft)
Class 7: Violence in Games
Topics/Activities

+ Discussion of the current state of knowledge in media effects about games and violence

+ Discussion of the moral and methodological challenges of doing this kind of research
Assignments

+ Assigned reading is (Gunter, 2016)

Class 8: Kant
Topics/Activities
 Kantianism
+ Categorical Imperative (including 2nd formulation)
+ How to analyze a problem from a Kantian perspective
+ Kantian analysis of a moral dilemma in game development

Assignments

+ Assigned reading is (Graham, 2011)
Class 9: Cheating
Topics/Activities

+ History of “cheating” in videogames (e.g. easter eggs, strategy guides, codes)

« Differences in social definitions of cheating in videogames

Assignments

+ Assigned reading is (Consalvo, 2007)
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Class 10: Relativism

Topics/Activities

Cultural Relativism as a moral framework
Cultural differences across different moral questions (Pew Global Research study)
Problems as a moral framework for moral reasoning

Value of challenging assumptions/biases about questions that may not be moral in nature, but
rather the result of cultural preferences

Assignments

Assigned reading is (Rachels & Rachels, 2015)
OPA #1, Part 3 (Final)

Class 11: Social Contract

Topics/Activities

Hobbes and social contract theory

Rights and duties

Collaboration

How to analyze a problem from a social contract theory perspective

Analysis of a game development moral dilemma

Assignments

Assigned reading is (Lawhead, 2013)

Class 12: Intellectual Property and Fair Use

Topics/Activities

Origins and rationale for the existence of Intellectual Property laws
Piracy

Copyright (in the US)

Fair Use

Overview of variety of [P-related legal questions and controversies about videogames
(patents, cloning, reverse engineering, etc.)

Assignments
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Class 13: Prosumers / User-Generated Content
Topics/Activities

+ Definition of prosumer

+ Different ways that prosumers have been integral to videogame development and culture (e.g.
mods, modding culture, new genres from mods)

« Ownership and moral rights over creations
Class 14: Censorship and Moral Panics
Topics/Activities
+ Brief history of game-related moral panics (e.g. D&D, Pac-Man)
+ Differences between regulation, market regulation, censorship, self-censorship
+ Ratings and regulation in videogames (US, Europe, Japan)
Assignments
+ Assigned reading is (O’Holleran, 2010)
« OPA#2, Part (Draft)
Class 15: Virtue Ethics
Topics/Activities
+ Virtue theories (as a concept)
« Virtues, Eudaimonia
+ Discussion of violent videogame play as potentially virtue-less (harmful to character)
Assignments
+ Assigned reading is (Thiroux & Krasemann, 2012)
« Midterm
Class 16: Ethical Player
Topics/Activities
+ Playing “well”.
+ Meaningful choices that are inconsequential
+ Defining and practicing moral character in games
Assignments

+ Assigned reading is (Consalvo et al., 2019)
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Class 17: Ethics of Competition
Topics/Activities
+ Selfishness of competition
+ Discussion of competition at highest levels (Olympics, esports, etc.)
+ Transformative competition as driving force to bring out best of people
Assignments
« Assigned reading is (Nguyen & Zagal, 2016)
+ Personal reflection #2
Class 18: Ethical Frameworks in Games
Topics/Activities

« Games as systems that encourage/discourage certain kinds of behaviors

+ Examples and discussion of explicit moral systems in games (e.g. Red Dead Redemption, Fable
series, etc.)

Assignments
+ Assigned reading is (Casas-Roma & Arnedo-Moreno, 2019)
« OPA#3, Part 3 (Final)
Class 19: Ethics of Care
Topics/Activities
+ Brief overview of feminism
+ Ethics of Care
+ Premises of ethics of care in videogames
o o Caring for virtual characters
o o Caring for other players
Assignments

« Assigned readings are (Slote, 2007) and (Murphy & Zagal, 2011)

Class 20: GTFO
Topics/Activities

« In-class screening of GTFO documentary (https://www.imdb.com/title/tt3891970/) about
sexism and women in videogames from casual players, to developers and e-sports athletes
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Assignments

+ OPA#3, Part 1 (GameLog)

Class 21: Representation and Discussion of GTFO
Topics/Activities
+ Overview of sample reviews of GTFO found online
+ Discussion reviews common discussion questions include
> 0 Why do these negative reviewers seem to take it so personally?
o o Is there a difference between “trash talk” and “harassment” and how can you tell?
> 0o What do you think has changed in games since the documentary was released?
o 0 What responsibility do we have (as players)?

Assignments

+ Assigned reading is (Tang et al., 2020)

Class 22: Professional Ethics
Topics/Activities

+ Definitions of professional ethics

+ Importance of professional ethics

+ Discussion of various examples from headlines. Common questions include:
o o0 What would have been an ethical response to this situation?

o 0 Was this behavior ethical or not?

Assignments

+ Assigned reading is (Kade, 2016)
« OPA#3, Part 2 (Draft)

Class 23: Author Abuse
Topics/Activities

+ Relationship between designer and player(s)

« Different types of potentially abusive game design (e.g. embarrassment, frustration, pain,
anger, lying to the player)

Assignments

+ Assigned reading is (Wilson & Sicart, 2010)
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Class 24: Dark Patterns
Topics/Activities
+ Introduction to game design patterns
« Ethical/unethical commonly used game design choices
+ Different types of dark patterns in game design
+ Discussion of potential examples of dark patterns in games
Assignments
« Assigned reading is (Zagal et al., 2013)
+ Personal Reflection #3
Class 25: Business Models
Topics/Activities

+ History of salient business models in games industry

+ Detailed analysis of recent implementation of lootboxes in AAA game (including press and fan
reactions) and current situation

Assignments

+ Assigned reading is (Alha et al., 2014)

Class 26: Environmental Ethics and Sustainability
Topics/Activities

+ Moral responsibility for environment
+ Sustainability
+ Representations of sustainability in videogames
o 0 Sustainability as content/theme
> 0 Sustainability as system/process
« Salient environmental impacts of videogame industry (e.g. e-waste, energy consumption, rare

earth minerals

Assignments

+ Assigned reading is (Milburn, 2014)
« OPA#3, Part 3 (Final)
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Class 27: War Ethics
Topics/Activities

+ Ethics of war (history of)
+ Just war theory

+ Different perspectives for analyzing ethics of videogames with representations of war

Assignments

+ Assigned reading is (Zagal, 2017)

COURSE BEST PRACTICES

« It helps to follow a few game industry news sites for stories and events that you can tie into
the course content. I also often use these (after tweaking the details) as dilemma questions for
the midterm.

+ When choosing games to use for the OPA assignments try to make sure the games are not
shorter than five or six hours. While some students will play the game for the minimum
amount of time, others will go above and beyond. While I've never required or expected
students finish or complete a game for class, if the game is too short they’ll finish it on their
first play session which can then cause them trouble if they don’t want to play the game again.

« It pays to “stay on top” of the class participation assignment — read what students write or
post since it will help you quickly identify problems in students understanding that you can
then address at the beginning of the next class.

+ I'make all of the old midterms and exams available to students so they can see the kinds of
questions I ask. I'll always re-use old questions to reward those students that read them and/
or otherwise used them to study.

« Same as above, but with example OPA papers from previous semesters. Obviously this means
I can no longer use that game.

+ I try really, really, hard not to confuse what my personal thoughts or opinions might be on a
certain issue or topic but rather to emphasize how we can use the different moral frameworks
to examine these questions and issues. This is not a course about convincing students that
certain things are right or wrong, but rather about giving them tools for figuring that out for
themselves. ['ve found that this approach is helpful for students who come from different
backgrounds (cultural, social, religious) and who might otherwise be wary of being
“brainwashed” in or by class.

+ Itried a Two-Page Analysis paper once (instead of the OPA). It did not work. The main
problem was that students’ papers saw a huge increase in “fluff” and much weaker arguments
and reasoning. They “reverted” to writing about their opinions of the games they played and
describing them, rather than writing about a single interesting ethical thing in the game.

+ The OPAs do get better over the course of the semester. The iteration (draft and final) as well
as the doing the same assignment really helps.
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+ I encourage having frank, open, meta-discussions with the students about the assignments.
For example, about the things they will find challenging about the OPA assignments (finding
something interesting to write about, writing about it succinctly in only one page).

+ Thave a document that I use to collect news stories and information on games for using in
class. I also grab screencaps of things I see on twitter and other social media. This has proven
invaluable when it comes to updating slides, looking for ideas for midterm questions and
deciding on games to use in class. [ end up collecting way more resources than I can use in
class — but I get to use them during the semester as resources students enjoy engaging with
(“hey, look what I found!”)

FUTURE COURSE PLANS

I have been teaching this course for more than a dozen years. While the examples used in the class
have changed significantly, the core content and topics have remained largely unchanged. Sadly,
headlines and articles from specialized gaming press (and mainstream too) continue to provide a rich
variety of examples from which to ground class discussions. I don’t foresee that changing significantly
over time. Mostly this is because things have not changed (in the class) despite rapturous changes
in the game industry — I've been teaching this class over the rise (and fall?) of social gaming (e.g.
Facebook games), the rise of indiegames, the VR and AR hype(?) bubble, and the widescale adoption
of mobile gaming. All of these have provided ample things to talk about and discuss in class over the
years as student interest has waxed and waned. Discussions regarding the annoyances of game “spam”
clogging people’s Facebook feeds has given way to discussions about the annoyances of lootboxes.
While I cannot claim to know what the next big “annoyance” will be — I'm confident that the same
ethical frameworks and tools will prove productive in their analysis.

The same is also true for the games students choose to play for the papers — many of the games I had
students play in the past are now “classics” that students may have heard about. Fortunately, it is much
easier nowadays to find new and exciting titles for students to analyze. I don’t expect this to get harder
— in fact over the years I've increasingly used fewer AAA titles and more independent ones, simply
because they're cheaper and more accessible to most students.

That being said, this is not a class that can remain static for long. The game industry is ever changing
and evolving so it requires continuous updates and “freshening up” in terms of readings and examples.
Students have also often asked for a followup class that would allow the exploration of additional
moral frameworks (e.g. non-Western moral philosophy) and allow greater depth for some of the
topics already covered in class.

Finally, since I've now had the experience of teaching the course online a few times, I have realized
that the format I use for teaching online — livestreamed on Twitch with students participating
pseudonymously in the chat — has led to a different flavor of interaction. I find that students are much
more likely to engage in discussions with each other, often from points of disagreement, than has
been the case in the face-to-face version of the class. There are clearly social inhibition/disinhibition
factors at play here that I think work in favor of the class — more reasoned discussion is good. I'd
rather students engage in engaged discussions with each other than simply sit in class grumbling
about how someone else believes something that is “obviously wrong” from their perspective. This
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experience has led me to consider how to incorporate other avenues for participation in class that
allow students to participate and converse while maintaining a certain amount of anonymity.
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CHAPTER 4.

GAMING AND HISTORY (HIST 381)

THOMAS LECAQUE
GRAND VIEW UNIVERSITY

Course Title: HIST 381: Gaming and History

Course College/School: Grand View University

Course Department/Program: History

Course Level: Undergraduate

Course Credits: 3

Course Length: 15 weeks

Course Medium: Face-to-face; Hyflex

Course Keywords: History; Game Studies; Public History; Cultural Studies; Nostalgia

CATALOG DESCRIPTION

This course will examine the popular perception of the past as told through video games. As the
video game industry continues to expand its reach, it increasingly becomes one of the vectors for how
people envision the world in the past. This class will use an in-depth study of a single video game,
combined with literary, historical and archaeological data from the time period in question, to look
at how the past is constructed, populated, and distorted through games. Core Outcome Met: Written
Communication, Oral Communication, Vocation.

COURSE PURPOSE AND OBJECTIVES

Every fall semester this course engages with a single video game and uses it as a focus to study a
period of history—both the actual time period, and the pop culture mythohistory that surrounds it.
The primary purpose is to engage with the presentation of the past in pop culture and how that
presentation reflects present political, social, and cultural concerns, while also learning about the
actual history it is presenting. For example, in Fall 2020, the class was on Wolfenstein II: The New
Colossus, and this was the description of the mission:

Wolfenstein

World War II remains a turning point in American history, the aftermath of which began this

. Dr. Thomas Lecaque (tlecaque@grandview.edu ) is an Assistant Professor of History at Grand View University. He works on the
Crusades, medieval southern France, and neomedievalism in video games.
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country’s time as a superpower, the Cold War, and the development of a mythos of the United States,
the Greatest Generation, etc. It also marked the beginning of a mythohistorical period in US history,
which we look back on as some type of “Golden Age” in the 1950s, when returning servicemen found
jobs, built houses, went to college, had families, and created a Leave It To Beaver-esque reality. All
of that, of course, is myth and nostalgia, not history. The 1950s were a time of covert war around
the world, a time of intense racism and violence at home, and a time of intense paranoia in the
form of the “Red Scare” that led to violence and discrimination against people of color, LGBTQA
communities, communists (or any suspected leftist), and other. The American myth has, like all myths,
always been a mix of nostalgia and propaganda. Wolfenstein II plays around with this mythos by
building an alternate vision of the 1960s and World War II, where the Nazis win and America is filled
with both rebels—predominantly groups oppressed in the United States in the post-war period—and
collaborators. We will use this fictional Americana to talk about American society in the 20t? century,
the history we don't like to tell because it ruins our mythology, and the way video games manipulate,
teach, and use history.

Wolfenstein, while set in an alternate 1960s, is still grounded in a historical set of events that can be
discussed—World War II, the Nazis, and, despite the alternate history, America in World War II. This
becomes slightly trickier when engaging in more fantastic scenarios. In Fall 2018, the class was on
Skyrim, and used this description:

Skyrim

A vast, open world of Nordic beauty—mist-enshrouded peaks, frozen swamps, wildflower covered
plains, rich and vibrant cities... dragons? Trolls? Witches? Giants? Video games like Skyrim allow
players to put themselves in the role of a nameless hero, fight great evil, slay monsters, explore ruins,
and alter the course of history. They are, of course, fictional stories, set in worlds designed to entertain
and coax players to purchase, play, and return to again and again. But these rich worlds do not spring
out of the ether. The designers of the game dig into the richness of the literary, historical, and mythical
past to create not only the storylines but to flesh out the world they are building. In the case of Skyrim,
that world is one defined by pseudo-Vikings, an Empire built on pseudo-Roman aesthetics, and a
plot that pulls from a variety of northern European medieval legends and sagas. Video games are one
window into the way we perceive the past—though this is a fantasy game, not a history one, it is based
on both the reality of the Middle Ages and what is called “medievalism,” the perception and recasting
of the past in the modern day. This course will involve the dualities of playing a fantasy video game
while discussing the medieval aesthetics from art, literature, and history that permeate the world.

Both versions follow the same core mission—examine the pop culture depiction of a time period,
as remediated through a video game, and then problematize both that depiction and the version
taught in K-12 (or ignored in K-12) education by studying in-depth primary and secondary historical
sources. At my university, there are three main course objectives. Here are the descriptions from the
Wolfenstein course:

+ Written Communication: Two of the assignments are written papers, research-driven formal
essays that you will turn in and will be assessed, commented on, and returned to you FOR
CORRECTION. You will then revise the papers, turn them back in, and only then receive a
grade. The reason for this is two-fold—whatever your career, you will have to be able to write,
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be it reports or memos or arguments or emails or whatever. Being able to do research,
condense that into written text, and have that research make an argument is a universal skill.
The second reason is that writing is a skill, a craft, that NO ONE does perfectly. It is work,
and we work at it. You will edit, because all texts need to be sent through multiple drafts, mine
included. We will practice this together.

+ Oral Communication: Two of assignments for the class are oral presentations with visual
aides, research-driven reports that will be presented before the class with a question-and-
answer session to follow. In terms of actual structuring and assignment, this assessment is one
of the cores of the class, for the purpose of teaching students how to incorporate historical
knowledge into an argument, use it effectively, and defend their positions using factual
knowledge.

+ Vocation: The final reflection, and a good deal of the in-class discussion, will center around
the role of both historians and game designers, their interaction, and the role of a historian as
a public persona. The goal is to showcase history as a utilitarian discipline that prepares its
practitioners to go out into the world with critical thinking, reading, writing, and speaking
skills, and to use their ability to analyze complex data and come to conclusions outside of the
confines of a scholarly paper. It can be applied to popular culture artifacts, as done here, but in
any realm. This will largely relate to vocational pathways as public historians writ large, but
also to those interested in game design as a field.

COURSE CONTEXT

The course was originally conceived of as the full-length version of a project I'd used in a 200-level
course—the idea was to examine a video game and how it represented the Middle Ages via fantasy,
and then expand that. The first run of the class was a 300-level course designed for history majors
and other interested in it, using a fantasy video game to talk about the Middle Ages (I am the only
pre-modernist at my school). The course was even more successful than I expected, and the feedback
for the class was that using the medium to explore a historical period was something they would like
to see for more time periods. As a result, the course now switches between the two tracks in our
department—American history and World history—every semester, and is going from once every two
years to every fall. It is designed for history majors, though it also serves some of the general education
requirements—this encourages students to choose to take it if they want to, but does not bring in
many students just for general education purposes.

The current student load is approximately a third history majors, a third game design majors, and a
third other students interested in the course idea. By and large they are familiar with video games,
though with a wide range of backgrounds; the game design students especially, but video games are
so mainstream that almost everyone has played games before, and usually the third that are taking it
just out of interest do so because they like video games. Because of the topic and course level, most of
the students are in their third or fourth year of college—in fall 2020, for example, of the 18 students in
the class, two were second years, the rest were fourth years or above. This means, in practical terms,
that more demanding reading and writing loads work substantially better.

As a result of having predominantly students in their final year, this was the course that was easiest
to switch from face to face to hybrid. By and large, students participating via Zoom did a good job
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communicating both with me and their classmates, and the combination of in-class discussion and
at-home work went relatively smoothly. With a different group of students this would likely be more
work—break out rooms on Zoom, more VoiceThread or discussion board use in the LMS, etc.

COURSE PEDAGOGY

When [ designed this course, I wanted to build a space of discussion and reflection on how much of
our understanding of the past is mediated through popular culture artifacts rather than history. I was
anticipating 8-10 history majors in a seminar-style format. I teach at a small private college, so our
courses are capped at twenty; this semester, even with the class full, the seminar format still more
or less works. There is usually a short lecture and an audio-visual presentation—film, music, game
play—before it becomes conversation about the readings and game level and their connections. Given
the varying levels of historical background or game experience of the students, running through the
basics of the level and also the background readings is a must at the start of class; it tends to run
better on a Tuesday/Thursday format as a result. This semester, as a result of the pandemic, the class
is being taught in Hyflex—so there is both an in-person and Zoom component every day, which could
allow for scaling up, and a fully online asynchronous component, that has been working relatively
well and could also scale up to a larger class. The problem with these models is that they require more
work to allow discussion to function—break out rooms on Zoom, functional chatroom—using Slack
or Discord or some equivalent—for the fully online.

The fundamental goal of the course has always been to show students that video games are a text
worth interrogating, like any other, and that popular culture is also a historical and historiographical
artifact. As a result, the discussion, especially when it wanders off topic, is incredibly valuable. The
assignments matter less in terms of skill building, other than research, than they do in terms of
possibilities and research ideas. The hope is that they can see how history interacts with media and
how popular culture uses and abuses history and historical tropes in building worlds and ideologies;
if the class accomplishes that, then it has been successful.

In concrete terms, my pedagogical focus on teaching has two aims: contextualization and
instructional conversation (https://www.tolerance.org/professional-development/five-standards-of-
effective-pedagogy). My goal is to provide structure around the video games to give context to both
the historical period the game is set in and some context for the sociopolitical circumstances the game
was made in—but since interpretation and reader response are individualized, in-class discussion is
meant to lightly guided and to allow students to develop ideas in conversation with each other and
the professor. While there is skills training—especially in written and oral communication—I also
use Jesse Stommel’s idea of “ungrading” in the way I assess (https://www.jessestommel.com/how-to-
ungrade/). The hope is encourage more difficult and challenging—and therefore rewarding—projects,
and it has so far worked very well.

COURSE TEXTS, GAMES, SOFTWARE, AND HARDWARE

Every semester, there is a required video game—I play them on the PC, but the students are
encouraged to get it for whatever system they have access to and are most comfortable with. This is a
required text, but because the video game component also requires hardware, I have been flexible in
the past with students who have marginal computing ability or lack access to consoles; especially in
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the midst of the pandemic, where playing it at a friend’s is not safe. Those students have watched
approved walkthrough videos, and have to include in their assignments notes about the experiential
difference of watching versus playing. Alongside this there are usually 3 required books. For
Wolfenstein II: The New Colossus (https://store.bethesda.net/store/bethesda/en_US/pd/
ThemelD.39243600/productID.5117331400) in Fall 2020, alongside the video game, they were
assigned Kelly J. Baker, Gospel According to the Klan: The KKK’s Appeal to Protestant America, 1915-1930
(http://www kellyjbaker.com/writing/gospel-according-to-the-klan/); David Grann, Killers of the
Flower Moon: The Osage Murders and the Birth of the FBI (https://www.davidgrann.com/book/killers-
of-the-flower-moon/) ; and China Miéville, The Last Days of New Paris
(https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/225107/the-last-days-of-new-paris-by-china-
mieville/). For Skyrim (https://store.bethesda.net/

store? Action=pd&Env=BASE&Locale=en_US&SiteID=bethesda&productID=5072631000) in Fall
2018, they were assigned Beowulf: A Translation and Commentary by J.R.R. Tolkien and Christopher
Tolkien (https://www.amazon.com/Beowulf-Translation-Commentary-J-R-R-Tolkien/dp/
0544570308), Ibn Fadlan and the Land of Darkness, ed. and tr. By Paul Lunde and Caroline Stone
(https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/310572/ibn-fadlan-and-the-land-of-darkness-by-
ibn-fadlan/), and The Penguin Book of the Undead by Scott G. Bruce
(https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/318729/the-penguin-book-of-the-undead-by-
edited-by-scott-g-bruce/). Future iterations will follow the same pattern—a video game at the core, a
trio of required books, and then weekly readings posted on Blackboard. At a school with a larger e-
book collection at the library, more required texts, available without extra cost to the students,
would be advisable.

COURSE ASSIGNMENTS

Depending on the semester, there have been some modular major projects. All of them require
an engagement with both the video game and the historical context of the time period they are
portraying.

On a day-to-day basis, depending on the format, the expectation varies. In a normal face-to-face
semester, they turn in three comments and three questions from the day’s reading as both a check-in
and as a conversation starter. They are small stakes, freebie points, usually around 20% of the total
grade as a way of allowing participation for students who are may or may not like speaking in front
of the class. In a hy-flex or asynchronous format, every week has a number of available assignments,
each worth ten points, with large possibilities of extra credit depending on how many they do. In
both formats, there are also weekly assignments, basically short reflections—an audio log or a written
reflection, either five minutes of audio or a page or two linking the week’s readings together. In the
sample syllabus below, those would be in the modules—3 to 5 separate assignments, each with a folder
of starting points for research, usually videos, online articles, and links from the university databases/

There have always been a pair of earlier assignments, again lower stakes, on how to write about video
games and history. These combine a short research paper on the first parts of the assigned video
games, either the first main quest section in a long video game or, in a shorter one, somewhere around
the first third of the game. The paper can focus on a plot point, on part of the setting, on enemies
or allies in game, it can be about a conversation you they overhear in game, anything at all. They
write and then present a short research paper focused on that aspect and the bits of history, literature,
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culture, archaeology, etc. that inform it. The paper should be 3-5 pages long, double-spaced, with
citations. They then present it—in hy-flex or asynchronous, via a pre-recorded video presentation on
Zoom or uploaded to YouTube, 5-8 minutes long with visual aids. In person, I have had them do a
poster presentation of that work, also presenting it for 5-10 minutes and then keeping them up so
people in the class could circulate and look at them after the presentations.

The main research project for this class is a recorded research commentary on the video game at
the core of the class. Students choose some aspect of the game, record a play-through, and then
overlay a twenty minute research presentation mixing history with the video game. For Wolfenstein,
topics could include (but were certainly not limited to) a discussions of white nationalist narratives
of the KKK and other collaborators, the depiction of post-nuclear New York and the way that feels
like other 1950s nuclear apocalyptic fictions, or researching specific resistance groups and their
models. For Skyrim, topics could include a discussions of white nationalist narratives of the medieval
past intermixed with the introduction to the Stormcloak movement, a narrative of “monsters” like
Grendel in medieval Germanic cultures while fighting their way through a troll cave, a deep research
presentation of the problems of medieval archives while looking through a book collection in the
Wizard’s Guild of Winterfell, a half-spoken, half-performed presentation comparing troubadour
culture in medieval France with the Bard’s College in Solitude, or a wide variety of other topics.
Students met with the professor in advance to discuss topics and sources for the presentation, and
present their ideas to the class for discussion in advance. These recorded research presentations
were uploaded to a private YouTube channel and the class watched them together at the end of the
semester, followed by a question and answer session.

The final assignment is a reflection that all students turn in, in the form of a personal narrative.
Throughout the course of the class, we explore the intersection between history and popular culture,
and the role of a historian and/or game designer in recreating, exploring, challenging, and
interpreting the past for the public. The final assignment is a reflective paper, examining not only
the students’ personal experience in this class, the engagement with video games and gaming culture,
but the relationship between history and the modern world: what is the role of a historian, and,
specifically, you as a historian, in the public sphere? Many of our class discussions will have built
towards this. The final product should be 5 pages in length of personal narrative OR 15 minutes
of audio-visual reflection, examining the nature of public discourse, your own research interests in
history (or otherwise, if you are not a history major), and the relationship between the contemporary
world and the past. We will be discussing this project throughout the semester. This reflection, and the
class discussion that lead into it throughout the semester, are meant to participate in the vocational
aspect of this course and Grand View University’s mission—how does one identify their calling(s)?
How do they connect their interest in history and video games to the world around them? So much
of the way we engage with the past and present comes through our consumption of media, but by
being casual consumers or producers we are passively accepting and perpetuating viewpoints that
may or may not be reflective of reality. If the student is coming from Game Studies, there are ethical
obligations to represent the past “accurately,” or at least not repeating dualistic worldviews, jingoistic
rhetoric, or violent stereotypes (see the pro-colonialism narrative of Mass Effect: Andromeda as one
example). If they are coming from History, the cold dualism of good-versus-evil of a Wolfenstein, or,
worse, the murky historicity of any of the Assassin’s Creed games, divorcing historical reality from
its presentation—rendering stark, counterfactual ideas of the past as the best known narrative. This
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final reflection, and the in-class discussions, will pull apart these two layers, how history and media
interact and relate and what your role, as a historian, game designer, game critic, or, simply, college-
educated individual, is in the interpretation, production, and consumption of these materials.

Depending on the course level and the expectations, a ten page research paper has also been assigned,
linked to the game presentation. When the course objectives switched in 2019, I added a long-form
research paper in. It was connected to the game presentation in the same way that the shorter first
assignments linked their paper and presentations, just in a larger form for both.

COURSE ASSESSMENT
Fall 2020, Wolfenstein ll:

» Weekly Assignments: 20 x 10 points=200

+ Level Paper: 1 essay x 100 points=100

+ Level Presentation: 1 presentation x 100 points=100
+ Americana in Video Games: 1 essay x 200 points=200
+ Game Presentation: 1 video x 200 points=200

+ Final Reflection: 1 project x 200 points=200

Fall 2018, Skyrim:
« Participation: 0.7 x 28 days =20
+ Weekly Write-Ups: 2 x 10=20
« First Quest Presentation: 10 x 1=10
 Poster Presentation: 10 x 1=10

« Game Presentation: 30 x 1=30

+ Final Reflection: 10 x 1=10
EXPANDED COURSE OUTLINE
Example: Wolfenstein II
Week 1: Introductions: Why Video Games and History?
Class Topics/Activities

+ Introduction to the syllabus
+ Class introductions—Ilarge group discussion

+ Introductory conversation about games—brief lecture on use of pop culture for historical
analysis, examples from literature and film, then discussion about games they’ve played,
portrayal of the past, artifacts of the time they were made
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Assignments

« Module 1: Introduction

Week 2: World War I, Nostalgia, and Memory
Class Topics/Activities

« Watch beach sections from The Longest Day and Saving Private Ryan—talk about depictions
of World War II, how it’s primarily Europe, primarily D-Day onwards, and if less glamorous
now than in the 60s, still heroic

+ Discuss myth of the Good War and the concept that goes into the “Greatest
Generation”—small group into large group discussion

+ List what they actually know about America in the first half of the 20th c. and then discuss the
gaps in that experience—make a list of groups, topics, regions left untaught

Assignments
« Module 2: The ‘Good War’ and the ‘Greatest Generation’
Play: The Reunion

Week 3: Lindbergh and the Des Moines Speech

Class Topics/Activities

« Listen to Lindbergh’s 1941 Des Moines Speech (http://www.charleslindbergh.com/
americanfirst/speech.asp)

+ Discuss anti-Semitism in America pre-World War II and the America First Movement—use
Lindbergh as a focal point, see what they know about him, and then point out the widespread
nature of anti-Semitism in American and European society

Assignments

+ Module 3: America First Movement
Read: Gospel According to the Klan, Introduction-Ch. 2
+ Play: Manhattan

Week 4: Homosexuality in early 20th c America
Class Topics/Activities

+ Read and discuss “How WWI Sparked the Gay Rights Movement,”
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/forgotten-origins-modern-gay-rights-
movement-wwi-180963283/

+ Discuss excerpts from Allan Bérubé’s Coming Out Under Fire—especially the sections of
creating medical and psychological structures to penalize and condemn homosexuality—in
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the context of the treatment of the LGBTQIA community in America from World War 1 to
the Stonewall Riot

Assignments

+ Module 4: Discrimination against LGBTQIA Americans
+ Read: Gospel According to the Klan, Ch. 3-5
+ Play: Old Secrets

Week 5: The Ghosts of Reconstruction
Class Topics/Activities

+ Discuss the First Klan and Reconstruction briefly—use text and pictures of specific
encounters like the White League in New Orleans and end with the Ku Klux Klan Act of 1871

+ Seminar-style discussion of The Gospel According to the Klan

+ Discuss the conversations and world building in the “Roswell” level—go through walkthrough
videos of specific details, like the café conversation that includes detail of slavery brought
back to America

Assignments

+ Module 5: The Klan

+ Read: Gospel According to the Klan, Ch. 6-end
+ Play: Roswell

« DUE: Level Paper

Week 6: Reservations and Death Camps
Class Topics/Activities

+ Look through maps of Native lands from 1492 through 1945 and maps of reservations as a
class and give brief lecture on treatment of Native Americans by Euro-American settlers

+ Discuss the “Western genre” in the US and in Germany—use examples of Karl May’s work

+ Go through details of link between US system of reservations and Nazi ideas of ethnic
homelands—reference John Toland’s biography of Hitler on this

+ Seminar discussion of the first part of Killers of the Flower Moon
Assignments

+ Module 6: Native American Genocides
+ Read: Killers of the Flower Moon Chronicle 1
+ Play: Monster

o Due: Level Presentation
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Week 7: Eugenics
Class Topics/Activities

+ Look at examples of eugenicists in America from your region

+ Discuss the Eugenics Record Office, Galton, Kellogg—and discuss the implications of the
quest for eugenics, namely the forced sterilizations in the US and link that explicitly to the
Nazi vision of eugenics and the death camps

Assignments
+ Module 7: Eugenics
+ Read: Killers of the Flower Moon Chronicle 2
+ Play: A New Suit

Week 8: Political Oppression
Class Topics/Activities

« Lecture on anarchist violence in late 19th/early 20th century US—the Wall Street cart
bombing among others—with pictures and specific figures. Then lecture on socialist and
communist parties in the US in the first half of the 20th century.

+ Discuss Horton Boone’s “communist” cell and lack of detail, before getting into post-World
War II leftist organization

« Watch part of The Weather Underground (http://www.theweatherunderground.info/
main.html) and discuss

Assignments
+ Module 8: Communists and Anarchists
+ Read: Killers of the Flower Moon Chronicle 3
+ Play: New Orleans

Week 9: Racism in the West

Class Topics/Activities

+ Lecture on the Chinese Exclusion Act and its origins and impact, leading into a discussion
about contemporary anti-Chinese rhetoric and racism in America. We connected this
explicitly to Covid-19 and the rhetoric about China as a rival/enemy of the US

+ Talk about the groups and regions left out of Wolfenstein (entire West Coast, among others)

Assignments

« Module 9: Chinese Exclusion Act
« Play: Venus
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Week 10: Japanese Internment
Class Topics/Activities

« Watch December 7th: The Movie (full version, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=OrkIM5CObCO0) and discuss in class

+ Discuss Japanese Internment camps, way they are taught, what they say about America then
AND now—use images of facilities

Assignments
+ Module 10: American Concentration Camps
+ Play: Lost at Sea

Week 11: Zoot Suit Riots

Class Topics/Activities

« Watch Zoot Suit Riots: Los Angeles Erupts in Violence (https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/
americanexperience/films/zoot/) and discuss

+ Look at and discuss other episodes of anti-Hispanic violence, including the Porvenir Massacre
in 1918

Assignments
+ Module 11: Anti-Hispanic Racism
« Play: The Ausmerzer

Week 12: Resistances

Class Topics/Activities

« Discuss the French Resistance and what resistance means

+ Look at different branches of the Resistance and at Vichy—what ideologies, tactics, activities
they engaged in. Discuss what something like this would look like in the United States

+ Seminar discussion of The Last Days of New Paris

« What was the Resistance like in Wolfenstein compared to real resistance movements?—Small
group discussion leading into large group

Assignments

« Module 12: French Resistance
+ Read: The Last Days of New Paris Ch. 1-3
+ Play: Epilogue
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Week 13:Alternative World War lls
Class Topics/Activities

« Discuss use of alternative histories, look at examples of “what if Nazis won” books, comics,
movies, etc.

+ Show examples from previous Wolfenstein games

+ Wrap up discussion on why we focus on the Nazis in video games

Assignments

+ Module 13: Fiction and History
+ Read: The Last Days of New Paris, Ch. 4-end

+ Due: Research Paper

Week 14: Work Week
Week 15: Presentation Week
Class Topics/Activities

« Watch presentations, Q&A live or via Zoom after each ones

Assignments

o Due: Game Presentations AND Final Reflection

COURSE BEST PRACTICES:

The first time I taught this class, the game was the core of the course—the class was about the video
game, and everything was scaffolded around it. It was certainly a fun way to teach—but now, [ am
much more likely to pick a core theme that the game represents, and make that theme, rather than
the game, the core. The video game is a hook; pick a good one, one that will entice students to take
the course, but more importantly one that allows for complex discussions of major themes within a
specific slice of history. The core of the class is the theme and the time period—figuring out games
that allow you to teach those things is the key, but then focusing on the themes and time period is the
class. This also helps in teaching students how to read a video game as a text, something that in the
first couple of weeks need a lot of explanation. How to critically “read” video games requires an initial
workload—this is the same mechanism as teaching pop culture in literature or film studies, reaching
graphic novels, etc., but it is important to do the work. I am still figuring out the best ways to do it,
and some of that depends on your interests, backgrounds, and style of teaching.

When preparing for the course, I've found that you really need to know the basics of both the
storyline—in its most expanded form—and the mechanics of the game. Play the game at least twice
before the semester starts—once, just to get a feel for it, to enjoy, and a second time looking for details
that will be relevant to the class. Students will be playing on both levels, and it’s important to both
have the sense of play and the sense of research as you are teaching. I also recommend replaying the
game as the semester goes, week by week, along with the students.
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The poster project I did the first time around seemed like a good idea at the time—visual presentation,
common in the sciences—but did not really fit with the technological and utilitarian purposes of
the class. The changing population of the class—game design and history—also lends itself to more
video-based presentations. The transition from face-to-face to hybrid made this even more
imperative—assignments needed to be possible remotely, so video presentations, uploaded either to
the LMS or a private YouTube channel, replaced the project. So far all of the projects have been
individual projects; that will need to change—again, changing course population makes it useful. In
the future, pairing history majors with game design majors for collaborative work may be a better
use of time and assignments, and also aid in connecting asynchronous and synchronous students
together.

FUTURE COURSE PLANS:

The course changes every time I teach it, because I do not intend to teach the same game twice.
It switches every year between American and World history (our program has synced our two
tracks with the state’s teacher certifications), and so the variety depends on very broad parameters.
[ also use the course as a springboard for writing projects, so the variety also depends on games
I'm interested in doing research on. That being said, I tend to go for first person shooter and
roleplaying games primarily, story driven ones, as they are frameworks for analysis that I feel most
comfortable with. The course makes a useful vessel for tackling big themes through video games that
undergraduates might have limited exposure to—capitalism (The Outer Worlds), settler colonialism
(Greedfall), apocalypticism (Oblivion), the Black Death (A Plague Tale: Innocence), industrialization
(Dishonored), even the mythos of the American West (Fallout: New Vegas) or the mythos of American
military might (Fallout 4). These are all games [ am considering teaching in the next couple of
rotations. The games need to be recent enough or popular enough that students are interested, but not
so recent that they are unlikely to have sufficient technology to play them. This is why [ have not gone
for a VR game, though if your school has the right kind of labs, that would be excellent. Over the next
four years, [ hope to nail down specific pathways for sandbox RPGs and first person action adventure
games—I've done one of each—and then expand to other styles of games, with strategy games like
Crusader Kings or Total War particularly coming to mind.

One of the ever-present challenges and opportunities is the change in technology, both gaming and
presentation. I have primarily used computer games—I am personally primarily a PC gamer, having
not had a new console system since the original Xbox. This is still a fertile area for gaming, and with
changing technology means there is always a new game—or interesting games getting old enough to
not strain even five or six year old computers—but it also means some important ones are out of
bounds. The Last of Us, for example, is only a console game, or the Kingdom Hearts series. This is
something I will need to grapple with, in addition to the differences in playing games on the PC—as
I do—and consoles, as I tell my students they should feel free to. The change in performance and
medium almost certainly impacts interpretation, and I have not yet fully grappled with that.

The other aspect I want to explore is having students do Twitch streams as part of the class—both
because it already fits in with the course assignments, and because it is an extremely popular way of
sharing video game commentary. As esports grows as a field, as gaming continues to become more
and more prominent in pop culture, sports, commentary, streaming video, etc., learning about and
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teaching some of the more prominent tools used to present streaming gameplay is an area I would like
to develop some familiarity with.
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CHAPTER 5.

PERSPECTIVES ON GAMES (900251HUM)

DR. ERINC SALOR'
AMSTERDAM UNIVERSITY COLLEGE

Course Title: 900251HUM: Perspectives on Games

Course College/School: Amsterdam University College

Course Program: Bachelor of Arts in Liberal Arts and Sciences

Course Level: Undergraduate

Course Credits: 6 ECT

Course Length: 16 weeks

Course Medium: Face-to-face / Online for Spring 2021

Course Keywords: Undergraduate, Liberal Arts, Survey Course, Game Studies, Games and Society

CATALOG DESCRIPTION

Over the course of a few decades, video games have grown from technical novelties to pieces of
mainstream entertainment with financial stakes rivaling blockbuster films. Their audience, once
imagined by mainstream perception to be comprised of specific age and social groups, now cover the
entirety of the demographic spectrum. On the public eye, some have held video games responsible
for the most reprehensible acts of violence and crime while others hailed them as demonstrators of
the very mechanics through which we can organize our lives and goals in the most fulfilling manner.
To an ever-increasing extent, play on digital devices is how we entertain ourselves and socialize with
others. In this course, we will look at video games through all of these perspectives and more, and aim
to cultivate a multifaceted and interdisciplinary understanding of this youngest and most impactful
of media.

Starting with the very idea of games and play, we will start by looking at the role of games and playful
acts in personal development and social interaction. We will discuss approaches to defining what
comprises a game and ways to categorize playful behavior. Building on this understanding, we will
then evaluate key concepts in approaching video games and how they came into prominence and
how do they relate to each other. Some of the keywords we will discuss are agency, narrative and
immersion. Alongside these fundamental concepts, we will look at games as fictional spaces and rule

. Dr. Ering Salor (esalor@uva.nl) is Head of Studies Humanities and lecturer at Amsterdam University College. His research and

teaching focuses on Media Studies and Game Studies.
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systems, and discuss the phenomenon of cheating alongside other social and individual behaviors
associated with gameplay.

After establishing these conceptual frameworks, we will turn our attention to broader issues that
emanate from the interaction of games with wider culture. We will investigate how games intersect
with notions of gender, violence, addiction and online community formation. We will discuss the
emergence and subsequent dispersal of a distinct games culture and consider the potential of games
in larger contexts through serious games.

As a burgeoning discipline, video game studies is an inherently interdisciplinary field and the course
reflects this eclectic approach. Methodologies and theoretical foundations will draw from multiple
disciplines. Throughout the course, we will look at various examples as demonstrations and personal
interaction with games will be a core component of the course experience.

COURSE PURPOSE AND OBJECTIVES

At the end of the course, students will be able to:

1. Articulate their grasp on the breadth of theoretical approaches in defining video games.
2. Apply their understanding of core concepts in analyzing digital games to specific objects.

3. Demonstrate their knowledge of the history of video games and the interaction of this history
with wider cultural trends.

4. Effectively analyse video games through the ways in which they engage with society and
culture.

Beyond these formally stated course objectives, Perspectives on Games primarily aims to offer a
welcoming introduction to the discipline of Game Studies. For students who have any affinity with
video games, the course aims to introduce them to approaching this medium through a scholarly,
analytical lens. For students who have no affinity with games, the course aims to reward their
curiosity in an affirming and welcoming manner. Despite the broadening of demographics in people
who engage with video games, and the growth of Game Studies as a discipline, video games still
bear a significant social stigma and are associated with insular, aggressive communities. This course
not only aims to introduce to all students the rich and rewarding ways games can be engaged
academically from a multitude of disciplinary outlooks and methodologies, but that video games
themselves contain multitudes that might escape attention at first sight.

COURSE CONTEXT

Perspectives on Games is a second-year course within the Media track of the Humanities major, part
of the Bachelors degree in Liberal Arts and Sciences at Amsterdam University College. It is the only
course our College offers that is exclusively dedicated to Game Studies. In terms of prerequisites, as
a second-year course, Perspectives on Games is open to all students at AUC who have completed their
first year of studies, which translates into a great diversity among students, in terms of background
and prior academic experience.

For students who are completing their degrees as a Humanities major, it can be assumed that they
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have taken either one or both of the mandatory methods courses of the Humanities degree,
Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory and Introduction to Visual Methods, meaning they have
a foundational understanding of analysis and interpretation, and have experience working with
objects and theory. In addition, most Humanities students come to Perspectives on Games having taken
Introduction to Media Studies, Introduction to Cultural Analysis, or Introduction to Film Studies, giving them
further background and disciplinary affinity.

However, Perspectives on Games is also a perennially popular course among students who complete
their degrees at AUC as Social Science or Science majors. One of the graduation requirements at
AUC is that every student needs to take at least one course from a major outside their discipline.
This means that Perspectives on Games can, and often is, the only Humanities course taken by a
student whose courses are otherwise focused on Sciences or Social Sciences. While this diversity
of experience is encouraged and very welcome, it also creates challenges in terms of pedagogy and
assumed background knowledge and experience. For example, while all our students are required
to take a class on Academic Writing Skills, for some students, Perspectives on Games might be the only
moment in their academic lives that they encounter theoretical approaches from cultural analysis, or
grapple with concepts from queer theory.

An additional layer of complexity is introduced by student’s prior knowledge of games, which often
works counterproductively. Students who have a strong affinity for (mainstream) video games often
get distracted by the objects and might have a tendency to dominate classroom conversation if left
unchecked, whereas students who might be strongest analytically might have a tendency to be shy due
to a self-perceived lack of “credibility” due to their prior inexperience with games.

In my teaching and design of the course, [ openly and explicitly acknowledge this diversity and situate
the course as a welcoming and open space for all, the specifics of which will be discussed in the next
section.

COURSE PEDAGOGY

The principal goal in designing this course was to actively work against the enduring stigmas around
video games and intervene in the hostility and exclusive attitude that can be observed in many
mainstream communities that define themselves around their shared interest in video games. I have
initially designed this course in 2013 and have been teaching it since, and this aim to broaden the
appeal of games in general and Game Studies in particular has been built-in to the course since the
start. However, this conviction only became strengthened in the intervening years. I was teaching this
course during the Fall semester of 2014, when #Gamergate erupted and all the toxicity that has been
roiling round communities that self-identify around their devotion to games boiled over to the rest of
the world’s attention.

As a scholar and educator, I am deeply committed to social justice and equity. I believe in the value of
critical theory and the overall mission of a liberal arts and sciences education. My guiding principle
in orienting this course is to encourage curiosity in my students and help them exercise their skills in
critical reading and analysis.

In practice, my classes usually orient themselves around the assigned reading where we cover key
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concepts and ideas for the day. I try to be mindful of my choice in examples and language in
discussing these and try my best to avoid (unintentionally) reinforcing any hegemonic discourses. In
our class discussions, I emphasize the importance of coherent, rigorous analysis and the necessity
for critical distance from one’s object. This overall sensitivity and openness has, over the year,
consistently created a safe environment for students, even though we often have to go through
difficult conversations. As these things always are, this is a process and I am always trying to be better
about modeling better behavior and attitude for my students.

COURSE MATERIAL

Readings for the course orient around two main sources, a textbook and a reader consisting of a
collection of supplementary texts. The catalogue from the Rainbow Arcade exhibition is provided as
an additional resource for groups who present on the history of video games with the expectation
that they will incorporate the perspectives offered in this book into their presentations. In the digital
learning environment of the course, I also make available various additional sources, such as links
to YouTube channels on game design and we have a running google drive document that compiles
a list of “recommended games for beginners” that each year’s cohort draws from and contributes to.
During teaching, we make frequent use of YouTube playthroughs of various games as examples since
setting up and demonstrating relevant sections of all games mentioned in class is not always viable, or
efficient.

« Understanding Video Games: The Essential Introduction. 3*4 Ed. Simon Egenfeldt-Nielsen, Jonas
Heide Smith, and Susana Pajares Tosca. Routledge, 2016.

+ Course Reader: Collection of additional articles that supplement the textbook. Individual
articles listed in the Expanded Course Outline and Bibliography.

* Rainbow Arcade: Over 30 Years of Queer Video Game History. Adrienne Shaw, Sarah Rudolph, and
Jan Schnorrenberg. Schwules Museum, 2019.

COURSE ASSESSMENTS

Courses at AUC are required to incorporate continuous assessment, as defined by the Academic
Standards & Procedures, whereby no individual assignment can contribute more than 35% of the
final grade. Additionally, 55% of the final grade needs to be constituted by individual assignments.
For Perspectives on Games, students are expected to hand in three essays of equal length and weight
throughout the semester that focus on constituent components of the course and prepare a group
presentation on the history of video games.

Detailed descriptions are provided below:

Response Paper #1 - Unwritten Rules (1500 words, 25% of final grade)

This essay2 is a reflection on how we play video games, and how digital media change the way we
learn to play games. It is also an exercise to make you aware of the conventions that can become an
obstacle for new players to learn, and which may be invisible to seasoned players. (L.O. 2&4)

. This assignment is adopted from: Clara Fernandez-Vara. CMS.300 Introduction to Videogame Studies. Fall 2011. Massachusetts
Institute of Technology: MIT OpenCourseWare, https://ocw.mit.edu. License: Creative Commons BY-NC-SA.
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This assignment offers two possible approaches:

If you consider yourself a gamer

Find someone (in the class or outside) who does not play games or does not consider themselves a
gamer. Teach them how to play your favorite “hardcore” game, preferably first-person shooters, real-
time strategy games, role-playing games. If you're not sure if the game you would like to teach them
counts, please ask the instructor. Take 4 to 5 hours working with the person you're teaching. They
don’t have to master the game; the focus is studying the process of first learning the game.

The report of your experience should address these issues:

+ The videogame playing experience of your subject (be brief)

+ The game you were teaching (if it was a specific mode of the game, please include that)
« What were the most difficult parts of the game to learn? Why?

« What was the easiest thing to pick up? Why?

« What did your subject do that was surprising to you?

If you don’t play videogames regularly or at all

Find someone (in the class or outside) who does consider themselves a gamer. Ask them to teach you
how to play their favorite “hardcore” game, preferably first-person shooters, real-time strategy games,
role-playing games. If you're not sure if the game they are going to teach you counts, please ask the
instructor. Take at least 4 to 5 hours working with the person teaching you. You don’t have to master
the game, just see how much you can learn in that time.

+ The report of your experience should address these issues:

+ Your videogame playing experience (be brief)

+ The game you learned to play (if it was a specific mode of the game, please include that)

« What were the most difficult parts of the game to learn? Why?

« What was the easiest thing to pick up? Why?

« What did the person teaching you take for granted that you didn’t know how to do?

Response Paper #2 - Working with Core Concepts (1500 words, 25% of final grade)

This third essay asks you to perform a formal analysis of your chosen game through one of the
concepts we covered in the second and third sections of the course. You are expected to demonstrate
that you have grasped the concept you have chosen and are able to put it in a productive relationship
with the game you have picked. You may choose to focus on one of the games you have worked on for
the first or second response papers or focus on another one. (L.O. 1&2)

Response Paper #3 - Games and Culture (1500 words, 25% of final grade)

This final essay asks you to consider your chosen game from a wider, cultural and societal context.
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This essay is expected to deliver an analysis of your chosen game by building on the topics covered in
the final section of the course. (L.O. 4)

Response Paper Assessment and Feedback

All response papers will be assessed on demonstrated comprehension of the theories/concepts,
capacity to construct an overarching argument, a coherent structure throughout your essay and
clarity of writing, both in form and presentation.

For all assignments, you are expected to draw from the course materials extensively to define the
formal qualities of your objects, define your terms and substantiate your arguments. References
to course literature need to be properly referenced, with in-text citations and accompanying
bibliography, according to MLA or APA styles. “Presentation” is a formal part of the grading rubric.

The detailed rubric explaining these criteria can be found on Canvas. Submitted assignments will be
returned with allocated scores on the rubric as well as substantive comments.

History of Games Presentations (25% of final grade)

Video games as a distinct medium has a history that spans over five decades with roots going back
much further. This assignment will dedicate five sessions of the course to this history and assign
groups to covering roughly a decade. Organized in groups of 4, students will be responsible for
organizing an entire session of the class to provide historical background of games in their chosen
period. Given the length of the presentations, groups are encouraged to be creative and incorporate
interactive elements and hands-on sessions with the rest of the class without hindering depth and
rigor. (L.O. 3)

Presentation Assessment and Feedback

Presentations will be evaluated on Organization & Timing, Content, Discussion & Class
Management, Tone & Language, and Visuality. A detailed rubric explaining these criteria can be found
on Canvas. Submitted assignments will be returned with allocated scores on the rubric as well as
substantive comments.

EXPANDED COURSE OUTLINE

Week 1
Session 1: Introduction
Session 2: Getting to Know Video Games
+ Key Topics:
o Who Studies Video Games?
> How Do You Study Video Games?
o Types of Analysis/Schools of Thought?

o What is the Hegemony of Play?

+ Assigned Readings:
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o UVG Ch.1 “Studying Video Games”
o Fron et al. “The Hegemony of Play”
o Optional: UVG Ch. 2 “The Game Industry”

Week 2
Session 1: Understanding Games |
o Key Topics:
» General Models for Understanding Games

o Assigned Readings:
» UVG Ch.3 “What is a Game?” (pg. 31-39)

Session 2: Understanding Games Il
+ Key Topics:
o General Models for Understanding Games

+ Assigned Readings:
o UVG Ch.3 “What is a Game?” (pg. 40-52)

Week 3
Session 1: Games as Digital Media
« Key Topics:
o Additive vs. Expressive Media
o Interactivity & Immersion
+ Assigned Readings:

o Murray, “From Additive to Expressive Form”
Session 2: History of Games Presentation #1
Week 4
Session 1: Gamic Action & Issue of Genre
« Key Topics:
o Diegetic vs. Nondiegetic & Operator vs. Machine actions
+ Assigned Readings:

o Galloway, Gamic Action, Four Moments

o UVG Ch.3 “What is a Game” (pg. 52-59)
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Session 2: Rules
+ Key Topics:
o Relationship between games and rules
o Definition and Types of Rules
+ Assigned Readings:
o UVG Ch.5 “Video Game Aesthetics” (122-129)

Week 5
Session 1: Geography & Representation
+ Key Topics:
o Perspective/Dimensions/Space Type/Off-Screen Space/Scroll/Exploration
> Function of Sound and Music in Games

+ Assigned Readings:
o UVG Ch.5 “Video Game Aesthetics” (pg. 129-151)

Session 2: Fictional Worlds
« Key Topics:
o Tension between Fiction vs. Rules
o Coherent vs. Incoherent Game worlds
+ Assigned Readings:
o Juul, “Fiction”
Week 6
Session 1: The Social Contract of Games & Cheating
« Key Topics:
o Written vs. Unwritten Rules
o Cheating as a socially constructed concept
+ Assigned Readings:
o Sniderman, “Unwritten Rules.”

> Consalvo, “Gaining Advantage: How Videogame Players Define and Negotiate
Cheating”
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Session 2: History of Games Presentation #2
Week 7
Session 1: (Dark) Flow
+ Key Topics:
o What is cognitive flow?
> How can games lead to a flow state?
o Are all flow states desirable?
+ Assigned Readings:

o Baron, Cognitive Flow: The Psychology of Great Game Design
o Schiill, “Mapping the Machine Zone”

Session 2: No Class - Assignment Prep
Week 8
Session 1: Procedural Rhetoric
+ Key Topics:
o How can games communicate ideas through their mechanics?
+ Assigned Readings:
> Bogost, “Procedural Rhetoric”
Session2: History of Games Presentation #3
Week 9: No Class
Week 10
Session 1: No Class
Session 2: Game(r?) Culture
+ Key Topics:
o What is video game culture?

o What does it mean to have a culture defined by the consumption of a particular
medium?

> Moreover, what are the implications of defining this culture in a particular way?
+ Assigned Readings:
o Shaw, “What is Video Game Culture?”
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Week 11
Session 1: Communities
« Key Topics:
o What is a play community?

o How are they formed and sustained, how do their emergent behavior and the design of
the global playgrounds they inhabit intersect?

> Who is attracted to different types of digital playgrounds, and therefore what initial
preferences and play patterns do they bring?

o What are the methodologies with which we can analyze play communities?
o How can game designers foster certain community formations?
+ Assigned Readings:
o Pearce, Communities of Play and the Global Playground
o Bartle, “Hearts, Clubs, Diamonds, Spades”

> Yee, “Motivations of Play in Online Games”

Session 2: Gender at Play
+ Key Topics:
o What are the consequences of the white-male default avatar in game design?

o How are common gendered practices in mainstream game design reflect in gaming
communities and related discourses?

o How can we understand and intervene in these systemic patters of exclusion?
+ Assigned Readings

o Salter & Blodgett, “Come Get Some: Damsels in Distress and the Male Default Avatar
in Video Games”

o Salter & Blodgett, “Hypermasculinity & Dickwolves: The Contentious Role of Women
in the New Gaming Public”

Week 12
Session 1: Queer Game Studies
Key Topics:

« What does it mean to queer games / Game Studies?

« What lies at the intersection of queerness and games, and what has the bursting, proliferating
dialogue centered around?

Assigned Readings:
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+ Clark, “What is Queerness in Games Anyway?”

Session 2: History of Games Presentation #4
Week 13

Session 1: No Class

Session 2: Disability Studies & Games

Key Topics:

+ What are the connections between disability studies and game studies?

+ How the two fields might inform each other more?
Assigned Readings:
+ Gibbons, “Disability, Neurological Diversity, and Inclusive Play”

Week 14
Session 1: Post-Colonial Game Studies
Key Topics:

+ What is postcolonial game studies, and what is its purpose, within the context of larger issues
of inclusion, representation, diversity, and the challenging of hegemonic power structures?

Assigned Readings:

+ Murray, “Postcolonial Perspectives in Game Studies”

+ Mukherjee, “Playing Subaltern: Video Games and Postcolonialism”

Session 2: No Class

Week 15

Session 1: Streaming: Beyond Play in Games
Key Topics:

« How does the emergent practice of streaming situate games, players, and audiences?

« How does streaming intersect video games with wider cultural trends and norms?
Assigned Readings:

+ Anderson, “Watching People Is Not a Game: Interactive Online Corporeality, Twitch.tv and
Videogame Streams”
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Session 2: History of Games Presentation #5
Week 16
Session 1: Wrap-up and Conclusion

Session 2: No Class

COURSE BEST PRACTICES

Beyond any individual choice of text or any other design element that makes up this course, I am
positive that what defines it is its attitude and approach, which I try to embody and model.

[ am moved by the potential of games and all the different ways they can appeal to all kinds of people,
and bring them together. I have no preconceived notions of who or what games are for and I very
explicitly and repeatedly affirm to my students that I see my role as a catalyst to their curiosity. I,
again very explicitly and repeatedly, reiterate that I will be present to hear them and support them in
any way they need. While these are overarching principles to all my teaching, especially in a course
centered around a potentially alienating topic as video games, I believe they become even more
urgent. While it is difficult to discuss these unquantifiable, affective aspects of teaching, six years
of student evaluations has been very consistent on their effectiveness. While I am aware that these
attitudes are never perfected, that one merely works on them to get better, these are my north stars in
approaching this, or any other, course.

As a more practical note, in the past years I have tried in multiple occasions to organize sessions (both
within and outside our scheduled meeting times) to play games with the class, however, I have found
these sessions to be of limited use. While students always enjoy the experience, when done in big
groups, they often don’t have the opportunity to engage in productive analytical work while playing.
While smaller groups and more dedicated time investment might address these issues, in the past I
have not been able to invest in the logistics to make this happen.

Beyond these overall points, the sessions outlined above usually revolve around me summarizing and
highlighting some of the key points from the assigned readings by engaging students in a productive
conversation. I try to pay attention to inviting as many students as possible to join the conversation
and encourage a welcoming and productive dialogue. This academic year, [ will be teaching the course
online, and I am planning to implement break-out rooms with dedicated discussion questions, as in
my experience this works better in online teaching.

FUTURE COURSE PLANS

In terms of material, I have just completed a comprehensive update of materials for the course. While
[ kept the textbook consistent with the previous iteration of the course, the entire rest of the reading
list is refreshed. I have been following with great interest the vibrant and burgeoning field of Queer
Game Studies, as well as publications that can be considered in its orbit and I have oriented the second
half of the course more towards the ideas and sensibilities explored in this literature, such as Games
and Disability Studies and Postcolonial Game Studies. I have refreshed the assignments recently and
in the last iteration of the course they have worked quite well, so [ am hoping to keep them as they are
for a while.

TEACHING THE GAME 89



Potentially the most promising path to change might come from larger institutional trends. Game
Studies has a very strong potential to benefit from being offered within the context of a liberal arts
and sciences college, however this would require collaboration and strategic investment beyond the
scope of this chapter.
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CHAPTER 6.

INTRO TO VIDEO GAME MUSIC (MUSIC2254; MI291; MAAD12360; PAT305;
MUSPERF300; HLM218)

KAREN M. COOK , JULIANNE GRASSO °, DANA PLANK > MATTHEW THOMPSON
AND RYAN THOMPSON
VARIOUS UNIVERSITIES

Course Titles: Music 2254: Video Game Music, Media and Information (MI) 291: Introduction to
Video Game Audio, Media Arts and Design (MAAD) 12360: Introduction to Video Game Music
Studies, PAT 305/MusPerf 300: Video Game Music, and History and Literature of Music (HLM) 218:
Hey! Listen! Introduction to Video Game Music

Course Universities: The University of Hartford, The University of Chicago, The Ohio State
University, The University of Michigan, Michigan State University

Course College/School: The Hartt School, The College at the University of Chicago, The SchoThe
University of Michigan School of Music, Theatre & Dance, College of Communications Arts and
Sciences

Course Department/Program: Music, Media Arts and Design, Music History, Media & Information
Course Level: Undergraduate

Course Credits: 2.0, 3.0

Course Length: Semester

Course Medium: Face-to-face

Course Keywords: Video games, music, sound, play, ludomusicology, media, design, acoustics

1. Dr. Karen M. Cook is associate professor of music history at the Hartt School, University of Hartford. Her work in video games
primarily investigates musical representations of medievalism and the medieval past.

2. Dr. Julianne Grasso (jgrasso@utexas.edu) is a Visiting Assistant Professor of Music Theory in the Butler School of Music at the
University of Texas at Austin. Her work is focused on musical meaning in video games and accessible approaches to music theory
pedagogy.

3. Dr. Dana Plank (DanaMPlank@gmail.com) is an independent scholar who writes on intersections of music, video games, and
identity. She remains active as a violinist and chamber musician, and streams on Twitch with her ludomusicology colleagues every
Thursday examining the soundscapes of the games they play in real time.

4. Matthew Thompson - DMA (mattthom@umich.edu 3 t’s) is Assistant Professor at the University of Michigan School of Music,
Theatre & Dance and Associate Faculty with the U-M Center for Japanese Studies. Dr. Thompson is active as both a pianist and a
vocal coach and has pioneered pedagogy using video game music both in large classroom and one-on-one studio settings.

5. Dr. Ryan Thompson (Thompson.RyanC@gmail.com) is a musicologist teaching in the game development program at Michigan
State University, housed in the College of Communication Arts and Sciences. His current research explores how game audio is
utilized to communicate information about both gameplay and narrative to players of modern video games.
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CATALOG DESCRIPTION

This course charts the evolution of video game music from the first synthesized bleeps and bloops of
early games, through the rise and fall of the video arcade, to the nearly ubiquitous games/consoles
found in most households, and the latest craze-causing games on mobile devices. Themes to iconic
titles such as Super Mario Bros. and Tetris are as widely known as any pop hit of the past four decades,
entering our cultural imagination and becoming a new kind of music for the digital age. Students
will be encouraged to think critically about video games and the sounds that bring virtual worlds
to life. Students will also practice listening skills and develop a vocabulary for the discussion of
music and sound effects in video games throughout their history. Course readings will draw from
the academic study of sound and music in games (which some call ludomusicology) along with the
work of practitioners in the industry. Parts of the class are organized in loose chronological fashion,
whereas other parts of the class are designed around various themes and topics drawn from game and
play theory, composition, orchestration, technology, music theory, and cultural studies. In the spirit
of an open exploration game, course assignments are varied to allow for students to choose their own
adventure through the course. This course is designed for students of any major; no prior music or
gaming knowledge is required.

COURSE PURPOSE AND OBJECTIVES

The purpose of this course is to introduce students to the wealth of literature in and theories of
video game music studies. In this course, students will learn the history of video game consoles and
technology, and how those constraints and capabilities have affected the incorporation and use of
sound in games. They will be introduced to an array of ways one might design, implement, and
experience sound in games, as presented in both scholarly literature and more industry-oriented or
public-facing materials, and be asked to apply these theories in order to identify game audio’s various
functions and analyze its potential meanings. As the students become more deeply acquainted with
the depth and breadth of ludomusicology, they will be better equipped to work on larger and more
detailed analytical case studies of games of their own choosing, with the option to compose some of
their own game audio. By the end of the semester, students will have critically re-evaluated their own
preconceived notions of audio in games and their own relationships to sound and play writ broadly.

In this course, students will:

+ identify and define game audio functions, techniques, and terminology;

+ become familiar with the history of game audio technology and with a general chronology of
game audio development,

- read, assess, interpret, and apply a variety of theories of game audio and approaches to
studying music in games;

+ apply these terms, techniques, and theories to their engagement with games, whether via
active play or more passive observation;

+ produce critical analyses of music in video games through processes of play, writing, and
discussion;

+ explore their own relationships to music, sound, games, and play; and
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+ Think critically about video game music’s relationship with other kinds of musical traditions,
both popular and classical, especially with regard to its massive presence outside of the games
themselves.

COURSE CONTEXT

The five authors met at the North American Conference on Video Game Music. Matthew Thompson
first presented his approach to teaching the subject, and we began sharing ideas. As a result of close
contact and collaborative pooling of resources, we have created a similar approach to the course
at each of our respective institutions, making adjustments to the course as appropriate for our
institutions and students. Some of us have taught this course face-to-face, while others have only
taught it online; we find that the structure of the course varies very little between these two formats.
The syllabus presented here is applicable and adaptable to any medium of instruction.

Courses on video game music are becoming increasingly popular for undergraduates, and many
institutions are approaching faculty to develop these kinds of courses. Even if we were not asked
specifically by our departments to build these classes, all of the authors have some research interests
in video game music, prompting us to propose and create such courses around our areas of interest.
Because of the broad appeal of this kind of class, none of us has taught this course solely to music
majors—some students enter the course with many years of music experience, while others might
have no formal training in music. Similarly, not every student has regularly or actively played video
games, and many students arrive to the class with quite varied backgrounds in and knowledge of
video games. Students report taking the course to engage with a medium that is often an intrinsic part
of their everyday lives, and to learn how to critically evaluate and approach video games and their
music in new ways.

Although we have taught this course for a variety of contexts, for the purposes of this volume we will
present a version of the course for undergraduate students that could fulfill an elective arts credit,
open to any undergraduate on campus. All students get specific training in musical listening, concepts,
and terminology, and are expected to learn aspects of game technology, design, and history. Students
are not expected to possess any prior gaming or musical knowledge or take any prerequisite courses,
and successful students have had a wide variety of backgrounds and majors of study. This variety
invites a broad range of pedagogical strategies adaptable to institutional and individual circumstances.

COURSE PEDAGOGY

The end goal for this class is for students to improve their critical thinking and communication about
music and sound. We aid our students in listening from a wider variety of perspectives, including
audio function within games, cultural and musical tropes, mood- and scenario-setting, production
and technology, marketing, and accessibility. Along with a deep engagement with the sonic materials
of games, the course helps students more deeply read, analyze, and discuss a variety of scholarly and
popular texts, apply different methodologies to the study of music, and communicate their critical
thoughts about music and its contexts. One of our larger goals of the course is to draw students
from many backgrounds, with the belief that this encounter with the music department serves the
university community as a whole by fostering interdisciplinary connections and helping students
to carry forward what they learn into a variety of contexts. Our pedagogical approach focuses
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on differentiation, developmental feedback, and individual attention no matter the enrollment. For
larger offerings of this type of course, we often break into small discussion groups to foster a seminar-
like atmosphere. We strive to meet students where they are, since their experience with video games
and with music vary widely. We streamline grading for simpler assignments so that we can offer more
detailed responses to student writing and analysis. We aim to make ourselves accessible resources to
students to help them pursue their own learning and growth beyond the extrinsic motivation of a
grade in a course.

We do not center performance or composition in this course, but we do allow students in this
class to leverage those talents as part of creative output that benefits their broader academic goals.
This includes composition majors who create a portfolio of works, and it also includes engineering
and game development students who need to score a student-created video game. Many of us are
experienced advisors for student composition and design projects, but this course does not
specifically emphasize or require those types of creative activities.

COURSE TEXTS, GAMES, SOFTWARE, AND HARDWARE

Most of us have found that this course works well without reliance on a single text. In partnering
with our respective university libraries, most or all of the articles and chapters for course readings
have been available physically and/or digitally for enrolled students. However, should an institution
require a standard text, there are a few that we have utilized in the past that work well:

+ Summers, T. (2016). Understanding video game music. Cambridge University Press.

+ Collins, K. (2008). Game sound: An introduction to the history, theory, and practice of video game
music and sound design. MIT Press.

+ Collins, K. (2013). Playing with sound: A theory of interacting with sound and music in video games.
MIT Press.

This course has worked well without requiring students to purchase particular consoles or games.
Students are also provided a lengthy list of legal and reputable places to obtain free or heavily
discounted games (although those are optional), including: Steam, Epic, GOG, the Apple Store, and
Google Play. Students are encouraged to draw upon their own gaming collections and specific gaming
interests. We have found that the richest, most participatory discussions in the course often center
around gameplay in some form; this can take place on the student’s own time, or in live gameplay
during course meetings. YouTube and Twitch are also excellent sites on which to find and store
gameplay footage for demonstration purposes, and these are accessible both in and outside of the
classroom.

These courses have tended to privilege the aesthetic, functional, and cultural implications of game
sound over game music composition or the specific technologies employed in game audio
implementation. However, some students have opted to complete composition projects. Additional
software such students have employed include Ableton, FL Studio, Reaper, notation software
(Noteflight, MuseScore, Sibelius, Finale), Garageband, and Audacity, many of which are free (or which
have free demos), or for which an institutional license might be available to students.
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COURSE ASSIGNMENTS

The following list broadly details major course assignments that can be useful for this course.
Adaptations should be made for variations in class size, student goals, departmental context, virtual
learning, and other circumstances. For suggested ways to structure and weight the assessment of these
assignments, see the following Course Assessment section.

Reading

Students are given articles or book chapters to read from a variety of fields that may be relevant to
understanding video game music and sound. Such topics could include: history and technological
development of game sound, compositional techniques, musicological case studies, news articles,
game reviews, and readings from the broader fields of media studies. Reading assignments bolster
students’ content knowledge and more generally offer models of professional writing in a variety of
genres.

Short Response

Students may also be assigned to write responses or reviews of the reading. Such assignments could
include:

« writing 300-500 words in agreement or disagreement with an argument/debate,

« applying the author’s analytical framework to a different game or composition, or

« summarizing the author’s argument, typically in preparation for class discussion.

Participation in an Online Discussion Board

Students are assigned to write responses to a topic on an online discussion board and asked to
read and respond to their classmates’ comments. Such topics for discussion could mimic the kinds
of prompts written for a reading response as described above. Depending on class size, students
may be involved in smaller online group discussions, trading the role of discussion leader amongst
themselves. Responses are typically more casual than an essay, bearing closer resemblance to social
media interactions—in this way, students might find that sharing their ideas comes more easily.

Audio Analysis

An audio analysis can take several forms, from basic descriptions of musical events to in-depth music
theory-based analysis, but the primary learning goals are the same: to gain facility in communicating
about music and sound. Examples of types of audio analysis include items from the list below. Any of
these kinds of analysis can occur as part of another sort of assignment, such as a listening journal or
critical essay:

+ descriptions of sound events (musical cues, sound effects, silences) that occur in a given scene
of gameplay, linked with visual features and gameplay interaction;

« transcribing music from a game into Western music notation to complete a traditional music
theory analysis of harmony, melody, meter, rhythm, etc.;

+ broadly mapping parts of a game’s soundtrack for large-scale musical structure, potentially
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relating these musical beats with story beats or other structures;

« aprose analysis that describes how similar musical themes occur and recur across several
games, documenting the possible effects of that connection; or

+ acomparative analysis of music and sound from different games or different genres of games.

Listening Journal

Students submit entries to a reflection journal in which they document their experiences with music
and sound in video games of their own choice. These are typically low-stakes assignments that allow
the student to write in less formal language than the typical prose required of essay writing, where
students can apply course knowledge and gained skills to familiar games.

Gameplay Reflection

Students are assigned to play a particular game and reflect upon the specific elements of gameplay in
relation to sound. Such an assignment can illuminate aspects of music-play interaction that could be
obfuscated when only viewing gameplay. For instance, personal feelings of joy, frustration, focus, or
distraction during gameplay can be channeled through (or exacerbated by) music. Sharing reflections
amongst the class can be useful to demonstrate the many different experiences a single game—and its
music—can offer.

Music Composition

Students are assigned to create part of a musical soundtrack for a game. This could be a single musical
cue or an entire soundtrack and can be created in many ways depending on student familiarity with
compositional techniques and software (see list above). In any case, this type of assignment allows
students to create something perhaps more tangible than an analytical essay, stepping into the shoes
of a video game composer to think through musical constraints and possibilities rather directly. Some
options for this assignment could include:

« creating two minutes of musical material for a particular genre (RPG battle, racing game
track, simulator build-mode, platformer water level, etc.);

+ recomposing music to an existing game, or

+ collaborating with students (perhaps those in other courses, such as computer science and
design) to create the music for a student-designed game.

Critical Essay

A critical essay takes the form of a several-page (ranges of 3-5, 6-8, 8-10 double-spaced pages)
persuasive argument in which students write formal prose that reflects sophisticated thinking about
video game music, usually in the form of answering some sort of question. Where music composition
allows students to step into the role of a video game composer, the critical essay allows students to
step into the role of a video game scholar. Such arguments will vary widely, so it is useful to embed a
proposal process into such an assignment, fielding questions and possible topics from students before
they commit to writing. Here is a small sample of questions that could be answered in such an essay:

« How does the music function in [X] game in [Y] scene/section? Do you think it is effective or
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ineffective for this function?

+ How are sound and music used to represent [culture, person, event, place, etc.] in a game or
multiple games, and what does this tell us about music and representation more generally?

+ How does music in [X] game potentially affect gameplay, and how might that change if various
circumstances within the game were different?

Quizzes and Exams

Students are quizzed on game audio terminology (FM synthesis, stems, 8-bit, adaptive audio, etc.)
and/or music fundamentals (rhythm, harmony, melody, etc.). These are particularly useful early to
middle in the term for getting all students on the same page with a core shared vocabulary for
discussion and analysis.

COURSE ASSESSMENT

Depending on the goals and outcomes of a course, and the students that are enrolled, any combination
of the above assignments can be used at the discretion of the individual instructor with weighting
that is appropriate for the course. We present a gamified assessment and one possible organization of
some assignments below.

Because the topic of the course is gaming, the grading is also presented in a gamified manner. Students
begin the semester at Level 1 as a noob with 0 experience points and level up throughout the course.
Your work in the course is worth 100,000 XP points and a ranking of Level 5. Legends speak of an
elusive Level 6 possible for those who push themselves, do superior work, and earn trophies.

The current high score holder in the class (the person or persons with the most XP points) holds the
title of High Score Holder. This title bestows certain privileges, including the ability to select certain
games or topics that will be discussed during class sessions.

Trophies

Trophies carry the possibility of bonus points. These trophies represent extra work outside of the
course requirements and are meant to be difficult to achieve. There are announced and hidden
trophies. In other words, there are trophies you may decide to work toward at the beginning of the
semester and there are trophies you may earn without knowing how and why you did. If enough
students are motivated to earn these trophies, the entire class grade may be raised. Announced
trophies include:

+ Online Addict: awarded for posting double the required comments in online discussions
during the semester ( 1500).

+ Locutus of Canvas: awarded for a student whose posts attract the most comments or likes two
weeks during the semester ( 1000).

+ Next Yoko Shimomura: awarded for students who team with Engineering students in the
game design course to create sounds and music for their games ( 5000).

Hidden trophies include:
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+ To Boldly Go: awarded for students who are the first to share their composition projects with
the class or students who are first to ask questions in Zoom discussions with industry/
academic experts ( 500).

+ True Concert Goer: awarded for students who attend a video game concert during semesters
and submit a copy of the program and short write up reaction to the event, when a concert
comes to the local area ( 1000).

+ Perfectly Present: awarded for students who are present and on time for all class sessions (
500).

Challenges

+ If 10% of the class earns at least four trophies, everyone in the class gets 1000 bonus points!

+ If anyone in the class earns all six trophies, everyone in class gets 1500 bonus points!

Attendance/Lecture Engagement: 25% (25,000 Points)

Classes can take attendance or perhaps submit a short written reaction to points of discussion or
submit notes that they took during the lecture. Being present does not simply mean physically in the
room: it means actively participating in class activities.

Quizzes (Mini-Bosses): 10% (10,000 Points)

Quizzes may be short-answer where students respond to prompts after watching videos of gameplay,
similar to in-class discussions and analyses of game sound. Multiple choice quizzes are also possible
where students are asked about material presented in a video. Listening quizzes may also challenge
students’ abilities for aural recognition: for example, asking which of four audio files is a musical
theme that was presented in a quiz video. Quizzes are milestones in the course but are not heavily
weighted and should be seen as chances for the instructor to determine how student learning is
progressing.

Weekly Assignments: 40% (40,000 Points)

Weekly assignments may consist of online discussions, listening journals, gameplay responses,
reflections about readings, and any of the other possible assignments above. These varying weekly
assignments help students to gain mastery of the material and progress through the course. These
points should show that students are regularly and deeply engaging with course material outside of
class time.

Final Project (Big Boss or Composition Quest!): 25% (25,000 points)

This could be a choice of a composition project or a critical essay. In the case of a composition project,
the main goal of the project is for students to experiment with the creative process involved in making
music. For many students, it may be their first time making music and one of the only assignments in
their academic career that is creatively based. Almost all credit is given for the entirety of the project,
the connection between the written explanation of the track, cited inspirations, and the final result.
A small amount of credit will be awarded for projects that are musically superior, but this subjective
point of grading is minimal.
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For a critical essay, students should imagine that the entire semester of smaller projects and
discussions has built to a more formal and fleshed-out assessment.

EXPANDED COURSE OUTLINE

Anyone adapting this syllabus should view these assignments as one representative sample of choices
and select ones from our sample list in the Course Assignments section, or ones of their own design,
that work best for their class.

Week 1: Course Introduction

Topics

Introduction to the syllabus

Class introductions

Introductory conversation about games

From this point forward, active discussion of any/all listed readings or viewings is implied.

Activity

« Play through a familiar or unfamiliar game and ask students to begin observing how many
different kinds of sounds and music they can observe.

Games

+ Sample games might include Faxanadu (1987) or Aquaria (2007).

Readings

(Note: All readings listed are suggestions; no more than two of these per class meeting or week would
normally be assigned)

+ Introduction and Appendix, Summers (2016)
+ Chapter 1 and 7, Collins (2008b)

Week 2: Games vs. Films
Topics
+ How are video games similar to and different from film?
« How might those similarities and differences play out in music and audio?
+ What kinds of musical functions do games borrow or maintain from film?
Activity

+ Compare the audio in a short film or cartoon clip to that in a short segment of a familiar
game, preferably an in-class demo.

+ A Mickey Mouse cartoon and Super Mario Bros.(1985) work well here
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Games

« Uncharted (2007)

Readings

« Lerner (2014a)
+ Chapters 1 and 6, Summers (2016)

Assignments

+ The game vs. film comparison activity would also work well as a listening journal or audio
analysis

Week 3: Early Game Audio & History
Topics

+ Learn and review early game consoles and their development

+ Learn and review basic elements of early video game audio technology
Activity

« If possible, use an emulator to play through an NES 8-bit game and show how the soundtrack
is constructed using just the four to five channels available, muting them in turn and
demonstrating how sound effects replace portions of the soundtrack.

+ Donkey Kong (1981)

+ Frogger (1981)

+ Burger Time (1982)

+ Super Mario Bros. (1985)

+ The Legend of Zelda (1986)

« Metroid (1986)

+ Sonic the Hedgehog (1991)

+ Super Mario World (1991)

+ The Legend of Zelda: A Link to the Past (1991)

Readings

+ Chapters 2 and 3, Collins (2008b).
« Collins (2007)

« Lerner (2014b)

+ Dwyer & Neill (2014-)
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Assignments

+ Listening journal-write a musical description of a short segment of early video game music.

Week 4: Recent Game Audio & History
Topic

+ Learn and review post-16-bit video game console developments, including audio technology
advancements
Activity
+ Compare and contrast soundtracks from 8- and 16-bit games with much later remakes or

remasters

Games

« The Legend of Zelda: The Wind Waker (2002)
Proteus (2013)

Flower (2009)

Red Dead Redemption (2010)

Uncharted 3: Drake’s Deception (2011)

Readings
+ Chapters 4 and 5, Collins (2008b)
+ Dwyer & Neill (2014-)

Assignment

« Listening journal for Proteus (2013)

Week 5: Musical Tropes & Themes
Topics
+ Learn and review what a trope in music is
+ Learn and review what a musical theme is
Activities

+ Show students several contrasting clips of a movie or game, muted, and ask them to
brainstorm a list of sounds they would expect to hear; discuss where those expectations stem
from

+ Play through or watch walkthroughs of games exhibiting some of the tropes students named
and discuss how successful they are in conveying a particular mood or idea
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Games

« Undertale (2015)

« Celeste (2018)

« Halo (2001)

« Final Fantasy Series,(1987-present)

« Legend of Zelda series (1986-present)

Readings
+ Chapter 4, Phillips (2014)
+ VGMusicologist (2015), with particular emphasis on DrumUItima’s post
« Plank-Blasko (2015)
« Atkinson (2019)
« Cook (2018)

Assignments

+ The listed activities would work well as a listening journal or audio analysis

+ Article summary

Week 6: Gender, Sexuality, Race/Ethnicity, Disability

Note: Please note that matters of representation factor in to virtually every class meeting, but many of
us also take at least one week to focus on important literature more deeply or to examine particular
case studies.

Topic

+ Review issues of representation in games as discussed to date

Activity
+ Demo some unfamiliar games and have students work through how various characters are

constructed and portrayed through sound

Games

« Street Fighter I1 (1991)

« Gone Home (2013)

+ Night in the Woods (2017)
Baldur’s Gate (1998)
Metroid (1986)

+ Timespinner (2018)
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+ Grand Theft Auto (1997)
« Horizon: Zero Dawn (2017)

Readings

+ Excerpts, Cheng (2014)

+ Chapters 4 and 5, Plank (2018)
« Collins & Taillon (2012)

« Sherman (1997)

« Knorr (2018)

Assignments

+ Audio analysis, listening journal, article summary

Week 7: Pre-Existing Music
Topics
« Why might video game composers or programmers decide to use pre-existing music,
regardless of style, geographical origin, or age?

« What might such borrowed music symbolize or represent to the game player? Does the player
need to recognize the music in order to fully understand the game?

+ What are advantages and disadvantages of using pre-existing music in games?
Activity
+ Demonstrate how Baroque counterpoint can be easily arranged or programmed for 8-bit
consoles
+ Have students select a piece of pre-existing music of their choice and brainstorm two

different scenarios in which that piece would be effective

Games

o Wizards € Warriors (1987)
« Dragon Warrior (1986)
« NBA2K (1999)

Readings

+ Chapter 6, Collins (2008b)
« Gibbons (2009)
« Gibbons (2011)
« Gibbons (2018)
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Plank (2019)
Cook (2017)
Miller (2007)
Fritsch (2016)

Assignments

Audio analysis, listening journal, article summary

Week 8: Questions of Silence
Topics
+ Why might a game composer or designer choose to eliminate some or all sounds?
« What kinds of functions can silence serve?
« Why might a player choose to mute sounds in a game?
« How does playing a game with no sound affect how a player plays?
« How can games create visual cues or markers to replace sonic cues for hearing-impaired
gamers?
Activities
 Have students demo an unfamiliar game in class. Then, without warning, mute the sound and
ask them to continue playing. Have them discuss how that affected how they played.

+ Have students explore the CanlIPlayThat.com database for games that are rated high and low
on the accessibility scale for hearing-impaired gamers, then demo or watch walkthroughs of
some of those games; discuss their findings.

Games

« Wizards € Warriors (1987)
« Assassin’s Creed (2007)

« Assassin’s Creed 11 (2009)

« Layers of Fear (2016)

« Chicken Scream (2017)

Readings

« Kulezic-Wilson (2009)
Stockburger (2010)

+ Jorgensen (2008)
Gibbons (2014)
Raposo (2015)
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Assignments

+ Audio analysis, listening journal, article summary

Week 9: Genres 1: RPGs, Metroidvania, Action-Adventure
Topics

+ Learn and review some of these main, popular game genres: what sets them apart from other
game genres, and what are their individual histories?

« What kinds of sound effects, sonic cues, and musical elements would be useful in games of
this nature? What kinds would be frustrating or unhelpful?

Activities

+ Comparison of audio in battles for Zelda 64 (crossfades) and Skyward Sword (layering)

+ Assign small groups of students one of four sets of music tracks: forest themes, town themes,
water themes, world map themes. What is common in each set?

Games

+ Final Fantasy franchise (1987-present)
o The Legend of Zelda franchise (1986-present)
« Golden Sun (2001)

Readings

« Gibbons (2019)

« Grasso (2019)

+ Thompson (2019)

+ 8-bit Music Theory (2017)

+ Excerpts, Schartmann (2015)

+ “Music Genres and Game Genres,” Phillips (2014)

Assignments

+ Audio analysis, listening journal, article summary

Week 10: Narrative and Game Play
Topics
+ Learn and review the differences between game narrative and game play

+ How might sound and music work to support a game’s narrative? A game’s play?

+ Can sound or music support one and subvert the other?
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Activity

+ Live demonstration of Diablo III, Act IV (covered in the Kamp reading)

Games

« Diablo 111

+ Final Fantasy franchise (1987-present)

The Legend of Zelda franchise(1986—-present)
o Assassin’s Creed 111 (2012)

Journey (2012)

Readings
« Kamp (2019)
+ Juul (2001)
Assignments

+ Audio analysis, listening journal, article summary

Week 11: Genres 2: Mobile, Sports, & E-Sports
Topics

« Asbefore, learn and review main characteristics of these genres

« What kinds of sound effects, sonic cues, and musical elements would be useful in games of
this nature? What kinds would be frustrating or unhelpful?

Activity
« Watch and discuss League of Legends Worlds 2019 Opening Ceremony

Games

+ League of Legends (2009)
+ Forza franchise (2005-present)
+ Mario Kart franchise (1992-present)

Readings

+ Collins & Dockwray (2017)
+ Donnelly (2014)
+ Thompson (2016)
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Assignments

+ Audio analysis, listening journal, article summary

Week 12: Immersion and Incorporation
Topics
+ Discuss the ideas of flow and immersion

+ Discuss the concept of incorporation in a game: how are bodies represented or not?
« How do games affect the gamer’s physical body?
Activities
+ Have students list at least five different times that they have found themselves immersed in an
activity and discuss what factors might be shared
+ Have students demo or watch playthroughs of games featuring different kinds of avatars,

distinguished visually and aurally, and discuss various senses of connection or disconnect

Games

o Tetris (1984)
Amnesia (2010)
Loneliness (2010)
Journey (2012)
Stardew Valley (2016)
Papa Sangre (2010)
Layers of Fear (2016)

Readings
+ Excerpts, Csikszentmihalyi (2009)
+ Lumumba-Kasongo (2013)
+ Galloway (2019)
« van Elferen (2016)
 van Elferen (2011)
« Serafin (2014)
« Nordahl & Nilsson, (2014)

Assignments

+ Audio analysis, listening journal, article summary
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Week 13: Music Games
Topics
+ How do we talk about games whose sole or primary aspect is music?

+ What functions do sound and music play in such games?

+ How can we analyze such games using methodologies learned to date, or do such theories fall
short?

Activity

+ Play Guitar Hero in-class, discuss how the controllers are modified for gameplay, and how
time, pitch, and duration are represented within the game.

Games

« Dance Dance Revolution franchise (1999-2016)
+ Rhythm Heaven franchise (2008-)

+ SoundShapes (2012)

+ Just Dance (2009-)

« Dance Central (2010-2014)

« Rock Band (2007-2017)

 Guitar Hero (2005-2015)

« Crypt of the NecroDancer (2015)

Readings

+ Chapter 4, Cheng (2014)

+ Chapter 3, Miller (2012)

« Dozal (2016)

+ Knoblauch (2016)
Assignments

+ Audio analysis, listening journal, article summary
Week 14: Fandom Studies
Topic

+ What do we do with video game music once it leaves the video game itself?
Activities

« Students should be prepared to present their final projects in class, if such applies
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« Watch portions of online performances of video game music, perhaps Video Games Live!
Excerpts and/or examples of remixes/arrangements from YouTube: SmoothMcGroove, 8-bit
Big Band, OverClocked ReMix

Games

« osu! (2007)
o Touhou (1997)

Readings

+ Chapter 4, Collins (2013)
« Austin (2018)

+ Excerpts, Gibbons (2018)
+ Excerpts, Jenkins (2006)
+ Thompson (2018)

Assignments

+ Audio analysis, listening journal, article summary

+ In-class presentations of final projects

COURSE BEST PRACTICES

Most importantly, allow students to play to their strengths. Many students will arrive at a video
game audio course knowing something about either video games or audio. Let composers compose,
let experts in game analysis apply their knowledge of gaming, and allow students to work on the
assignments and topics they are most passionate about.

Allowing students to make choices about which assignments they take on lines up neatly with a
gamified syllabus as described previously. A choose your own adventure model empowers students
to branch out for low-stakes assignments while taking on bigger projects about which they feel
confident and capable.

Successful students in this course have composed pieces of music for games in collaboration with
engineering and game development students; others have done in-depth analyses of composer styles,
and others still have performed a close reading of an individual game score. There is a lot of potential
for varied large-scale projects, allowing students with differing skill sets to complete the course
feeling accomplished.

As a result of student knowledge varying so much across the two fields spanning the course,
inclusivity becomes paramount. If students come through in discussion with technical terms or
jargon, make them explain it to the rest of the class. Encourage students getting to know one another
through low-stakes small group discussions that allow for safe failure. This will lead students to
expand beyond their individual strengths and try alternative approaches.
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Creating a safe environment for students to experiment outside their comfort zone also facilitates
inviting students to play through relevant portions of gameplay as often as possible. Students are more
invested in the play of fellow students than they are the professor demonstrating. YouTube videos
should be used as an addendum to course readings, not as a replacement for student interactivity and
engagement.

Lastly, it bears mentioning that some extremely popular game composers have problematic and
abusive histories that makes discussing them and the soundtracks they have composed difficult. It falls
to the professor to be knowledgeable and proactive with respect to these and other issues of diversity,
equity, and inclusion in ways that address the desire of students to examine their favorite topics while
maintaining a safe, welcoming environment for everyone. In some cases, soundtracks to fan-created
expansions can be used as a substitute for problematic scores.

FUTURE COURSE PLANS

This course shifts as new research is generated in a rapidly developing subfield of musicology. Anyone
teaching this course would do well to keep abreast of current research, including (but not limited to)
the Journal of Sound and Music in Games, and the two major annual conferences: the North American
Conference on Video Game Music (NACVGM) and the European Conference on Video Game Music
and Sound.

There is a lot of room for creative projects in this class involving online media such as podcasts and
livestreams. This works particularly well in an online format, allowing students to make engaging
presentations in formats with which they want to gain experience. Many of us plan to shift more
towards creative projects (and away from written papers) moving forward. Similarly, if possible, there
is great potential for interdisciplinary partnership with these creative assignments that some of us
have explored: having students in this course compose music to be implemented by a student team as
part of a video game development course, for instance.

There are a number of specific subjects not covered by this course syllabus due to constraints of time
and lack of research in the area: sports games (including esports), casual/mobile gaming, educational
games primarily for children, etc. Other areas are difficult to pin down because of how broad the topic
can become, such as how various media properties (television shows, animated features, video games,
live concert events, social media) all interact to form a larger entity for discussion, as in the Pokémon
or League of Legends franchises. Some of us account for these genres as needed by dedicating a class
day towards student requests of topics and inviting discussion among the class. We envision these
sorts of cross-media relations growing more important as livestreaming in particular becomes more
mainstream.

Students have also asked about issues of music outside the scope of this course and its teaching
objectives: this is particularly true of music theory and creative assignments. Students with a
background in composing music, whether as a hobby or having formal training often have more
success and more refined final projects than those making a first attempt. Similarly, questions of
technical implementation and interactions with computer code quickly move outside what is easily
grasped by non-specialist students encountering these subjects for the first time. Examining these
details of implementation (using Wwise or FMOD in conjunction with a game engine such as Unity
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or Unreal) beyond a surface level is best left to a separate course rather than attempting to shoehorn
every possible game audio topic into a general interest course designed for broad accessibility.
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