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Abstract

The continuing growth and popularity of video gana@d the gaméesign industry

has fueleda comparablemergence of video game design programs at the university
levelin the 22! century, producing graduates specifically teairio enter the game
design field However, academiastitutionshave been challenged to maintain
curriculums that can keggace with the innovations of this dynamic and competitive
industry To date, very little research exists to guide administratarsettods to track
and relevantly respond to these technological and market changes. Using Design
Thinking strategiesye explored ways in which academic programs can identify and
adapt to the changing needs of game desigmpanies anttain their students the
necessary technological proficiencies akillsetsto successfully enter the industry.
Opinions and perspectives were gathered from three groups of shareholders: game
design students, professionals in the game design industry, and the game design
faculty ata private universityAn analysis of data drawn from Affinity Clustering,
Visualize the Vote, Interviews, and Round Robin exercises resulted in two posters
one illustratinglO categories of necessary skill sets and proficienthesextent to
whichthe program fulfills each one, and a second poster profiling the ideal game
design graduate. While the methods were successful in identifying areas of program
strengths and weaknesses, further exploration using D&kigRing strategieo

address limitations recommended
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Introduction

Fueled by competitive console gaming innovation, streaming services,
smartphone technology, emerging fields such-&pé&rts, and an estimated bilion
gamers around the world, the video game industry is projected to grow to over $300
billion in revenues by 2025 (Lanier, 2019). Driven by this dynamic industry, colleges
and universities have responded with commensurate growth in game design
undergaduate and graduate programs. As the industry has enjoyed unchecked growth
and expansion since the end of th# 2éntury, it is now experiencing through mergers
and acquisitions as well as pressure to maximize profit margins a slight decline in the
numbe of design studios, meaning greater competition for jobs in the industry, and a
greater need for weprepared graduates from college design programs.

University programs themselves are under pressure to produce graduates who
meet the expectations of artinuously evolving industry and to demonstrate to potential
student recruits the effectiveness of their curriculums to empower them with the
knowledge andkillsetsnecessary for successful job placement after college. A program
considered cutting edgae year may find itself stagnant in a very short time if it does
not faithfully consi der i tcBangingheegsonsi veness to
(Bourdreauxet al, 2011; Princeton Review, 2020).

A DesignThinking approach to assessing the value of egelprogram to
studentd as wel | as the value of a proomy amdés gradu
provide unique and relevant insights for creating and maintaining competitive
undergraduate game design programs. Such an approach may inform curricular

formation and ongoing development by beginning with a simple question: What are the
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gualities, knowledge, and skill sets perceived to be the most important to undergraduate
game design students, game design faculty and administrators, and professional game

credors in the game design industry?

Figure 1.The converging perspectives and interests among game design

stakeholders.

Employing Desigrrhinking research strategies among these three primary
stakeholders should identify areas of agreement asawelivergence and result in a
Venn diagr@amwhscapsimot urn could focus educato

meet the needs of both their students and the game design industry.
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Purpose

The purpose of this research study is to identifyatidulate what qualities,
knowledge, and skill sets are considered most valuable among three sets of stakeholders
related to the gaméesign industry: universitievel game design educators (faculty and
administrators), professional game creators, anéngnaduate game design students.

Each group represents unique perspectives and interests with regards to the curricula and
objectives of game design programs. Game design educators and administrators
understandhatthe marketability of their own progransslinked to the ability of their
graduates to be successful in the industry. Professional game creators are looking for
potential employees who are prepared to add value to their own organizations and see
greater value in topanked programthatconsistatly produce skilled graduates who can

add immediate value to the organization. Students seeking game design degrees search
for programghatdemonstrate a strong connection to the industry as well as a strong

track record of placing graduates in thoseated positions.

As each stakeholder group shares similar or closely related priorities for design
programs and their graduates, the groups themselves are often siloed with little
interaction or discussion around the topic of curriculum developmenthiSaeasonit
is essential for the groups to be concurrently engaged in this research. The values and
viewpoints of each group will provide rich insights for collaborative exercises as well as
acting as a check on eachhpeotshecttwe gebapsbd
priorities.

While a great deal of research has focused on the dynamic and evolving nature of

the game design industflfrost, 2018; Koksal, 2019)elativelyfew havelooked at the
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more static process of curriculum development ditsioritization to meet those
evolving needs within the industry. Using the Desldninking strategies of
Interviewing,Affinity Clustering, and/isualize the Votgwe discovere@reas of
agreement as well as divergence regarding the perceived imgeodbtihese skill sets
among the stakeholder groups. Data gathesmeskynthesized for the purpose of
facilitating ongoing conversatiotisatcould then produce curriculums responsive to the

dynamically changing game design industry.
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Definition of Terms
Advergame
A digital game specifically designed for the primary purpose of advertising and
promotion of an or g aonbrandplayed nadGhe Internebat an@at , ser vi
compatible medium via games disc or digital downl¢@&whithet al.,2014).
Advertising
The (traditionally) nonpersonal communication of information usually paid for and
usually persuasive in nature about products, seracedeas by identified sponsors
through the various media (Bovee & Arens, 1992 @avelopment of digital media
and content deliverlaschannels provided by advertisers with the ability to better tailor
messages and more specifically target audiences based on their unique characteristics
(e.g., demographics, media consumption, andwmer purchasing behavip(&atz,
2016).
Affinity Clustering
The DesigrThinking strategy that seeks to reveal patterns by grouping similar data
points, for the purpose of identifying common
obvi ous 0 tifute,2042p. 40n s
Around-Game Advertising
Advertising and promotion linked to video and computer games throughmimasive
aroundgame displays or licensing of game branding with associatedpéaityg products

(Smithet al, 2014).
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Brand Integration

An extension of product placement sometimes referred to as content integration. A
more holistic experience created with the brand that involves creation of unique
content specifically for that brand.

B u | -éyé Biagramming

A technique for gatherindata sets and assigning prioritization by plotting specific items
or i de a s-eyeconsmtingpofithrée@ancentric circles. Each successive circle is
| ar ger t heye fortirny eondidardtibonéasto what items/ideas may be critical,
important or merely peripheral (LUMA Institute, 2012).

Convenience Sampling

Drawing from a sample of a population that is easily accessible (FrasrideR012).
Engagement

An indication of game involvement by a player, often described on a continuation of
psychological absorption (Brockmyer et al., 2009).

Frequency

How many times an audience is potentially exposed to a specific advertisement (Katz,
2016).

Game Advertising

The association of marketing communications messages with videoapditer games

to target consumers through Advergames, Aregahe Advertising, or hiGame

Advertising activities (Smitlet al, 2014).
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Heuristic Evaluation

Evaluative exercise in which a checklist of elements is employed to illuminate areas of strength
or weakness in a design or process (Tomitsch & Borthwick, 2020).

In-Game Advertising

The integration of noffictional products and brands within the playing environment of video and
computer games through simulated #iéal marketing communication meahiams (Smithet al,
2014).

Interviewing

A technique for gathering information through direct dialogue (LUMA Institute, 2012).

Medium

A means of communicating messages; the means by which something is accomplished,
conveyed, or transferreMedia (plural) fulfill the needs for entertainment, information, and/or
social connectivity. In advertisingyedium may refer to a class of carridBV, radio,

newspaper) (Katz, 2016).

Monetization

In video games, revenue streams from game sales aaihia advertising, as well as revenue
generating strategies that incentivize players to make additional purchases, including
microtransactions, lodioxes and battle passes.

Product Placement

Advertisers pay program producers to put their brands into the storylines or content carried by a

medium (TV shows, video games).
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Reach

A measure of audience accumulation; the number or percentage of peth@darget audience

who will be exposed to the medium where an ad appears; concerned with vehicle exposure
theopportunityto see the ad (Katz, 2016).

Survey Research

An attempt to obtain data from members of a population (or a sample) to determine the current
status of that population with respect to one or more variables (LUMA Institute,

2012).

Vehicle

An individual carrier within a medium (Family Guy, Sports Ithased, NY Times) (Katz, 2016).
Video Game

An electronic game that involves interaction with a user interface to generate visual feedback on
a two or threedimensional display device such as a TV screen, virtual reality headset, computer
monitor, or smephone/tablet.

Visualize the Vote

A group activity in which participants individually evaluate and prioritize parts of a data set by

awarding a limited number of tokens to those items (LUMA Institute, 2012).
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Review of Literature

Fornearly 60 years, perhaps the most remarkably consistent facet of the video
game industry has been its ability to be underestimated, derided, and often dismissed
entirely, even by those observing from within the field. In 1979, Arcade, Inc. executive
GusBa |l 'y decl ar ed, APeopl e wondét want to play t
week . . . not once we start sel,paran)y pinball
Since thepremiereof the first mainframe game Spacewar! in 1962, video games have
ggown from a technol ogi cal novelty designed i n
form for the digital adgredeéd aq lawvean d¢ mistakenly 2 000, p .
pigeonholed as childrends entertainment, vide
attertion for their cuttingedge graphics, engagement across nearly all demographics,
cultural impact, and even literary merit.

ités hard to imagine how you coul
without having played the brilliantly characterful aodrth-wall breaking

Portal, the somber and engrossiRgpers, Pleaseor the dazzlingly surreal

exploration of the American subconsciokigntucky Route Zerd\re you

interested in discussing experimental nr ea

goodness6 sake, p | aMWer Stdnyand@ogesHbreeangthen ar r at i v e

hilarious and unsettlinlhe Stanley Parabldf you want to talk about how

writers @n engage with politics, capitalism, or the environmental movement,
youol l be showing your Qilgachyr(Aderman, i f you ha

2013, para. 7)
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The above examples demonstrate the maturation of video games from science
fiction and combginspired contests to interactive treatises on broader societal issues
such as economic inequities, disenfranchisement, and ecological devastation highlighted
in Kentucky Route ZerandOiligarchy (Scaife, 2020). This discourse has been further
elevated B long-form episodic arcs driven as much by the narrative choices made by the
gamesd players as the game -qualitggraplics s t hemsel ve
surround players in fiwal king simulatorso desi
novels to bajuietly savored and contemplated a&ione Homethan a spectacular

pulsepounding firefight inHalo (Carpenter, 2019).

Figure 2.Portal is a spatial novel created for the computer.
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Figure 3.The awarewinning border simulatioPapers,Please

Figure 4.The quiet, dystopian outrage likéntucky Route Zero
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[ MENU J a

‘ The oiled reps will .1"¢|w-h‘ push your .\'("v-r*:f.n
? The gray reps activity is unpredictable

. The eco reps will oppose every pro-oil law
POPULARITY: 55% NEXT ELECTION YEAR: 2010

2001 gy
© 30945 B 12 & 67% 1r 4% 4

Figure 5.War, politics, and energy in the sim world®@iligarchy.

l ndeed, the i ndust suppgbrdthe grgumentthatvaeod popul ar i
games are the most dominant popular medium when compared to other entertainment
platforms. In a 2000 survey, 35% of American adults reported video games as being the
Aimost funo entertainment ac)(Wewnan)018)t el evi si on
Since the late 1990s, U.S. video game revenues have exceeded domestic film box office
sales, and in 2016, the video games industry reported global revenues of $101 billion,
eclipsing the combined revenues generated by the music anddilrstiies ($16 billion
and $49 billion, respectively) (Malim, 2018). By 2018 that figure had increased to $131
billion, with some forecasting the video game industry reaching $300 billion in revenues
by 2025. Those estimates are driven by the increasedlpnee of higkspeed 5G data
networks, innovations in Virtuahnd Augmentedeality, the continued rise of mobile
gaming, and cloutbased gaming not dependent on PC or console platforms (Lanier,
2019; Shah, 2019).
While video games have traditionaligen, and remain, more popular among

younger demographics, a 2018 Pew Research study found that 43% of U.S. adults (aged
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18+) report they often or sometimes play video games on a computer, TV, game console,
or portable device such as a cellphone. Of nedpnts aged 189, more men (72%)

reported playing video games than women (49%) of the same ages (Pew Research
Center, 2018). Audiences will continue to grow as game creators design content that can
move seamlessly across multiple platforms, consolesjewvides. This will break down

Awal |l ed gardenso and foster the formation

of

Games founder and CEO Tim Sweeney predicted,

communication platform as an end4)elhig ai nment
assertion is evidenced by Discord, a videwvoice chat apphatbegan in 2015 as a

platform for gamers to communicate more easily while participating in video games. The

app has now expanded its brand and utility beyond the gaming commutrétgtirad

over 300 million registered users to include {gamer groups like book clubs, teachers,

and Scouts who use the videloat platform to communicate formally and informally

during the COVID pandemic (Brown, 2020; Chalk, 2020). While Zoom became the

more widely used platform for education and business during the COVID pandemic (300
million active daily users to Discordbés 14
to meet the needs of the gaming community boasts significant advantages in user
experience (Cardos, 2020). Interests outside of the game industry are also leveraging the
ubiquitous appeal of gaming platforms as foundations for social marketing campaigns.

The interactive nature of games has been found to provide a more efficientaheans

enacting attitudinal and behavioral change among teens regarding issues such as alcohol
use (RusselBennettet al, 2016). Games have been valuable to underscore course

curriculum development. Lee et al. (2020) examined the first high school cumiculu

e X

mi
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taught using esports as its crasciplinary platform. Researchers have illustrated the
necessity for educational game designers to understand the larger gamer culture outside
of the classroom when designing educational games for inside the classtodemts
may be more motivated to learn how to advance through the game than learning about
the content of the game (Chmiel, 2012).
Most Popular Video Game Genres

As technological advancements lower barriers to participation, widening
audience size and diversity, the video game industry has seen the emergence of an
equally diverse number of game genres. Jones (20&R¢down the most popular
genres as:
Racing: players navigate tracks, streets, and other terrain to be the first to cross the finish
line. Example: Mario Kart
Fighting:pl ayer s exchange bl ows to harm or ot her wi
reserves. Example: Super Smash Bros Ultimate
Simulation: using tools available in each game, players create realistic characters and
gamescape environments. Example: The Sims
Sandbox/Open World: players enjoy freeoaming ability in a notlinear gamescape
featuring tasks and unrelated storylines. Example: Granfl Ab&
Action/Adventure: established and elaborate gamescapes withdelgloped
characters and storylines. Example: The Legend of Zelda
Sports: Reality-based sports built around real teams and athletes in-songteulti-

player games have led to thee of the eSports industry. Example: NBA 2K19
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eSports: International organized competitive gaming across a variety of genres (First
Person Shooter, Multiplayer Online Games, etc.). Participants train mentally as well as
physically for events facilitatethrough humaicomputer interfaces (Adams, 2019).
Example: League of Legends World Championship
First-Person Shooter (FPS)Immersive genre in which the player operates from the
c h ar a c t-persod perspectives Games usually follow a linear starykExample:
Call of Duty
Battle Royale: Several combatants fight until one player remains. Example: Fortnite
Role-Playing Games (RPGs)Detailed storylines and complex decisimaking tasks
create a multitude of developing stories. Example: The EldetlScSkyrim
Massively Multiplayer Online Games:Thousands of players playing simultaneously in
the same game on the same server, competing against and sometimes collaborating with
each other. Example: World of Warcraft (Jones, 2019).
Evolving Trends and Emerging Revenue Models

As rapidly as the industryds desi-gn trends
generating models employed by game designers. There currently exist three predominant
models: Fredo-Play with ingame purchases, Subscriptioasd Inrgame Advertising
(Koksal, 2019).

The past decade has withessed a shift from revenue derived from purchases of
physical equipment (consoles, game disks, cartridges) to players buying digital
downloads. Concurrently, more players are engagingabile devices than PCs or

consoles, furthering this trend (JLou, 2018; Koksal, 2019).



CONSIDERING A REBOOT 23

FreeTo-Play games have amassed tremendous popularity, as players sign up for
free, and then make-igame purchases such as cars, weapons, character outfits, and
Asrks. 0 These purchases -tarreen sad cstoi ared.eax rlerd 2 ®©1 &,
half of Fortniteds $2. 4 b-gamé purchases (Koksalar ned r ev
2019). Gaming subscription services are available in two basic forms:-gagle
subgriptions and service subscriptions. Singlme subscribers have access {game
purchases for a monthly or annuaignewable fee. Service subscribers pay fees for
access to a larger number of games owned or licensed by a larger organization such as
Apple Arcade, Google Play Pass, Xbox Game Pass, and Nintendo Switch Online. The
cost for these services may range from $4.99 to $14.99 monthly, and annual
subscriptions of $29.99 for basic access to $179.99 for premium benefits (Rosenberg,
2020).

Game adviising has grown in popularity in recent years as a way to underwrite
the cost of game development that would otherwise be passed on to players. There are
three kinds of advertising models associated with video game design: Advergames,
Around-Game Adversing, and InRGame Advertising. Game Advertising was defined by
Smithet al.(2014) as the association of marketing communications messages with video
and computer games to target consumers (p. 97). Advergames are games designed
around a brand, prodydr service for the purpose of generating a direct response lead or
otherwise creating a positive brand experience for a play&ame Advertising may be
either marketing displays (static or dynamic) or a form of Product Placement, in which a

norHictional brand is integrated into the game.
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Around-Game Advertising takes the form of Banners, Gi&ssmotion, Interstitials, or
Sponsorships. This category of Game Advertising is distinct from the other two in that it
does not interfere with atetract/enhance from the playing of the game itself (Setith
al., 2014).

Traditional mainstream marketers and corporate sponsors are finding the massive
popularity of gaming and eSports to be impossible to ignore, with worldwidémeal
audiences fothe largest events exceeding 200 million (Ringsted, 2019). Additionally,
gaming has distinguished itself from other social media platforms (Facebook, Twitter) as
an engaging and even uplifting social platform, emerging as a more favorable and
positive so@l hobby bridginglifestyle, gender, geographic, and generational gaps
(Nierenberg, 2020).
Training Modern Game Designers

As architects of a relatively young medium, early game developers migrated to the
industry from a variety abackgrounds, including computer science, sociology, and media
studies. Since the explosion of university courses and undergraduate degrees in game design in
the early 21 century, graduates enter the field as video game specialists, trained in thenstudy a
critical analysis of interactive media and ga
graduates will have completed fully developed coursework in graphic design, animation, visual
storytelling, storyboarding, and creative writing (The Princeton Re\2820). Additionally,
contemporary curricula have focused on and been driven by technological advancements in areas
like 2- and 3D graphics, virtual reality, and augmented reality. Potential employers would
expect entrnjlevel employees to be proficiemt game analysis, programming, design, and

devel opment (Zagal & Bruckman, 2008), but al s
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challenges and opportunities, as well as being able to work collaboratively within diverse groups
and possess effectiveramunication skills (Benamati, 2010; Harrison, 2017). Additionally, as
games have become significantly more social in nature, game developers must have sufficient
skillsets in social media networking to remain competitive (JLou, 2018).
The Knowledge andSkills Gap

The dynamic nature @dhevideo game design industry has presented university
programs with the unigue challenge to graduate a workforce immediately ready to meet
the needs of employers. Evolving technology and changing business and reveelse mo
have resulted in a perennial gap between the tools-leviey designers possess, and the
tools employers need. Previous studies have fouSdtéth and information system
firms articulating a number of skills perceived to be lacking in eetrgl wllege
graduates, including commercial knowledge, leadership and collaborative skills, and
business domain knowledge (Benamati, 2010). Contemporary research results in similar
findings, as employers reported dissatisfacti
awareness, negotiating, and leadership skills. There also exists a mismatch in the
importance placed on certain skill sets, with students ranking lower the qualities of data
skills and resilience, while employers ranked those qualities much higher (Study
International Staff, 2019).

From the academic perspective, input from professional game creators and
industry organizations was consistently reported as valuable in creating and maintaining
design curriculums that produce employable game design geadddcGill, 2012). That
a collaborative relationship between industry and the academy is essential in addressing

these gaps is clegrartnerships are more likely to be instigated by business interests than
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by educators. Ry b n (201®)dystematid review of litayaguger uber 6 s
established the widespread use and impact of indusikersity collaborations to

advance the interests of business with regard to innovation and progress. Such
collaborations are often sought more out of circumstantedssity by business and
entrepreneurial interests than proactively by either private interests or academia. This ad
hoc approach may result in unsatisfactory interaction with educators, and a general
disdain toward academic game design programs and thiegréghey impart to students

in game design programs (Bowtell, 2014). Willness and BBasisio (2017) prescrille

a DesignAThinking approach to establish a practical standard for experiential academic
and business collaborative engagement for the pugdaseolving students with
organizations and the surrounding community. The authors seddjest the iterative,
humanbased approach leveraging partnerships with external stakeholders will help
guide academic business programs, and help students aagiapply skills and

knowledge necessary to be valuable to employers after graduation.

Each of these approaches recognizes the challenges academic programs face in
creating programs reducing the knowledge and skills gap frustrating key stakeholders.
However, the literature review reveals a dearth of research attempting to identify those
best practices between academia and the industry of game design. Additionally, no
research was found that also incorporated the perspective of game design students to
swpplement the collaboration between game industry professionals and game design

faculty. This research aims to fill that gap.
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Research Question
How might we use Desigmhinking strategies to develop and maintain a
rigorous academic game design curncnlthat serves the interests of key stakeholders

in a creative and evahanging industry?

27
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Methodology
Affinity
Game Clusters
Design ————
Students Visualize the . . .
Vote
- . . Game Design —
HEE— iy — | =
Game . Heuristi —
e Interviews euristic
SIEseE Evaluation Tool Round Robin

Exercise

Figure 6 Progression of research methods.

COVID Protocol and Procedure

TheDesigrThinking researctwasconducted in three phases. For the first and
third phases, whictvereconductedn-person, all COVID protocolsereobserved. As
of August2021, Bradley University administration ddifted COVID restrictions on the
number of persons permitted within gided spacebut masksremainedequired
indoors on campus. The Affinity Clustering and Visualize the Vote exenvses
conducted in a 25eatclassroonat Bradley UniversitygeeFigure 6). The Round Robin
exercise in the third phaseasconducted in ainteractive Media faculty conference

room, which can accommodaip to10 persons.
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BRADLEY RANKED AMONG TOP GAME DESIGN & ANIMATION
SCHOOLS IN WORLD

Phase IProcedures Game DesignStudents

Affinity

Game Clusters

Design g
Students Visualize the

Vote
Game Design
Faculty

Game Interviews Heuristic _

Creators Evaluation Tool Round Robin

Exercise

Figure 7. Phase | research procedures.

This first phase of data gatheriognsisted ofwo steps: Affinity Clustering
followed by Visualize the Vote. These exercisesechosen to identify and prioritize
those curricular learning outcomes perceived to be most important by-Esmiogame

design students.
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The first step of research utiéd Affinity Clustering to identify those skill sets
believed to be most prevalent within Bradley
the perspective of senibre vel st udents about to complete th
Seniorlevel studentsverechosa for their familiarity with the program and its courses,
andfor being in the strongest position to consider its strengths and challenges from a
student perspective. As consumermwsuldalto t he acad
be more aware of disittions between projected learning outcomes and perceived
|l earned outcomes, again fr owmasimpodantdat udent 6s pe
recruit into the exercise students who are most familiar with the program and its
curriculum. The studentgeremost likely to have higlr GPAs, reflective of a high level
of engagement and familiarity with the program, and also arguably represent the most
accurate version of the programbébs Acompl eted
GPA of 3.5/4.0nvereinvited to participatén the research exercises. Aftaing
identified, studentsverecontacted by -enail with an invitation to participate in the
research. The full purpose of the research and explanation of exarersggovidedin
the email, as well ashe projectedime (1 hour) parameters for their voluntary
participation.
The convenience sample bf seniorlevel studentsvas assembled during an
evening hour in which fewer courses would present a scheduling conflien all
students hadrrived at the research room, the research purpose and full consent forms
were distributed and then read aloud to the group. The students were then given an
additional few minutes to read through the document and ask any questions about the

study or procegres although nearly half of the students upon recognizing the directions
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and consent form immediately signed the form andesl&itr the exercises to begiAs
no questions were asked, the researcher then distributed to each participant sticky notes
andpens, and then provided students with verbal instructions for the first exercise,
Affinity Clustering.
The participants wenaitially informed there would be two exercises, but were
not told what the second exercise would be until the first had con¢lsded to not
affect the results dhe first exerciseStudentavereasked to identify what learning
outcomes they fewere mosimportantfrom their experience with the program.
Studentgyeneratedhese outcomes individually and without discus$ioh minutesAs
a memory aid, thetsdents were provided withterd copyist of the core required
courses for the Game Design maggsrwell as the instructors who taught those courses.
Additionally, because the studentereallotted 5 full minutes to write down all the
outcomes they could think of, the following directions were projected onto a screen at
the front of the room fotheir referencePlease take 5 minutes to write down what you
believe ae thelearning outcomes of the Bradley University Game Design Program?
Thatisswhat are the skill sets, proficiencies, an
been taught (to varying degrees) as you are nearing the completion of this program?
The studets were instructed to writeaeh individual outcome oits ownsticky
notebut to keep them at their desks until 8aminuteexercise was completeftudents
were then asked to come up to the board individweilly their notesand verbally
identify eachlearning outcoming as they placed it on the whiteboHnd.researcher
then asked for a volunteer to be the first to place their notes on the board. The first

volunteer placed her notes horizontally on the boBné. second volunteer placed their
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first unique idea in the same horizontal line, but then began placing outcome notes

vertically to align with similar outcomes placed by the first student.

|
|
f
Figure 8. Senior Game Design majors participating in Affinity Clustering.
This trend continued, aslssequenstudents began placing their notes on the
whiteboard Topical clusters began to form organicdily the placementsvithout
direction from the research lead&he boardsoonbegan to resemble a loose Scrabble

configuration

Figure9. The A Scr a bfigdme debign @arogdath outcomes.

It is worth notinghow the collective demeanor of the studecttangediuring

this part of theexercise At first, most students were reticent to volunteer in the early
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stages of placing their notes thre board. Howeveafter thethird partidpant had done

so, thestudents became more actively engaged in the activity and appeared eager to
share their perspectives. This could be due to a sense of agency conferred by someone
actively soliciting their omions, with the knowledge such opinions would be relealr

and reported anonymouslyheir enthusiasm for sharing their opinions seemed to
compound as the Affinity Clustering exercise progressed, perhaps as an affirmation of
their shared experience in thame design program. Before this stage of the exercise
concluded, theesearcher had to request students go one at &atithe board. One
participant asked if they could continue to write additional outcomes as they came to
mind. The researcher respondid@y would be permitted to do so after altlo students
had placed their initial outcome notes on the
approximately half of the students had additional notes and outcomes, inspired by the
first wave of posted noseand group commentary.

After each participant had placed their notes on the board, they were then asked
to (as a collaborative bodlgpend the neXd minutes arranging the items into clusters of
replicated or similar outcomel$emswere thenverballydiscussed and arranged (and
rearranged) into groups and subgrouifter each individual item had found its
Ahome, 06 the researcher then asked the group f
cluster titles were then written with dry erase marker above graciping. Where a
smalleroutcomegrouping was related to a larger outcome, arrows were drawn between
the two groups to reflect the closer associatiuring this part of Affinity Clustering
the students were permitted to act together in determinengltisters, and all did so

very enthusiastically, as though assembling a puazléich all pieces had the inherent
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ability to fit together ,theamagkthattvaulde was no fAwr
materialize from the fioieheactilwistermar lAed of
the research, as students searched for the em

to feel a sense of accomplishment when an idea found its place among similar ones.

Figure 10. Developing categories of curricular outcomes.

After the groupingfiadbeen set anthe Affinity Clustering exerciseconcluded,
studentsvere then instructet® begin theVisualize the Vote exercise. Each participant
wasgiven threggold-coloredsticky ndestobas s e d as placedtoeeach and
group or subgroup item according to its importance to the participantof the sticky
note ballots would feature a large dot; these votes would be applied to a specific skill set
or proficiency outcome of thgrogram the student believed was the most important
according to their experience with the game design program. The third sticky note
(unmarked) would serve as a vote for the most important overall cluster/catEgsry.
step was designed tituminate whch learning outcomes from the game design

curriculum are considered most relevant among student stakeholders.
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Figure 11. Game Design studentdsualizing the Vote.
As with the structuring of thaffinity Clusters, the voting part of the exercise

generated a great deal of energy and enthustasnalso significantly more
consideration before the votes were cast. Whereas the ideation and clustering exercise
were restricted only by time, the Visualize the &ekercise hinged on the allocation of
the very finite resource of their three votes. Students were also permitted to place their
votes concurrently with others, returning students to an introspgeictiireidual mindset,
different from the collective efftin forming and naming the clustefiis part of the
process was valuable in that one student 6s
others, or be influenced by the votes of others. This result created a dynamic tapestry
(both figurative and literalbeflecting the aggregate ofthe@ upds per cepti ons

il luminating each individual 6s experience

Figure 12. Completed Affinity Clusters and Visualize the Vote results.

as

n
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Figure 13. Interactive video game designed by Bradley University students.

Phase |IProcedures Game Creators

A

Figure 14. Phase Il in research procedures.

Heuristic
Evaluation Tool Round Robin
Exercise

A qualitative, inductive approach allows the researcher to collect specific
perspectives and opinions among stakehojdérch may then be analyzed to discover
emerging trends, categories, and interrelationships (Patton,. 2008 secondohaseof

researchinterviewswereconducted with a purposive samplel@fprofessional game
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creators currently working in the industry (Fraendtehl, 2012). With participant
consent, video chat sessiomererecorded, allowing the researcher to focus on the
conversation and interviewing proceBsuticipants were informed advance thahie
recordedmedia fileswould be used solely for accuracy and wouldt be published or
shared.

Game designemereidentified for interview participatiothrough personal
network contacts, university alumaind by industry affiliation/pason descriptionon
the networking business platform LinkedIn. Participavtserecruited by amalil
invitation explaining the research project, the research questions, and how their
participationwould be usedn the project. Once a contacted designerdwepted the
invitation to participate, a Zoom video calasscheduled at a time convenient for both
the participant and researcher.

Saban2016)developed a questionnaire for academic administrators to
conceptualize curricular decisionaking processefor design programs. Theecond
phase of research atteragto gauge the value of students produced by such programs.
The objective of the interviewsasto determine what skill sets and knowledge are most
valued by those immersed in the business ofggdesign and if those skills are
perceived to béeld by graduates of academic game design programs. Gathering
information from a variety of game designarticulatedperceptions of knowledge and
skillsetgaps seen in younger, nevgyaduated designersu@stionfocusedon recent
and emerging trends in the game design industry and edlaptnions as to how well

recent game design graduateereprepared to enter the field and meet the needs of their

organizations. Additional questions padinformation about t he designer 6s

p
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and academic backgrounds, the type of design organization they work for, and their
depth and breadth of experience in the industry. This proaadeore useful lens
through which to consider the effectiveness of gamegdgsograms in higher
education.
The interviews consistlof open and closeeended questions to understand what
game design organizations most value in college graduates seeking employment in the
industry and-anged in duration frorA0-45 minutes (Appadix A). Using theZoom
videoplatform forinterviews allovedthe research to draw a sample from a larger
geographically diverse populatioais well as communicate more effectively through
video than an audionly channel
The scripted questionnaire was divided into three subpestels and necessary
skill sets, business trends in the industry, and lastly demographic questions about the
interviewerds academic background and profess
The first section attemptdd direct the respondent to consider the current state of
a rapidly developing industry: ACould you com
major trends in the game design industry over the pasiegars8 Havi ng t he
respondent now thinking of the preselaty, dynamic industry environment would better
focus their answer to the next questitvhat knowledge or skill sets do you think are
mostnecessafyor r ecent graduates hopAddtigralt o fi nd wor
guestions in this section attemptedyather opinions on what skill sets the respondent
believedwereandwere notbeing taught well in game design programs.
A verbal prompt introducing the second subpart redirected to the current trends in

the business of the game design industry. Questiere rdramed to consider the
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importance of understanding of the economics of the industtyi Coul d you comment
what you perceive to be the major business trends in the game design industry, relating
to revenue generation and profit?o

The demographis ect i on gat hered i nformation about
background: where they went to college and what they studied. Additional questions
centered on how long they had worked in the industry, job titles, involvement in business
and hiring decisionsand specialized areas of design.

A final question, fAls there anything el se
value of academic game design programs?0 prov
additional opinions relevant to the research topic.

The interviews were conducted over a perio® ofeeks. The respondents
covered a diverse field of positions and experience in the game design industry, from
Quiality Assurance technicians who &rmonths into their first position, to Senior
CreativeRecruitrs with over 30 years of experience. While the perspectives were
varied, consistent opinions regarding importunth asoft and technical skills
networking, and creative production began to emerge.

After each interviewthe researcher replayed the edwnedia file to check notes
for accuracy and inclusion. Once all interviews had been checked for accuracy, the
responses were then compiksctording to each questidfromthis procesemergech
number of consistent themesdata pointghatwerethenused to construct a Heuristic
Evaluation Tool. This toddervedas an elemental checklist of topicsedin evaluating

an undergraduate game design curriculum.



CONSIDERING A REBOOT 4C

Game Design Program
Curriculum Heuristic

Evaluation
Student Perceptions of
Heuristic Present within
Heuristic the Curriculum Comments

1. Students learn critical soft skills:
communication, self-presentation,
negotiation skills.

2. Students learn to work in a variety of
roles within a team.

3. Students produce their own games

4. Students can create and develop skills
and ideas within a game design club.

5. Helping students explore various job
descriptions and find their "niche" in the
game design industry

6. Students acquire a variety of skills to
make them more adaptable and flexible
in their first position.

7. Students learn critical thinking skills to
provide and receive usable feedback on
game projects.

8. Keeping up with evolving technical
trends: engines, platforms, end user-
control and content creation

9. Keeping up with evolving business
trends in revenue generation and profit

10. Students supplement their game
design curriculum with courses in
psychology, creative writing, art,
cinematogrophy, accounting, narrative
storytelling, etc|

Figure 15. Heuristics generated from industry interviews.
The Heuristicsverethen compared to the perceptions of the senior game design

students to determine if those elememesefully present, partially present, or
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minimally/not present in the game design curriculdiims Heuristictool wasthentaken
into the next phas® informgamedesignf acul ty as they consider the

desired learning outcoméappendix D)

BRADLEY

University

INTERACTIVE MEDIA

ANIMATION
GAME ART
GAME DESIGN
UX DESIGN

Phase Il Procedures Game DesignFaculty

Affinity
Game Clusters
Design
Students Visualize the
Vote
Game Design —
Faculty j—
Game Interviews Heuristic
Creators Evaluation Tool Round Robin

Exercise

Figure 16 Phase Il in research procedures.

In the third and final phase of this research, findings of the firstés@arch
phasesverepresented tthe fivegamedesigninstructorsfor further examination and
response. Participants in this phasgedrawn from a convenience sample of faculty in

the Interactive Media Department at Bradley University. Gdrmedesign program at
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Bradley University was ranked among tbhe 10 in the wdd by The Princeton Review
in 2019 (The Princeton Review, 2020). The Interactive Media Department currently has
five full-time gamedesign instructors, all of whom have expressed interest in this type of
study.The conference room space necessary to conlisgaesearch was made available
by the Interactive MediBepartment. The room (pictured below) is large enough to
comfortably accommodate the instructors and conduct the Round Robin exercise.

The assembled faculty, after further discussing the resfulte Heuristic
Evaluation Tool (HEV), wrethen guided through a Round Robin exercise in which a
nomi nal number of @ cweragreseatadgTéesRountd Robih he pr ogr am
technique is designed to encourage-traditional ideation in a collaboratiand
freethinking environment (LUMA Institute, 2012). In the Round Robin, each participant
wasgiven a worksheet with one of the program challenges included in this statement:
AHow mi ght we sol ve weretheninstructedtowitedheaar t i ci pant s
unconventional solutignncluding as much detail as possjtdedto thenpass the paper
to their left. In the next step, the participargad through thaitial ideaandwrite a
detailedreason why the proposed solution will fail. The workshestethen passed
onceagain to the left, and a nes@ncepwasproposed o s ol ve for the i1 nitia
critique For each step, participantgere giver3 minutes After three iterations of
proposalkritique/solution potentially viable solutions emedéhat the faculty then
further discussed and even ranked by collective agreement

The faculty members were all very engaged with the Round Robin praoess,
their collegial attitudes further enhanced the creativity needed for a fruitful exercise. The

three heustic categories (keeping pace with business trends, keeping pace with
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technological trends, and creating purposeful supplemental minors for game design
students) were acknowledged to be valuable areas of inquiry for improving the

curriculum for graduateuscessThe entire process concluded after one hour.
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Figure 17. Game Design Faculty barticipate in Round Robin exercise
The final output from this researefere twoconcept poster the first
summarzedthe findings of each research phase, incorporating visually the perspectives
of each group of stakeholders regarding the strengths, challenges, and proposed solutions

to keeping a game design program in step with the changing demands of the game design

industryThe second

poster presented a profile of
graduate, 0

accor di nkgyconsidetatiors and eesoemendationsf i ndi ngs
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werepackaged as a fApitcho for the best practice
reman a competitive brand among its student recruitment targets as well as maintain a
positive reputation for organizations hiring their graduates into the industgeTh
postes werepart of a presentation given to the chair of the Bradley University
Interadive Media Department upon completion of the research and successful thesis
defense.
Research Limitations
Affinity Clustering can be a very fruitful method fdrawingqualitative insights
from a | arger group. Ho we v eabiltytastmmors al so depe
through unaided recall the most relevant aspects of the program they have been
entrenched in for the previoB@s/ears. Group discussion and sharing of observations
may mitigate this potential liability to a degree, although ideas and resntnggered
by the responses of other participants may still not capture the totality of a program. For
the purpose of garnering the most relevantdbmind learning objectives, this
Al i mitationd may provide i nsekewebe s by what i s
Another potential limitation to Affinity Clustering and Visualize the Vote
exercises is the time constraints placed on the participants. By requiring both exercises to
be completed within onleour, students had to articulate their responsesatedin a
very short time period, limiting their ability to more deeply consider and articulate the
major curricular outcomes of the program.
Additionally, evaluations of the heuristic
determined solely through the reseaconducted with the game design students.

Separate interviews with faculty regarding the most important learning outcomes of the
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program and a curricular course review would
perceptions, as well as creating an &ddal layer of data to the study.
For the Interviews phase of the reseaechumber of research limitations should
be considered. Amaller sample sifewhile more managealderestricts the ability of
the researcher to generalize the findihggond the limited scope of the inquiry. The
guestions within the interviews may also affect the validity of the findings due to the
lack of experience and expertise in game design okegwarcher. A variety of subjects
may al so provide inconsi st erexperieneessapdomork es r el at
within the industry Additionally, having only one researcher analyze and code the
response data into heuristic categories couldymediased interpretationlaving at
least one additional researchelindependently review the data would increase the
reliability of the research results.
Heuristics generated from the first two phases of the research are also limited in
their generaliability beyond this moment in time, dependent on the perceptions of game
design students midway through their final year in the programwhatlinterview
respondents report at this time to be the most important knowledge and skill sets
valuable to orgamations in the game design indusffe corresponding categorization
as to what degree the heuristic has been met
studentsd responses.
Round Robin exercises may be subject to group dynaminish maynegatively
influenceidea generation. Bigs design the strategy is not anonymous, so participants
may be inhibited from a fully open critique of an idea or proposed solution concept

because of existing interpersonal relationsHasticipants also bring to the egise
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personal histories with (in this case) tf®nedesign program, and so ideas and critiques
may be tempered by past work on the curriculum.

Finally, the research techniques were chosen to illustrate and address the
curricular challenges unique to thpame design program at Bradley Universityiliking
a convenience sample of Bradley gasesignstudents and faculfgrohibits the
generalizability of thepecificfindings to other university game design programs.

Results
To answer the research questio i How mi g ht -Thinkihgu s e Desi gn

strategies to develop and maintain a rigorous academic game design curriculum that
serves the interests of key stakeholders in a creative andleging industry®
required a multstage methodology of data collectifsom the three groups of
stakeholdersThe first two stageggé@medesign studentandgame industry
professionals) were collected independently, and then the data sets from each were
compared to create the Heuristic Tool that became the catalyst foirthstage of data

collection utilizingthe RoundRobin technique.
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Phase IResults Game DesignStudents
The first phase of data collection from the Affinity Cluster technique generated

nearly100 individual learning outcomes, from which emergedetful taxonomy of

clustercategories, listed below.

Communication and Teamwork Communication

within teams, with clients, game critiques and

feedback, conflict resolution, and collaboration

Personal/Professional Networkingand

Development Marketing themselves, networking,

Figure 18.Communication and

managing expectations for the industry, TeamworkCluster

understanding their own strengths and limitations,
and preparing résumés

Overall Design and DevelopmentProtayping,
iteration,player choice, state diagrams, playtesting,
design sketches, designing games with the end ust
in mind, responding to dynamic avkflow changes,

UX research and playtest feedback, and the game

Figure 19.Personal/Professional
development process Networking and Development

Project Scope and Time ManagemenBalancing playersersusclient needs and
expectations, managing client work, goal setting, handling crunch, time management,

work delegtion, issue tracking, flexibility, and overworking
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Technical (Hard) Skills: Unity, coding and scripting, programmatic problem solving,
source control Github, Adobe products, programming design patterns, math, C#, and
programming
Games and SocietyWhat isa game?, game analysis, soaiapact of games,
surveillance capitalism, videersugabletop games, art in games, art as games
Documentatiort Construction design documents, basic design principles, design
philosophies, rule books, game information, gesig around fun
The Games Industry. Intricacies of the game industry, indies vs. AAA game
companies, current events in the games industry

In terms of perceived importanclgthighest general votgetting cluster was
Communication and Teamworkthoughspecific ideas under that umbrella only
garneredhreespecific votesOverall Design & Developmen¢ceivedthreegeneral
votes, but led all clusters in specific votes vaikh

The developed clusters and corresponding votes provided a useful catdlogue
skills and knowledge to compare and contrast with the responses of games creators
gathered duringhe second phase of research.
Phase IIResults Game Creators

Alt s t he WWeirdWiN/&Vest, event diGame design producer,
companyowner, 25 years industry experience

The next phase of research relied on ethnographic interviews with professionals
working in the game design industry. Whereas the Affinity Clustering and Visualize the
Votes exercises intentionally directed the studertigygants toward an articulation of

programpriorities, it would not be until after all of Phase Il research was complete
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beforean analysis of the data would potentially yield consistent responses about

university game design programs. With that in mthd, interviews were less rigidly

structured than the exercises in Phase I. While each dialogue began with the same

scripted explanation of the interviewbds purpo
establish and maintain a rapport with each subfgough casual conversation before,

during, and after the interviews the results would be of more qualitative value due to

its low number of completions, the interviewer had broader latitude to consider

additional questions while conducting the intengafhit was felt that richer, more

insightful commentary on the state of game design graduates was available to be mined.

In nearly every case, the tone at the beginning of eachintewwig@ ficol | egi al |y
professional , 06 as o0 p psudeets]whd espantleddugngthe ci ses Wwi
Phase | research mongth what might be expected of the instructor/studemaidd even

though the exercise was not conducted as part of a formal Atat® interview would

progress, the casual nature of the convemsationverbal warmth (smiling, nodding)

provided by the video calls produced what is believed to be more candid, authentic, and

creative responsdsom the sampleThe interviewer could also use additional probing or
thoughtprovoking question draw inbrmation out of a less talkative participant.

Questions could also be adapted or, if appropriate, removed if during the course of the

conversation it was determined they would be either redundanat relevant to the

personbs experilast Quepbisom, ofil. s Thleker e anyt hi
to share regarding the value of academic game design pr&&ramsas i ntenti onal |l vy

broad to allow for unanticipated ideas or opinions not captured by the scripted questions.
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AAdaptability is the biggest thing; how are game design programs preparing
students for the next big thing? Are they teaching sustainable skill&T QA Tester
with 6 months industry experience

The interviews with professionals from the game design indgstgrated a
checkilist ofproficiencies and skill sets most valuable to compamiegh was then
compared tahe experiential reports of the game design students. A significant portion of
thestudent perspectives were validated by the interviews, particidahyg areas of
communication, teamworlkand collaboration. Additionally, the creative production of
games and importance of having creative incubators like game clubs, both recurring
themes from the industry professionals, were confirmed as being major pieces of
Bradl eyds game design program. Creative think
variety ofroles andoositionswithin design projects, and the ability to be flexible in
fulfilling those roles were also needs articulated by the industry respondents, and
reported by students as being at least partially present in the program.

Three significant areas emerged from the interviews that were not recognized by
students as outcome$the program: keeping up with evolving technical and business
trends as well as a purposeful supplementation of the game design curriculum with
courses of study focusing on thgychology, creative writing, art, cinemateginy,
accountingandnarrativestorytelling

Altds not what youiSt @Bame Rroducerpl6éyegr®i ng t o be.
industry experience

The reflections of the game design students repredasiat they believe are the

most important areas of proficiency and knowledgdcreated a list of attributébey
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might be most likely to list on their resumés upon graduation. The interviews ptavide
checkilist of industry priorities by whichtoconside t o what degree the fApro
game design program meets those needs; where the graduate will be best prepared,
somewhat prepared, or perhaps minimally prepfmethat first job out of collegelust
as those same graduates will peruse job desargptmdetermine if their skill sets match
the needs of the position, the interviews ser
document in the form of a Heuristic Evaluation Tool. From a variety of respondeats
would expect a comparably wide \et§i of opinions onmportant skill setsyet even
from thisassortment emerged consistér@mes focusing on technical and soft skills,
creative production, critical thinking skills, and a broader knowledge of the industry.
The majority of the heuristics were generdtean the first section of interview
guestions regarding necessary skill sets and those the respondents felt were not being
given as high a priority by academic game design progradditional areas developed
from the second section concerning an understanding of the industry from an economic
perspective, as well as the final caadhquestion. Similar to the clusters generated by
the student participantsimilar responses from five or more industry professi®mwere
considered relevant enough to shape a stdwk class of heuristic evaluation.
Emergent categoriewith the number of times noted parentheticdlygused on
communication and networking (12 times), teamwork (8), game production (6),
participaton in game clubs (6), finding areas of specialization (5), flexibility in roles (5),
critical thinking/feedback (5), understanding technical trends (5), business trends (6), and
having a field of study including art, writing, economics, psychology, siiing, etc.

(7). From tis allotment of skill seta/as finalizedas aHeuristic Evaluation Tooknd
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when combined with the Affinity Cluster results from the game design students, was

thenutilized in the third phase of research with the Bradley Unitegame design

faculty (Appendix C).

What knowledge
or skill sets do
you think are
most necessary
for recent
graduates hoping
to find work in
the industry?

They should know what part they are most interest@éity narrative,
engineering, coding, eté sense of what the business is like as well.
Knowing what kinds of games are out there, and how the business O
those games is changing. Understand all of the entertainment indlust
watch, tv, film, play games; Be immersed in that spakes. more games|
and exploreBeing able to evaluate new games, new content.
Understanding all the roles in a team. Be more hamusHave a writing
samplel Creative Executive, 4 years industry experience

Net wor king. And having somet hi
outside of game design. Have some background in business, accou
economic intelligence, the humanities, cultural/race/societal issues.
Freelance Game Writer/Designer, 7 years industry experience

Core design skills. Teamwork. Soft skills. Lead@rstommunication.
Being able to write technical spe¢$Systems Designer, 22 years indus
experience

How important is
an understanding
of the business of
game design to
graduates hoping
to work in the
industry?

Critical. The budget impacts use of certain tadlSr. Dir. of Recruiting,
32 years industry experience

Absolutely critical. Understanding the AAA space and games as
commercial art. Organizational business modél&ames Design
Manager, 15 years industry experience

We need economic design&tsow to price different aspects, what are
the KPIs we are balanaini Systems Designer, 22 years industry
experience

Importan® at least for perspective, to provide clarity for decisions be
made.
--Sr. Designer, 18 years industry experience
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s there anything
else you would like
to share regarding
the value of
academic game
design programs
as they relate to
the needs of the
game design
industry?

ltds a very competitive field.
apply to. Get internshi@sgame companies really value professional
experience. Figure out what you want t@ddearn what that discipline is
doing (level designer, narrative designer, systems designer, etc.) so
youodre prepar ediAsswc. Systemg Dasigneros y&a
industry experience

We need stronger relationships with game professionals, Advisory
committees. Get that creative sparkr. Director of Recruiting for
Creative, 32 years industry experience

Figure 20. Sample of interview questions and responses

Phase Ill Results Game DesignFaculty

Al't was an exciting moment wheni peopl e

Professor of Game Design, Bradley University

The five Bradley University game desitactulty members had all immediately

accepted the invitation to participate in the third phase of resaadchpproached the

session witlgreat interestThey were very interested in the results of the first two

phasesand the initial briefing and introdtion to the Heuristi€valuation Tool

generated additional enthusiasm. Presenting the heuristics as a checklist of industry

fneedso

affirmationwhere the heuristics were metixed with a resigned acceptance of the three

elementstéchtrends business trends, and an expanded curriculum). This was positive

for the research to this point, as the data pantthe heuristic were generally

confirmed. This also indicated the problefithe three violated heuristics was not a

unfamiliarchallenge to the program, further articulating the need for innovative

approaches to the lorgjanding issuelhe three elements identified in the Heuristic
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Evaluation Tool as being minimalpyresenor not present in the program (accordiag

the studentsd perspectives) wereEacthen consi de
issue served as a standaldh®w Might Weo topic for analysis among the five faculty

membersas incorporated into the following Challenge Statements:

1. How might we ensure our curriculum is visibly keeping up with evolving technical

innovations and trends in the game design industry?

2. How might we asure our curriculum is visibly keeping up with evolving business

trends (revenue generation & profit) in the game design industry?

3. How might we ensure our students purposefully supplement their game design

curriculum with courses/minors in psychologgreative writing, art,cinematography

accounting, narrative storytelling, etc.?
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Round Robin Exercise

CHALLENGE STATEMENT: How might we ensure our curriculum is visibly keeping up with
evolving business trends (revenue generation & profit) in the game design industry?

PROPOSED SOLUTION
Come up with an
unconventional way

to address the

challenge.

WHY THE SOLUTION
WILL FAIL

Review the proposed
solution, and find a
reason that it will fail.

FINAL CONCEPT
Review the critique.
Then, quickly generate
an idea that resolves
the issues raised.

Figure 21. Round Robin template.

without rejection created an energetic and positive atmosphere facthey

55

By providing a forum to ideate without restrictions and then refine those ideas

participantsFaculty members reported ingtexercise discussion therill of having

oneds concept reacted

t

o

or

cons.

dered the b

of having @ equalvoice in the deliberation of larger challenges further fueled the

creative engine.

The Round Robin exercisavere conducted according to {set time constraints

of 3mi

nut es .perTHirounanstraint

proved

chall engin

by the ideation techniqu&Vhile the instructions precluded discussion or collaboration
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during the exercise, ids, critiques, and solutions were still read Walfully positive

verbal and physical respasand good humpin a figurative and literal chain reaction.

Round Robin Exercise

CHALLENGE STATEMENT: How might we ensure our curriculum is visibly keeping up with
evolving business trends (revenue generation & profit) in the game design industry?

PROPOSED SOLUTION
Come up with an 53 Bl araae dona /dl\ﬂ‘br meat  shudia w R
unconventional way Roe) ,‘mg (2 n:, R [
to address the S ol s it R e
challenge. Movkeatiny {Sater ;‘)z,mf.d‘u-. F fer ediinadl skoliet o £
tay
&n‘gu.“\ a game end publicn *, aWere codh e the
Senice Copshae  Clagg vi‘w‘(,(gf an ULC G i g
J\MVJ e “ :\‘&,1, ot wouhebna o sellion
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~——30 Foce eacw teo shanme Qavne jo Miekvwl v anwe
S e

.
wal  Submiggien

ay & Iy
i )
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Figure 22. Completed Round Robin exercise.

The initial research proposal included one conceptgsthatwould visually
illustrate the areas of agreement or divergdrate/een the perspectives and opinions
held by the three stakeholder gropppendix E) It became apparent, however, that the
research could yield a second poster of value to visutileend resulof using Design

Thinking strategies to identify and adapt curriculums to the changing market needs of the
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game design industry: the ideal game design gradApfendix F) This profile may

serve as a standard for the faculty and aditnat@rs to reference when considering their
progrants development, as well as serving as a recruiting tool for prospective program
participants, to visualize the graduate @mdost importantly successful job applicant,
and wherdahey should be at the culnation of their training.

TAMING THE

TAMING THE

WEIRD

Ny

“Adaptabllity is the biggest
thing; how are game design
programs preparing students
for the next big thing? Are
they teaching students
sustainable skills?”

“I feel like | don’t

know what they (the
game design Iindustry)
want me to know.”

T
‘Students learn critical soft skills: aiord 1
\Ammmm \.,/ et i
e Ris ohioe s = e sl dession Goals INTERSECTION QF
of g W st s s ol 10 LAND TAT ST POSTION WITH A MANR CHOLOGY CONSUME
GAME DESIGN ORGANITATION.
\/mmmmm-wm-mu Students acquire a variety of skills to ﬁ '0" N N H “ E
job descriptions and find their make them more adaptable and flexible m
in the game design industry in their first position mmn—s—
skills. ‘with evolving technical Atituces E
\/ hmmm;m"? trands: engines, platforms, end e e D U N T -
‘on game projects user-control and content creation THY ONOW NI BSCPUNE IPPEALS T THEM 4D Y. AND THEY DN
K 00 MACE FOR THER SUAL SIS Y TR OV
Keeping up with evolving business. smamumwhmmmug-mw
HGhas iy

hioirses
profit reative wﬂﬁw art, cinematography,
acobiting; aarive T e

Figure 23. Concept posters for stakeholder interests, program heuristics, and the ideal
graduate.
Discussion
AThi s i s notiSaftwareoalchitec 18fyaarsndubtry &xperience
This research was formed by)umber of pointshatemerged from the literature
review relevant to the key stakeholders of game design students, industry professionals,

and gane design faculty. These considerations related to the areas of knoatetige
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skill setshistorically found to be most important to game industry organizatioas,
incorporation of students in accessing the cogent elements of university game design
curriculums, and the best practices for game programs to respond to the changing needs
of the industry.

For academic game design programs to keep pace with the innovations and
commensurate requirements of the game design industry necessitates a vigilant
surveillance of the industry, as well as ongoing evaluations of those programs. The
pedagogical appraisals should also include assessof¢h&sexperiences and
perceptions of the students in those programs. As noted in the review of literature, little
research &sfocused on incorporating all three sets of stakeholders to narrow the
knowledge and skills gap between industry needs and academic production.

A DesignThinking approach alloadfor a creative response taskthallenge a
mix of participatory evaluative, and idegenerating research technigues has the
advantages of engaging with multiple and diverse sets of stakeholders.

How might we use Desigmhinking strategies to develop and maintain a
rigorous academic game design curriculum that seheemterests of key stakeholders
in a creative and evahanging industry?

Phase IDiscussion Game DesignStudents

This research attemptéu part toaddress the scarcity of utilizirgjudent
perspectived assessing the curricular elements of a game design program. In this case,
data gathered from the student sample was used as a check against the heuristics
generated by the industry interviev&udent reportsrxdependent of influence by the

other sets oftakeholders were useful tests to determine the degree of hepirestent in
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the program, per their experience. The three heuristics indicated by the students as not
met were also confirmed by the game design faculty as being not present in the program
This agreement could argue for student perspectives being considered a valid and valued
tool for reflectingthe timeliness and relevancy of a curriculum.

The areas of agreement can also be validating for the program, as in this case.
The desired skill sehost often mentioned in the industry interviédwsommunicatiod
was also the cluster independently generated and considered most important by the
student group. It is interesting to note the teommunication s of ten consi dered
skil | , 0 alymdghtasatandalene course quantifiable learning outcomd.
also points to communication as a skill set not dynamically linked to the next
technological or business trend, and ther=forbe perennially considered a critical and
consistent curcular learning outcome.

Affinity Clustering and Visualize the Vote were both engaging and rich data
gathering strategies to assess the perspectives of game design majors about to leave their
programs and enter the industry work force. The introspectivalo collaborative
nature of the techniques produced relevant insights that affirmed severaBohdhey
University game design learning outcomes, as well as illuminating some of those
knowledge and skills gaps when held up to the data derived frdustry interviews.

For a group of students trained to think creatively, the Affinity Clustering
exercise was a very effective catalyst for understanding what they believe are the most
important tools and proficiencies valuable to the game indudtopen and
enthusiastic response of the students would also suggest consideration of aduditional

alternativeDesignThinking techniques. In the place of Visualize the Vote, Buy a
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Feature could be a viabéxercise to elicit from students the perceiiragortanceof the
learned outcomes of a program generated by the Affinity Clusters. Buy a Feature is a
DesignThinking strategy in which participants have a fifitelget with which to buy

the features of a product or service, in this case, the game desigalaar. This could
potentially result in a broader spectrum of valued program attrifiLtBdA Institute,

2012)

Phase Il Discussion Game Creators

The interview findingsvere consistent witthe literature in confirming the most desired
skills for new hires into the industtg include commercial knowledge, leadership and
collaboration skills, and business domain knowledge (Benamati, 2010). As previously discussed,
the emphasis on soft skidmdbusinesknowledge outsidef game desigooursesave
remained sougkhifterby game organizationds t he student groupds pers
by the Round Robin exercise and discussion with the faculty, in the same manner the faculty
were inagreement with the importance of each heuristic generated by the interviews.

Given the difficulty of assembling a geographically and demographically diverse set of
stakeholders as game design professioimgkxyviews were a manageable and productive naetho
for drawing out the desireglalitiesin a new hire into game design company. That the
interview topi® how well are programs providing what you ne®d® central to the ongoing
success of an organization motivated participants to freely share theanspihhosevaried
perspectives were then transferred to a heutisditcould be held up to the reflections of the
studentsThe questions from the interviews could be used to create a more quantifiable survey,
which could be distributed to a larger bamfyindustry professionals, generating mogsults

with greater validity. A higher response yield would then allow a researcher to drill deeper into
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the unigue requirements by specialty; how are the requirements for a game level producer
different from tlose of a game designekdarger response pool would also allow the researcher
to investigate differences in perspectives ba
interviewed for this research who had more than 10 §eaperience in the indtry were
significantly more likely to not have a degree from a formal game design progemmpondents
who came out ohAnacademic game design program may have a confirmation bias to report
important skill sets and proficiencies based on their own acadeaimimg. Additionally, the
interviews could be used to create a kind of forwlaoking Persona Profile, in which the
Ai deal 06 job candidate for each kind of role i
experiences.
Phase Ill Discussion Game DesignFaculty

The literature established the importance of industry input in maintaining relevant
academic game design programs (McGill, 2012). However, such relationships between
businessand the academy are more likely the result of a business nedtigagfde not
designed to benefit an academic program, nor be sustainable. For universiiablish
andmaintaininteractive relationships with game design companies may be complicated
by any number of logistical barriers, including geogrelvailability of resources. The
Affinity Clustering and Visualize the Vote student exercisesiataiviewswith industry
professionals generated a heuristic evaluationtbh@telivered to the game design
faculty the necessary elements to overcome tblegkenges.

The Round Robin exercise showed a great deal of promise, with some suggested
adjustmentsThe assembled faculty members were all, by nature, creative and artistic

individuals who would well understand how to work with the Round Robin exercise.
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However, even professionals could use a wapmAn unrelated topical practice round
would addresshe problem articulated by one participgmstexercisefil know we
were supposed to come up with unconventional ideas, but looking tastk I could
havx e been more unconventional . 0

The faculty reportesvanting additional time to consider critiques and final
concepts. It was suggested that the first proposed solution rema8manate time
limit, but subsequent steps be expanded to 5 minutes eabbvidime to reflect and
understand the previous idea/critig@editionally, the researcher would add one more
additional set of critiques and concept/solutions for a group of five participants. This
would ensure an even deeper consideration of eaclengallwith all members of the
group involved in each developing thread.

For all of these critiques of the exercise itsélé toncept solutions generated in
less than one hogeneratedeveralpotentially viableways to strengthen the game
design programAs a strategy requiring very little preparation time, Rueind Robin
research technique can be a valuallé flexibletool for articulating futurgorogram
offerings

Conclusion

Nearly every field evolves in knowledge and practices, but the techrallogic
advancements and the industtyanging market forces they precipitate occur not at a
steady linear pace, but at an exponentially faster one. A considered-Dasig§ing
approach can leverage a variety of equally flexible-dataering techniques to ther
understand the mutdimensional needs of multiple stakeholdé&ysuccessful game

design program must be nimble enougheimognize andespond to the changingends
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to produce graduates meeting the needs aétkeexpanding but increasingly

compeitive market, and to remain relevant to prospective studéhtse students will

also benefit from éimely academic approach that maximizes their value in an
increasingly competitive market. The participation of game design professionals and
their orgaizationspays dividends in contributing to a pool of wilined and adaptable
game design applicantSmploying DesigAThinking strategies like Affinity Clustering,
Visualize the Vote, Interviewsind Round Robin exercises can engage and draw insights
from those stakeholder groups at regular intervals. The resulting concept posters can
serve as benchmarks for learning outcomes, as well as keeping the interests and needs of
those stakeholder connexts top of mind when updating academic curriculuvibere
change is the one constant, the adaptive discipline of D&sigking can helprograns

see those changes coming.
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Appendix A: Game Creator Interview Script and Questions
| am conducting research designed to determine how well undergraduate game design
programs are preparing their students for positions in the game design industry. The
information gathered in this and other interviews will be compared to the opinions and
perceptions of game design instructors and seleieel students in the Interactive
Media department at Bradley University.
Il 6d |Ili ke to begin by asking you about your op
design industry.
1. Could you comment on what ygerceive to be the major trends in the game
design industry over the past3jears?
2. What knowledge or skill sets do you think are most necessary for recent
graduates hoping to find work in the industry?
3. In your experience, are there areas of knogéear skill sets university design
programsa r etaadhing students that would help increase their value to game
design companies?
4. Is there any area of the game design industry you wish you had been better
prepared for when you began your career ingdesign?
Now |1 6d |ike to ask you a couple of questions
industry.

5. Could you comment of what you perceive to be the major business trends in the
game design industry, relating to revenue generation and profit?

6. Do you see these trends continuing, or might there be new or emerging revenue
trends in the near future?
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7. How important is an understanding of the business of game design to graduates
hoping to work in the industry?

Now | would like to ask you a few questions about your academic background and
professional responsibilities.
8. How long have you worked in the gamesidgm industry?

9. Are you an independent game designer, or do you work for a larger
organization?

10.What is your job title?

11.What is your niche, or specialized area of design?

12.To what degree are you responsible for the business decisions (revenue
generationprofit) within your organization?

13.Are you at all involved in the hiring processes for your organization, and if so to
what degree?

14.What is your academic background?

15.Finally, is there anything else you would like to share regarding the value of
academic game design programs as they relate to the needs of the game design

industry?
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Appendix B: Heuristic Evaluation Tool

Game Design Program
Curriculum Heuristic

Evaluation
Student Perceptions
of Heuristic Present
within the
Heuristic Curriculum Comments

1. Students learn critical soft skills:
communication, setpresentation,
negotiation skills.

Heuristic Present as a
Major Curricular Objective

Both students and interview particpant
listed heuristic as major component of
the program and necessary skill set fo
graduates.

2. Students learn to work in a variety ¢
roles within a team.

Heuristic Present as a
Major Curricular Objective

Teamwork was reported as a major pé
of the curriculum and frequently
mentioned as an important skill set by
professionals.

3. Students produce their own games

Heuristic Present as a
Major Curricular Objective

A significant portfolicequirement.

4. Students can create and develop
skills and ideas within a game design
club.

Heuristic Present as a
Major Curricular Objective

Games clubs were mentioned as a gre
place for independent development
and creativity. BU has several game
design clubs.

5. Helping students explore various jo
descriptions and find their "niche" in
the game design industry

Heuristic at Least Partially
Present in Program

Exposure to a variety of positions
frequently cited.

6. Students acquire\aariety of skills to
make them more adaptable and flexib
in their first position.

Heuristic at Least Partially
Present in Program

The ability to be flexible was an oft
repeated strength.

7. Students learn critical thinking skills
to provide and receive usable feedbag

on game projects.

Heuristic at Least Partially
Present in Program

Critically evaluating a game's design g
attributes were considered important
by both students and intereiv
respondents.




CONSIDERING A REBOOT

8. Keeping up with evolving technical
trends: engines, platforms, end user
control and content creation

Heuristic Minimally Presen
or Not Found in Program

74

Tech trends/development was not cite
by students, but given considerable
weight byinterview respondents.

9. Keeping up with evolving business
trends in revenue generation and prof

Heuristic Minimally Presen
or Not Found in Program

NFTs, Pay2Play, Skins, Loothorés
were frequently mentioned in
interviews, but not by students.

10. Students supplement their game
design curriculum with courses in
psychology, creative writing, art,
cinematogaphy, accounting, narrative
storytelling, etc.

Heuristic Minimally Presen
or Not Found in Program

Often mentioned in interviews, but not|
currently an articulated part of the
Bradley Game Design curriculum.

Based on the 610

useit.com/papers/heuristic/heuristic_

Usabil it
list.html

y
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Appendix C: Round Robin Directions and Worksheets

Directions for the 3 Round Robin exercises:
Please read the challenge prompt.

Everyone will have 3 minutes to come up with an unconventional idea to address the challenge. Include
as many details as possible so the idea can be easily understood.

After the 3 minutes time limit please pass yourgrago the person to your right.

Please take the new sheet of paper you have been given, and read the proposed solution thoroughly.
Please then take the next three minutes to write down specific detailed reasons the proposed solution idea
will not work.

Remember, kind constructive feedback is a good thing.

After 3 minutes, please pass your papers again to the right.

Please read through the initial proposed solution on this sheet, the critique. Then, take another 3 minutes
to refine the original idea @ddress the critique.

After 3 minutes are concluded, we wi || share and
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Appendix C (continued): Round Robin Directions and Worksheets

CHALLENGE STATEMENT : How might we ensure our curriculum is
visibly keeping up with evolving technical innovations and trends in the game
design industry?

Come up with an
unconventional way
to address the
challenge.

WHY THE SOLUTION
WILL FAIL

Review the proposed
solution, and find a
reason that it will fail.

FINAL CONCEPT
Review the critique.
Then, quickly generate
an idea that resolves
the issues raised.
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Appendix C (continued): Round Robin Directions and Worksheets

CHALLENGE STATEMENT: How might we ensure our curriculum is
visibly keeping up with evolvingbusinessirends (revenue generation & profit)
in the game design industry?

Come up with an
unconventional way
to address the
challenge.

WHY THE SOLUTION
WILL FAIL

Review the proposed
solution, and find a
reason that it will fail.

FINAL CONCEPT
Review the critique.
Then, quickly generate
an idea that resolves
the issues raised.
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Appendix C (continued): Round Robin Directions and Worksheets

CHALLENGE STATEMENT: How might we ensure our students
purposefully supplement their game design curriculum with coursésinors in
psychology, creative writing, art, cinemabgraphy, accounting, narrative
storytelling, etc.?

Come up with an
unconventional way
to address the
challenge.

WHY THE SOLUTION
WILL FAIL

Review the proposed
solution, and find a
reason that it will fail.

FINAL CONCEPT

Review the critique.
Then, quickly generate
an idea that resolves
the issues raised.
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Appendix D: Completed Round Robin Forms

Round Robin Exercise '

(./

CHALLENGE STATEMENT: How might we ensure our curriculum is visibly keeping up W|th
evolving technical innovations and trends in the game design industry?
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Appendix D (continued). Completed Round Robin Forms

Round Robin Exercise

CHALLENGE STATEMENT: How might we ensure our curriculum is visibly keeping up with
evolving technical innovations and trends in the game design industry?

PROPOSED SOLUTION — sics . Fhwe i :
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Appendix D (continued). Completed Round Robin Forms

Round Robin Exercise

CHALLENGE STATEMENT: How might we ensure our curriculum is visibly keeping up with
evolving technical innovations and trends in the game design industry?
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Appendix D (continued). Completed Round Robin Forms

Round Robin Exercise

CHALLENGE STATEMENT: How might we ensure our curriculum is visibly keeping up with
evolving technical innovations and trends in the game design industry?
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Appendix D (continued). Completed Round Robin Forms

Round Robin Exercise

CHALLENGE STATEMENT: How might we ensure our curriculum is visibly keeping up with
evolving technical innovations and trends in the game design industry?

PROPOSED SOLUTION /0, [Rantfaencey belawon doodomiz cvslilahond
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Appendix D (continued). Completed Round Robin Forms

Round Robin Exercise

CHALLENGE STATEMENT: How might we ensure our curriculum is visibly keeping up with
evolving technical innovations and trends in the game design industry?
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Appendix D (continued). Completed Round Robin Forms

Round Robin Exercise

CHALLENGE STATEMENT: How might we ensure our curriculum is visibly keeping up with
evolving business trends (revenue generation & profit) in the game design industry?
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Appendix D (continued). Completed Round Robin Forms

Round Robin Exercise

CHALLENGE STATEMENT: How might we ensure our curriculum is visibly keeping up with

evolving business trends (revenue generation & profit) in the game design industry?

PROPOSED SOLUTION
Come up with an
unconventional way
to address the
challenge.
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Appendix D (continued). Completed Round Robin Forms

Round Robin Exercise

CHALLENGE STATEMENT: How might we ensure our curriculum is vus:b_l_y keeping up with
evolving business trends (revenue generation & profit) in the game desngn industry?
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Appendix D (continued). Completed Round Robin Forms

Round Robin Exercise

CHALLENGE STATEMENT: How might we ensure our curriculum is visibly keeping up with
evolving business trends (revenue generation & profit) in the game design industry?

PROPOSED SOLUTION 5
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Appendix D (continued). Completed Round Robin Forms

Round Robin Exercise

CHALLENGE STATEMENT: How might we ensure our curriculum is visibly keeping up with
evolving business trends (revenue generation & profit) in the game design industry?
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Appendix D (continued). Completed Round Robin Forms

Round Robin Exercise

CHALLENGE STATEMENT: How might we ensure our students purposefully supplement their
game design curriculum with courses/minors in psychology, creative writing, art,
cinematagraphy, accounting, narrative storytelling, etc.?
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CONSIDERING A REBOOT

Appendix D (continued). Completed Round Robin Forms

Round Robin Exercise

CHALLENGE STATEMENT: How might we ensure our students purposefully supplement their
game design curriculum with courses/minors in psychology, creative writing, art,
cinematagraphy, accounting, narrative storytelling, etc.?
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CONSIDERING A REBOOT

Appendix D (continued). Completed Round Robin Forms

Round Robin Exercise

CHALLENGE STATEMENT: How might we ensure our students purposefully supplement their
game design curriculum with courses/minors in psychology, creative writing, art,
cinematagraphy, accounting, narrative storytelling, etc.?
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CONSIDERING A REBOOT

Appendix D (continued). Completed Round Robin Forms

Round Robin Exercise

CHALLENGE STATEMENT: How might we ensure our students purposefully supplement their
game design curriculum with courses/minors in psychology, creative writing, art,
cinematagraphy, accounting, narrative storytelling, etc.?
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CONSIDERING A REBOOT

Appendix D (continued). Completed Round Robin Forms

Round Robin Exercise

CHALLENGE STATEMENT: How might we ensure our students purposefully supplement their
game design curriculum with courses/minors in psychology, creative writing, art,
cinematagraphy, accounting, narrative storytelling, etc.?
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Appendix E: Concept Pater for Stakeholder I nterests andProgram
Heuristics
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