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INTRODUCTION TO GAME DESIGN

Course: VA 306 – Intro Game Design (03088-011)
Term: Spring Semester, 2009
Start/End Dates: January 20 – May 18; No class February 27 (conference); March 23-27 (Break)
Day/Times: Monday and Wednesday afternoons, 1:40pm – 4:20pm
Room Location: COH 135

Instructor: Devin Monnens
Office Hours: By Appointment
Email: dmonnens@gmail.com
Phone: 303.506.5602

Texts Needed: Several readings are required, all of which are listed below and are accessible online.

Texts Recommended: Raph Koster, A Theory of Fun for Game Design. Paraglyph, 2004. ISBN:1932111972

Supplies Needed: The game design toolkit (see below).

Course Description: VA 306 – Intro Game Design is an entry level game design course where we will work 
with rapid iteration, prototyping, and analysis of paper-based games. Working with board games and card games 
will allow us to understand firsthand how the elements of a game operate and allows for a low technical barrier 
to entry. In addition, we will explore how meaning is produced through games by experimenting with and 
producing socially conscious games and games with experimental gameplay, and particularly how to produce 
messages through play. You will learn game design techniques, produce a portfolio of multiple playable games 
to show to potential employers, and develop a game design toolkit for future game production. As content 
changes each time this course is offered, you may retake the class again for full credit.

Course Objectives: To explore the nature of game design history, concepts, and practice; to produce game 
designs both physical and digital; to create a game development toolkit; and to build a game design portfolio.

Evaluative Criteria: I will not be grading you on how 'fun' your games are to play. Game design is a tricky 
business, and even the greats make stinkers once in awhile. Instead, I will be grading your game designs based 
on how closely they reflect assignment instructions, as well as what and how much you accomplished in the 
design. In addition, I will be looking for your reflective abilities at analyzing your own work as well as the work 
of others. Finally, part of your course evaluation is based on your class participation and responses to assigned 
readings.

Grading Scale
90-100 = A
80-89   = B
70-79   = C
60-69   = D
59 and below = F
Please Note: UCCS applies plus and minus percentages to the above as well.

Grading Procedures
Game Design Blog  Mandatory
Game Designs  50%
Game Design Portfolio 10%
Blog Design Notes  20%
Blog Responses to Other Students       10%
Readings and Responses  10%
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Game Design Blog: Mandatory. You are required to have a blog on Wordpress or another location on which you 
will discuss your games and course readings. It is important that a game designer have a blog on which to record 
thoughts and ideas. We will set up this blog on the first day of class.

Game Designs: Throughout this course, you will be producing game designs or revising existing designs every 
week. We expect to be creating thirteen (13) games based on game design challenges through the course of the 
semester. 50% of your grade is based on how well you complete these assignments. You will not be graded on 
the quality of the games, but rather on whether or not they meet the requirements of the assignment and how 
much you accomplished in their completion.

Game Design Portfolio: For the final class, you will be asked to pick a selection of your best work to include in 
a game design portfolio that you would present to a potential employer. This is 10% of your grade.

Blog Design Notes: You will be required to set up a blog on which you will post notes for your game designs 
and your game design process. You must have at least one blog entry for each game assigned and include both 
your approach to the design as well as player responses. You will have to provide an additional blog entry each 
time a game is revised. 20% of your grade is based on the completion of this work. Blog entries are due by the 
first Monday after challenge testing or you will receive a point deduction.

Blog Responses to Other Students: In addition to blog entries about your own games, you are required to 
provide constructive feedback to the games of other students on their blogs. You will be required to write at least 
two blog responses for each design challenge, and 10% of your grade will be based on these responses. 
Responses are due by the first Monday after testing or you will receive a point deduction.

Reading Responses: In addition to designing games, you are responsible for reading the required texts and 
having at least one blog entry responding to these texts. 'Readings' will include texts as well as games. You will 
also have to prepare a short 10-minute presentation on a game designer of your choice.

Required Readings: The game design process is one that includes both design and research. In order to improve 
our design abilities, we must read works of other designers to understand their design processes. You are 
therefore required to read the selected texts and write an analysis of these texts for your blog.

Note that selected readings are not included in a book or reader you must purchase. Most readings are 'open-
source,' which means they are available online through websites such as Gamasutra and The Escapist.  Also note 
that you will need to sign up for a free membership to Gamasutra in order to access back issues. Others are 
'academic-source,' which means they are available through the university library course reserves as digital or 
print resources. 

It is recommended that you print out copies of the readings to produce your own library of material for ease of 
use and note-taking. The department cannot provide handouts for everything.

Recommended Readings: Note that these required readings are not the only things you should read. Foremost 
on the list of recommended materials is Raph Koster's A Theory of Fun for Game Design, a fantastic text 
exploring what 'fun' is and how it is produced in games. With a foreword by Will Wright, it's one of the best 
books on game design out there and a must-read for serious designers.

Fabled game designer Chris Crawford also recommends that you read about more than just game design, and I 
support him here. You should read about subjects such as how systems work, human psychology, 
communications, and programming. In addition, read more than just science fiction and fantasy novels and 
watch a variety of TV shows and films. Get out there and read some works by authors like Italo Calvino, 
Umberto Eco, and Loren Eiseley. Having a broad background will get you far.
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Play Games: Similarly, game designers should be playing games. We will play a variety of games in this class, 
beyond those you and your fellow students create. You should play a wide variety of games, and not just MMO's 
and FPS's. Play sports games. Play action games. Play platformers. Play RPGs. Play sidescrolling action games 
and shooters. Play puzzle games. Play wacky titles like Katamari Damacy and Loco Roco that don't easily fit in 
a single genre. Play artistic games like Ico and Braid. Play classic arcade games like Pac-Man and Donkey 
Kong. Play top-sellers like Grand Theft Auto and Spore, and find out why people are talking about them. Play 
the crappy games. Play the mediocre games. And also play board games and card games like Settlers of Cataan 
and Diplomacy.

When you play games, remember to think about them rather than just have a good time. Create a game play 
journal that talks about the game experience and what you think about it. Put these observations onto your 
blog. What makes the game fun? If the game sucks, what makes it suck? How does the game work? What does 
the player do? Why did the designers make it the way they did? Did you lose track of time while playing it? 
These are informative questions that will help you analyze how games work.

Remember that if all you do is play World of Warcraft, all you'll be able to create is WoW derivatives, and that 
won't make you a successful designer. Having that Level 70 Paladin isn't going to get you a job in the industry!

Required Materials – The Game Design Toolkit: Introduction to Game Design is a studio art class. As such, it 
requires the purchase of art construction materials. In a drawing or painting class, you must purchase pencils, 
pens, charcoal, paintbrushes, ink, paints, paper of all varieties, sponges, clamps, drawing boards, and many other 
products from which you will make art. Without an artist's toolkit, you cannot produce art, and you will not 
succeed in those classes. Introduction to Game Design is the same, and requires you to construct a Game Design 
Toolkit.

The Game Design Toolkit: The Game Design Toolkit is a toolbox you will create and use throughout the 
semester to construct games. Building a toolkit is required, and you will have to invest some resources into its 
construction. Some of these parts you can buy from local hobby shops, and other parts you can get from Wal-
Mart, Target, and Jo-Ann Fabrics. Some you may already have lying around your home. Cost of the kit will vary 
depending on your materials and whether or not you already have some on hand, but the kit should run 
somewhere in the range of $35-$60.

Game Design Toolkit Components
You will need:

Dice – Multiple 6-sided dice (D6) are required for generating random numbers, but I suggest that you 
also investigate a variety of other dice, such as , 4-sided dice (D4), 10-sided dice (D10), 20-sided 
dice (D20), and any other oddball dice. You can find these at most hobby shops.

Notecards and business cards – You should have a stack of blank notecards. You will use notecards to 
produce your own playing cards. Business card sheets can be used as well.

Black-backed card sleeves – Used in conjunction with the cards you create, black-backed sleeves will 
obscure the backs of your custom cards and allow for shuffling.

Tokens – You will need a large number of glass beads or colored tokens of at least two colors, as well as 
figural tokens such as plastic army men. You can also team up with a few friends to purchase a 
large bucket of plastic figures to divide amongst yourselves.

Timers – You should have a few egg timers or alarm timers to allow you to create time-based games.
Scissors – It is recommended you have some sort of cutting implement for craftwork. 
Markers, pens, and pencils – You never know when you'll have to draw something or whether marking 

papers is part of game play.
The box itself – Tackle, art, and sewing boxes work great as they have many storage compartments.
Scratch – Scratch is a free program produced by MIT to allow children to create videogames and 

interactive media. We will use this program later in the semester to create digital games due to 
its low barrier to entry and relative versatility.
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Other suggestions for your kit:

Monopoly Money – It's always good to have a pack of these on-hand, but not required.
Miscellaneous doodads – Remember to keep your eyes open for any pieces/parts that might be fun to use 

in a game to create tokens or game rules. 

Things that probably won't fit into your toolkit, but additional tools you'll need:

Blank paper and color/construction paper – These allow you to create multi-colored tokens easily. 
Graph paper and hex sheets – You should have a good supply of these and be ready to produce more. 

Incompetech lets you generate built-to-spec sheets: http://incompetech.com/graphpaper/ 

Other tools you should have access to, but don't need to own yourself:

Computer with printer – You will likely need to print materials out for your games. The digital game 
portion of this class will also require access to a computer. The computer lab has these if you 
don't have access to a computer or printer.

A paper cutter – This tool is useful for trimming paper.

Game Design Challenges: Roughly every week, you will be assigned a Game Design Challenge. Game Design 
Challenges are assigned and explained in detail the week before they are due or their first prototype is due. In a 
challenge, you will be presented with an idea with formal and/or conceptual constraints and must design a game 
based around that idea. Formal constraints include restrictions on elements like rules and materials. Conceptual 
constraints restrict elements such as theme and message. 

“Constraints are traction for imagination,” as they provide you with a list of tools you have to work with, and 
your job is to create something using only those tools. The toolbox contains many tools. Not all projects will 
require a rotary saw, and sometimes you may have to improvise in order to solve a problem that requires a rotary 
saw when you don't have one on hand. As such, challenges will test your creativity and inventiveness.

Game Testing: For game testing, you will be divided into groups of four or five. Testing groups will rotate 
every week. You will playtest all the games in your group. The creator of the game is not allowed to play the 
game he or she created. When you present your game to other students, you are not allowed to tell them how it is 
played, only present them the rules and equipment as if they had purchased your game from a store. 

Make observations. How do the players react to your game? Do the players get stuck and have to resolve 
obscure rules? Are they compelled to continue playing your game? If you are the player, make observations 
about how the game plays. Can you identify any rhetorical messages? Would you play the game again or let 
recommend it to someone else? We will have a worksheet with additional questions you might ask.

After the testing session, discuss the game with your other team members before moving on to the next one. 
What observations and recommendations do you have?
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Course Schedule

Date Special Topics Game Design Challenge 
Due

Readings Due

Jan
Wed: 21

Introduction to course, 
vocab, toolkit.

Mon: 26 Boardgames Challenge 1: Simple 
Boardgame

-The Siren Song of the 
Paper Cutter

Wed: 28 Challenge 1: Simple 
Boardgame

-The Revolution Began 
with Paper

Feb
Mon: 2

Game Designer Research 
Presentations

Challenge 2: Board Game 
Modification

-Game Designer Research 
Presentation

Wed: 4 Risk and Reward Challenge 2: Board Game 
Modification

-Playing to Learn

Mon: 9 Rapid Prototyping Challenge 3: Cardboard 
Box

-How to Prototype a Game 
in Under 7 Days

Wed: 11 Challenge 3: Cardboard 
Box

Mon: 16 Verbs Challenge 4: Game Name -Chris Crawford: The Two 
Faces of Reality
-Game Rules as Art

Wed: 18 Challenge 4: Game Name
Mon: 23 Challenge 5: Business 

Card
Wed: 25 NO CLASS --

ALBUQUERQUE
Work time for next week's 
challenge, play testing

Mar
Mon: 2

Albuquerque Review MIDTERM:
Challenge 6: Narrative 
with Theme

Wed: 4 MIDTERM:
Challenge 6: Narrative 
with Theme

Mon: 9 Challenge 7: Modifiable 
Play Field

Wed: 11 The Language of Games Challenge 7: Modifiable 
Play Field

-Jason Rohrer

Mon: 16 Challenge 8: Theme and 
Message 1

Wed: 18 Prototyping Challenge 8: Theme and 
Message 1

-Catastrophic Prototyping

Mon: 23 SPRING BREAK
Wed: 25 SPRING BREAK
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Date Special Topics Game Design 
Challenge Due

Readings Due

Mon: 30 Game Developers 
Conference Review

Challenge 9: April Fool's

April
Wed: 1

Challenge 9: April Fool's -Pixels, Politics, Play
-Play: Crosser, La Migra

Mon: 6 Socially Conscious Games Challenge 10 Prototype: 
Socially Conscious Game

Wed: 8 Challenge 10 Prototype: 
Socially Conscious Game

Mon: 13 Challenge 10: Socially 
Conscious Game

Wed: 15 Digital Games Challenge 10: Socially 
Conscious Game

-Game Analysis: 
Centipede
-Adventure as a Video 
Game
-Signs of Life
Play: Pac-Man, Centipede, 
Donkey Kong, Combat

Mon: 20 Challenge 11: Digital 
Game 1 – 2 Players

Wed: 22 Rhetorical Games Challenge 11: Digital 
Game 1 – 2 Players

-I Lose, Therefore, I Think
-Ideological Videogames
-Videogames of the 
Oppressed
Play: Giant Tank, 
September 12

Mon: 27 Challenge 12: Digital 
Game 2 – Rhetorical 
Game

Wed: 29 Fun and Antiwar Games Challenge 12: Digital 
Game 2 – Rhetorical 
Game

-'Fun' is a Four-Letter 
Word
-War and Play
-Play: Passage

May
Mon: 4

Challenge 13 Prototype: 
Antiwar Game

Wed: 6 Challenge 13 Prototype: 
Antiwar Game

Mon: 11 Challenge 13: Antiwar 
Game

Wed: 13 Game Design Portfolio Challenge 13: Antiwar 
Game

-The Game Design 
Portfolio – Is There Such a 
Thing?

Mon: 18 Last Day of Class Game Design Portfolios

Course Policies
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University of Colorado-Colorado Springs Academic Honor Code: Students are to submit only their own 
work for evaluation, to acknowledge the work and conclusions of others, and to do nothing that would provide 
an unfair advantage in their academic efforts. Students who fail to comply with the Academic Honor Code are 
subject to disciplinary action.

Tolerance: All students in my class are expected to treat their fellow students and course subject matter with 
respect and tolerance, regardless of race, gender, ethnicity, or held beliefs. Our course material includes subject 
matter related to these topics, and you will treat it respectfully as befitting adults in an academic environment. If 
you are unable to meet any of these requirements, you will be asked to leave. 

Students with Disabilities: Students with Disabilities are to provide a letter of accommodation within the first 
two weeks of class. Please contact the Disability Services Office, Main Hall 105, 262-3354, dservice@uccs.edu 
for more information.

Military Service: Military students with the potential of being called to military service/training during the 
semester, please let me know no later than the second week of class to review the attendance policy. Please see 
the Military Students website for more information: http://www.uccs.edu/~military/

Attendance Policy: Your grade depends highly on attendance and your arrival to class on time. You are allowed 
to miss only ONE class, no questions asked. Attendance is an adult responsibility. If you are late to class or miss 
class, this is a disservice to your classmates and to yourself. You will lose a half letter grade for each class 
missed beyond the first, unless an emergency occurs (death in the family, illness, etc.) and you provide proof of 
emergency. EXCEPTION: Prior knowledge of medical, religious, military, or major work conflicts pre-
coordinated with me for the impacted session(s). 

Tardies and early departures are also disruptive to the class. If you must arrive late or leave early for schedule 
conflicts, let me know before the class session or contact me before or after class in the first two weeks.

Students who miss class are responsible for all material covered in that session. Collect or copy the missed 
lecture from a fellow student and review all student blog entries.

Cell Phones and Electronic Devices: Please deactivate all cell phones and other electronic devices before and 
during class. If you require a cell phone for emergency purposes, please set it to vibrate only and let me know 
before class begins. Laptops and other devices for note taking are exempt, except during testing periods.

Food and Drink: No eating is allowed in the classroom. Drinks without completely closable lids are not allowed 
within the classroom. Drinks with closable lids must be kept in the central islands and NOT near computers. 

Late Assignments: Late assignments will lose one letter grade if turned in by the next class session. 
Assignments turned in after the next class session from when they were due will NOT be accepted, excepting 
emergencies stated in the Attendance Policy. You may not work on your assignments during class.

Neatness and Legibility of Assignments: A deduction of points is possible if work is unreadable or if the 
instructor is unable to identify the creator. If your writing is illegible, you will have a chance to  revise it. If you 
hand-deliver your assignments, staple all pages together in numeric order. I will not take out the red pen to dot 
your i's and cross your t's, but I do expect a good degree of legibility. ALL TEXT MUST BE TYPE-WRITTEN 
in Size-12, Times New Roman font! 

Changes to the Syllabus: This syllabus may change at the instructor's discretion at any time during the semester 
to better accommodate the class.
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List of Game Designers

Each student will pick one unique name from this list from which to produce a short 10 minute presentation 
about the designer and his or her work (only one designer per student; designers may not be picked twice).

Shigeru Miyamoto, Will Wright, Sid Meier, Warren Spector, Richard Garfield, Peter Molyneux, Gary Gygax, 
Richard Garriott, Chris Crawford, American McGee, Toru Iwatani, Danielle Bunten Berry, Doug Church, 
Shigesato Itoi, Eugene Jarvis, Hideo Kojima, Ed Logg, Yuji Naka, Gunpei Yokoi, Alexey Pajitnov, Hironobu 
Sakaguchi, Tim Schafer, Yu Suzuki, Fumito Ueda, Roberta Williams, Dona Bailey, Keita Takahashi, Sid Saxon, 
Steve Jackson, Howard Scott Warshaw, Nolan Bushnell, Shinji Mikami, Keiji Inafune, Goichi Suda/Suda 51

Readings:

Brathwaite, Brenda. 13.Nov.2007. “The Game Design Portfolio: Is There Such a Thing?” Game Career Guide. 
<http://www.gamecareerguide.com/features/464/the_game_design_portfolio_is_.php>.

Carson, Don. 1.Mar.2000. “Environmental Storytelling: Creating Immersive 3D Worlds Using Lessons Learned 
from the Theme Park Industry.” Gamasutra. 16.Nov.2008 
<http://www.gamasutra.com/features/20000301/carson_01.htm>

Church, Doug. 16.Jul.1999. “Formal Abstract Design Tools.” Gamasutra. 2.Nov.2008 
<http://www.gamasutra.com/features/19990716/design_tools_01.htm>.

Costikyan, Greg. 24.Apr.2006. “The Revolution Began With Paper.” The Escapist. 2.Nov.2008 
<http://www.escapistmagazine.com/articles/view/issues/issue_42/253-The-Revolution-Began-With-
Paper>.

Costikyan, Greg. 1994. “I Have No Words & I Must Design.” Costik.com. 2.Nov.2008 
<http://www.costik.com/nowords.html>.
Originally printed in Interactive Fantasy, No.2, 1994. Also printed in The Game Design Reader: A Rules 
of Play Anthology (2006) Ed. Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 192-211.

Crawford, Chris. “The Two Faces of Reality.” 
<http://idmaa.org/journal/pdf/iDMAa_Journal_Vol_2_No_1_screen.pdf#page=14>.

Fajardo, Rafael. “Pixels, Politics, and Play.” Intelligent Agent (3:2). Gaming Fajardo. 
<http://www.intelligentagent.com/archive/Vol3_No2_gaming_fajardo.html>.

Frasca, Gonzalo. Nov.2003. “Ideological Videogames: Press left button to dissent.” The Ivory Tower. IGDA. 
16.Nov.2008 <http://www.igda.org/columns/ivorytower/ivory_Nov03.php >.

Frasca, Gonzalo. 26.July.2005. “Videogames of the Oppressed.” First Person. Electronic Book Review. 
<http://www.electronicbookreview.com/thread/firstperson/Boalian >.

Gabler, Kyle, Kyle Gray, Matt Kucic, and Shalin Shodhan. 26.Oct.2005. “How to Prototype a Game in Under 7 
Days: Tips and Tricks from 4 Grad Students Who Made Over 50 Games in 1 Semester.” Gamasutra.  
<http://www.gamasutra.com/features/20051026/gabler_01.shtml>.

Gingold, Chaim. 2008. “Catastrophic Prototyping and Other Stories.” Game Design Workshop. Ed. Tracy 
Fullerton. Boston: Morgan Kaufmann. Pg 182-185. [Handout]

Humble, Rod. 18.Apr.2006. “Game Rules as Art.” The Escapist. Issue 41. 25.Nov.2008 
<http://www.escapistmagazine.com/articles/view/issues/issue_41/247-Game-Rules-as-Art>.
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Lee, Shuen-shing. “'I Lose, Therefore I Think.': A Search for Contemplation amid Wars of Push-Button Glare.” 
Game Studies. 3:2. 16.Nov.2008 <http://www.gamestudies.org/0302/lee/ >.

Monnens, Devin. 2008. “War and Play: Insensitivity and Humanity in the Realm of Pushbutton Warfare.” MFA 
Thesis. [Presentation Version]

Poole, Steven. “Signs of Life.” Trigger Happy. New York, NY: Arcade Publishing, 2000. 177-183. [Handout]

Portnow, James. “Playing to Learn.” Game Career Guide. 18.12.07. 
<http://www.gamecareerguide.com/features/473/playing_to_.php>.

Robinett, Warren. “Adventure as a Video Game: Adventure for the Atari 2600.” The Game Design Reader. Ed. 
Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2006. 690-714. [Handout]

Rohrer, Jason. Nov. 2007. “What I was Trying to do with Passage.” HC Software. 25.Nov.2008 
<http://hcsoftware.sourceforge.net/passage/statement.html>.

Rohrer, Jason. 24.Jun.2008. “The Game Design of Art.” The Escapist. Issue 155. 25.Nov.2008 
<http://www.escapistmagazine.com/articles/view/issues/issue_155/4987-The-Game-Design-of-Art>.

Rouse, Richard III. “Game Analysis: Centipede.” The Game Design Reader. Ed. Katie Salen and Eric 
Zimmerman. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2006. 460-473. [Handout]

Siggans, Mike. “Narrative and Atmosphere in Boardgame Systems.” Game Cabinet. 13.Nov.2008 
<http://www.gamecabinet.com/editorials/Narrative.html>.

Sigman, Tyler. 13.Sept.2005.“The Siren Song of the Paper Cutter: Tips and Tricks from the Trenches of Paper 
Prototyping.” Gamasutra. 28.Oct.2008 
<http://www.gamasutra.com/view/feature/2403/the_siren_song_of_the_paper_.php>.

Spector, Warren. 3.Oct.2006. “'Fun' is a Four-Letter Word.” The Escapist. Vol. 65. 2.Nov.2008 
<http://www.escapistmagazine.com/articles/view/issues/issue_65/381-Fun-is-a-Four-Letter-Word>.

List of Games:

Centipede (Atari, 1980) - games.atari.com/playgames/arcade/centipede/centipede_600.jsp

Combat (Atari, 1977) [Turbo Tanks – www.turbotanks.com

Crosser (Sweat, 2002) - http://www.rafaelfajardo.com/projects/crosser.html

Donkey Kong (Nintendo, 1981) - http://www.fetchfido.co.uk/games/donkey_kong/donkey_kong.htm

Giant Tank (2006) - http://www.deserthat.com/?p=games/gianttank

La Migra (Sweat, 2002) - http://www.rafaelfajardo.com/projects/migra.html

Pac-Man (Namco, 1979) - www.freepacman.org/

Passage (Rohrer, 2007) - http://hcsoftware.sourceforge.net/passage/

Seeds of Solitude (Fajardo, 2006) - http://www.rafaelfajardo.com/projects/juan.html


