PAGE  
1
Player, Student, Designer

This is the accepted version of the article published as: 

Ashton, D. (2010) 'Player, Student, Designer: Digital Games Design Students and their

Changing Relations with Games', Games and Culture 5(3): 256-77. DOI: 10.1177/1555412009359766. Available from: http://gac.sagepub.com/content/5/3/256.short
Player, Student, Designer: Games Design Students and Changing Relationships with Games

Dr Daniel Ashton
Abstract

Drawing on empirical research conducted with United Kingdom games design students, games design course tutors and professional designers alongside broader careers advice and guidance from industry representatives, this article will explore the changing relationships games design students describe with digital games and games technologies.  Opening with accounts of their childhood pastimes and passions, the discussion will move to consider closely students’ development within a Higher Education context and the associated, emerging shifts in their engagements with games technologies.  Through exploring the transition from hobby to career and the overlapping player/student/designer positions, questions concerning human and technological interactions, identity, and wider career and skills contexts are highlighted.  In drawing out such questions and issues this article will seek to outline how exploring the practices and understandings of students, prompts reflection on both located and specific and more broadly applicable engagements between digital games technologies, industry and individuals.
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Introduction

Laura Emri and Frans Mäyrä suggest, “the essence of a game is rooted in it’s interactive nature, and there is no game without a player”, and go on to suggest that, “if we want to understand what a game is, we need to understand what happens in the act of playing, and we need to understand the player and the experiences of game-play (2005, p. 1).  In focusing on games design students and their higher education courses within UK universities, this article will address the student at the cusp of play and design and the game playing experiences specific to this becoming.  The experience of the games design student marks a movement towards new ways of playing and engaging with games technologies contextualised by a scheme of study that is principally orientated towards a career in the games industry.  Noting this movement is by no means to suggest a distinct break, and this article will suggest that there is a duality of playing and designing experiences and that students’ engagements with games and games technologies draw on a range of experiences.  Through introducing and exploring the understandings and interpretations emerging out of focus groups and interviews with students, this article will consider how personal, located and specific experiences resonate with broader issues around human and technological interaction, identity and the wider career and skills contexts.

The article will be divided into three main sections.  The first section will introduce the empirical research that animates the article’s arguments and broadly contextualise students’ experiences in terms of their longstanding passion for games and their recent move into higher education to study games and seek a career as games designers.  One of the most commonly articulated experiences by students was around how their respective courses had introduced new ways of looking at games, and in the second section the emphasis will be on exploring students’ descriptions of the shifts in engaging games bound up with their games design education.  These shifts include modified and transformed ways of playing games alongside approaching games as part of their own idea generation and creative processes.  Developing these arguments, section three will explore students’ modding practices positioned in terms of industry aims and needs as they inform games design course teaching and learning.  Modding is an aspect of game development and a games design practice that was described as a pre-course hobby and as an element of games design developed on their courses.  Revealingly, practices of modding within the higher education course context became intimately bound up with their development as industry-ready workers and their personal development. This final section will then present an extended consideration of modding and associated transformations with reference to identity and students’ transition or becoming as designers.  

‘I Have Owned a Spectrum Since I Was One’ 

“It’s a mark of the popularity of videogames in all aspects of life”, as Edge magazine noted in the introduction to its overview of courses in the UK, “that such a range of game-related university courses is now available” (“Higher Education”, n.d.).  There are a diversity of games-related courses in the UK covering the areas of design, art and programming broadly.  In describing the design and programming courses offered within their department, one course tutor noted “we try to cover the production pipeline in a games development” (author interview, 2007).  This fit between industry roles and higher education provision will be picked up in more detail, but here loosely indicates the industry orientation.  The exact title of courses and their location within departments and faculties differs at the various institutions that participated in the research.  Similarly, course content and structure would also be course specific, though, broadly speaking, students that participated in the research study were undertaking courses titled Games Design.   “Design”, Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman state, “is the process by which a designer creates a context to be encountered by a participant, from which meaning emerges” (2004, p.41).    The opportunity to offer an extended discussion of games design course content and details is limited here, but they do underline and inform the later student experiences that this article is concerned with.   Before turning directly to discuss the student perspective, some of the approaches of the study may be instructively noted.

The empirical research that this article draws on emerged out of a mixed methods, multi-sited research approach.  In his account of a multi-sited ethnographic research strategy George Marcus describes how multi-sited research is designed around:

[C]hains, paths, threads, conjunctions or juxtaspositions of locations in which the ethnographer establishes some form of literal, physical presence, with an explicit, posited logic of association or connection among sites that in fact defines the argument of the ethnography (1995, p. 105)

Initially, the research was framed by focus groups with games design students across various years of study.  From these initial encounters, the research study followed the ‘chains, paths, threads’ touched on by students to extend to interviews with course tutors, professional designers, industry representatives, and attendance at games career events and industry conferences and festivals.  Attending to these broader contexts has been vital for gaining a hold on the perceptions, tensions and aspirations that students were describing. 

That the students’ games design courses pose potentially unfamiliar or unsettling ways to approach games is highlighted by the following course tutor comments: 

If you’re going to be a designer in the games industry you might actually have to design something like that for somebody like that [a forty year old 
woman] and they look appalled and terrified.  So, of course, that is one of the first things I make them do; design something for somebody different (author interview, 2007)

Entering higher education presents a range of new experiences and opens students to the unfamiliar.  The particular significance of this with regard to playing games and games design courses is captured by students’ accounts of their literally lifelong relationships with games.  In relation to Game Studies, Jose Zagal and Amy Bruckman suggest, “playing a game as a child over countless weekends with your friends creates a strong and lasting emotional experience that is difficult to overcome” (2007, p.578). Game studies is a distinct academic subject from games design, and whilst there are overlaps in terms of games history for example, there are strong concerns that these two areas not be conflated.  Nick Burton at Rare approaches the tension between studying games in relation to industry development and as a cultural object stating:

My personal feeling is, I have no problem with that whatsoever, in fact I think it is a good thing because it probably helps promote the cultural relevance of games but it just really has to be put in five-hundred foot -tall neon covered letters on the front of that prospectus ‘this is not designed to get you a job in then industry, it is designed to study the cultural relevance of games’ (interview)

Whilst closely attending to the distinctions between games design and Game Studies, there are clearly points of confluence in how students within higher education encounter and re-encounter games.  The following comment from a first-year games design student speaks broadly for the experiences of a large number of the students I spoke to: “as far as I can remember, well, as long as I can remember I’ve played games; I don’t know since the age of four” (author focus group, 2007).  Similarly, a third-year student stated, “I was kind of lucky in that my mum was fairly understanding of my game addiction … she’s actually been feeding my addiction since 1991 or around then” (author focus group, 2007).  The most direct comments I encountered were in response to the questionnaire question ‘how long have you been playing digital games?’ with the replies, “I have owned a Spectrum since I was 1” and “I have been playing games since I was 2 (18 years or so in total)” (author questionnaire, 2007).  It is in noting the duration of students’ passion for games that the extent of the disjuncture with their previously held or favoured game playing practices are foreground.  Again, the suggestion here is not to rigidly fix previous playing experiences, but to highlight the transformations in ways of playing and engaging with games bound up with games design course teaching and learning.

One of the most fundamental questions touched on in focus groups around new experiences was the move from games as a hobby or leisure pursuit to the focus of study.  Such a broad brush categorisation as ‘leisure’ in some respects overlooks the diverse and distinctive range of reasons that games are played.  Moreover, as Nick Yee notes, play itself can be laborious (2006) and care must be taken that the nuances of the categories of ‘work’ and ‘play’ and the strategic collapsing of the two such as Stephen Kline, Nick Dyer-Witheford and Grieg de Peuter note in terms of new work (2003, p. 198) are not elided.  The following student comment highlights the tension and transition around understandings between work and enjoyment:

It does sound good, but then again you have to be really, really super critical and you won’t always be playing games that you enjoy, because for me personally there are games I can’t tolerate so it would be ‘ugh, got to go to work again’. That is how it could end for me.(author focus group, 2007)  

Kline et al. further note Clive Thompson’s examination of game development and web design companies in New York and his suggestion that they embody, “the master narrative of the New Work” which “has to do with making work seem a lot more fun and thus a lot less like a job” (2003,  p. 200).  That a career in game design would be fun and less like a job was an idea expressed by a number of students, with one describing being paid to play games as “awesome” (author focus group, 2007).  This notion of making work seem fun at an organisational level was something that one student was personally aware of.  In a description that echoes something that one of Andrew Ross’s interviewees stated in No Collar
, the student stated “I know with Dreamworks they have their own play room or something in the offices, so they can take time out and bring the kids there” (author focus group, 2007).  That work can be fun for some of the students consulted resonates with what Angela McRobbie describes when noting the, “wholehearted attempt to make-over the world of work into something closer to a life of enthusiasm and enjoyment” (2002, p. 521).  She also suggests that, “in fields like film-making or fashion design there is a euphoric sense among practitioners of by-passing tradition, pre-empting conscription into the dullness of 9-5 and evading the constraints of institutional processes” (2002, p. 521).  This was again something expressed by a student in their comment that:

There are two types of people that go out to work, there are the ones who go out just to earn as much money as possible, and then they’re people like us who go and do a job that they’re hopefully going to enjoy doing. I mean, personally, I’d like to be rich just like anyone else, but I’d be quite happy doing a job I like even if I don’t get paid the most because I know it is something I could happily live with and in ten years I know I wouldn’t want to kill myself or do something crazy and fly off the deep end and get distressed or something. (author focus group, 2007)

This account of ‘work’ and ‘leisure’ put forth by a number of first-year students, points out some of the tensions students encounter in engaging with games within a different context and for unfamiliar purposes.  That there is a changed relationship to games not exclusively as leisure or play objects, is underscored by approaching the games in a ‘work’ mode.  One of the popular, although unlikely strictly held views of the games industry that industry professionals have been keen to address is that their jobs involve ‘playing games all day’.  Jen Ortiz, a designer on Electronic Arts Mythic’s Dark Age of Camelot, for example was quoted by Dana Massey in her piece on ‘Working in Games’ stating, “I don’t play the game all day long while I’m at work […] seriously, I’m usually [too] buried in Excel sheets, product quality reports, poll results, team lead reports, emails and document writing of my own to even look at the game work” (2006: online).  Although not straightforwardly analogous, students are equally involved in a diversity of other activities such as writing design documents and evaluation assessments set by course tutors.  That students approach game-play in part as a work activity, is highlighted in the following: 


There’s also a conflict of interest, you know, you may be around games so much that you’re ‘I don’t want to play them’, it depends on how you work around it because so far I’ve been enjoying as well as working with the games I’m enjoying doing the games; my interest hasn’t wavered in any way. (author focus group, 2007)  

A precarious relationship and balance opens up with games so that the course underpinned and industry orientated way of looking at games, informs a shift which may unsettle students’ previous ways of playing games and relating to them in the everyday life.

The broadly framed tension around how games are approached within the relatively unfamiliar higher education context students are negotiating resonates at the level of the individual game and games technologies.  In the broadest sense, students’ changing relationships with games can be captured in the following comment: “once you get used to analysing stuff, it becomes really hard to play a game” (author focus group, 2007).  This comment hints at the movement and transition that a number of students’ described reflecting on how undertaking a games design course has impacted on their playing experiences.  When a student states, “I used to play games a lot as a hobby but since I started on a games design course, I don’t play games half as much […] I’ve got more into looking at them from a design point of view” (author focus group, 2007), the implications of the move from ‘hobby’ to ‘design’ in terms of playing practices can clearly be seen.  In a Game Career Guide article ‘Playing to Learn’, James Portnow suggests, “game designers play games very differently than the average player: they play to learn”, and elaborates stating:

Designers study the games they play.  They dissect the mechanics and try to understand the rationale behind the decisions the development team made when implement them.  Designers deconstruct games, peeling them apart piece by piece. (2007: online) 

There is clearly a changing relationship that students describe with regard to digital games as they encounter and interact with them as part of their higher education games design course.  This is change in relationship and shift in perspective that may be identified with a range of other media forms and explored in terms of how students encounter media technologies in practice-driven higher education contexts.  Noting these shifts is part of a broader recognition of transformations in forms of identity and how this is constituted, configured, and negotiated in relation to specific objects.  This is to begin to explore the many ways the interplay of industry aims, higher education teaching, and digital technologies manifest changing relationships and understandings for games design students.   The following discussion and comments indicate and elaborate upon how students’ describe and make sense of their changing relationships with games.  

A sense of critical distance was one of the key shifts articulated by a number of students, for instance:

I’ve become more critical of what I’m looking at. While I’m playing I tend to notice details and especially using the editor in the first-year. Tend to look at the geometry of the game and can see how they’ve put it together and why they’ve made it like that. And it just gets your thinking a bit more about what goes into it, the work that goes into it. (author focus group, 2007)

Criticality was something described by students and can be interpreted in a variety of ways.  The sense of criticism articulated in the above comments may be best understood in terms of ‘craft’, in the sense of the student understanding and anticipating the specific efforts, activities, and skills that go into making a game.  Students’ appreciation of construction and their ‘critical’ acumen are primarily alert to aspects such as geometry and their changing relationship with games seems to be firmly shaped within the parameters of ‘making better games’.  As further elaboration of this, the following comment is illustrative: 

Some things I have certainly come to consider about games that I wouldn’t have normally, there are certain new things to look out for more in games like user-face and interface you know.  Is it easier to use, or is it a complete mess?  So it is sort of things like that that I wouldn’t normally have paid attention to. (author focus group, 2007)
In this comment, the emphasis is again on looking in more detail at specific aspects of a game such as the user interface and considering aspects that have previously been relatively unaddressed in the game playing practices.  Such aspects explicitly stated included cut scenes, the placement of objects, objects’ physics, and graphics.  Critical distance is framed as new encounters and new perspectives bound up with learning games design practices within their higher education course context.  

An emphasis on the previously overlooked also extended to game genres, with a student noting for example, “I think I’m a bit more open minded now about the whole lots of different games than before” (author focus group, 2007).  This is a broadening of interest addressed earlier in noting course tutors’ approaches to encouraging students to consider different markets they may be designing for.  Whilst my familiarity with teaching and learning outcomes and subsequent student engagement was severely limited by the practicalities of my research, it would be appropriate to point out anecdotally that there did seem to be resonances across course tutors suggestions and students’ shifting relationships with games technologies. The following two comments highlight how students’ analytical reach and tools were greatly extended by their undertaking of a dedicated course of study within higher education exploring games development, and how specific emerging practices and negotiations are described:


You judge the games more than just playing them; you see things that you 
wouldn’t normally check out.  When I first started playing games, I was like 
‘wow, that’s great, the graphics, [...] but then you find if you do a sharp turn 
really quickly all the graphics stutter out. (author focus group, 2007)

Contextually, you look and pick up a lot more on pop cultural references in games, other references, I pick up on directional style and the way they are trying to tell the story, whereas before I would just react to what I saw (author focus group, 2007)

Both these comments also highlight that for these students there is much more to consider than the ‘wow factor’ of graphics.  The games design student is uniquely positioned across play and design in terms a transition and anchoring play and design in relation to each other.  What has strongly emerged from this research, and is highlighted in the previous two comments, is that a diversity of aspects of digital games are scrutinised.  In this way, photorealistic graphics geared towards greater verisimilitude are not necessarily of primary interest.  The increasing polygon count and the spectacle of seventh generation consoles may be hugely important for a vast number of players, but this is just one aspect taken under consideration by the increasingly discerning game design student.  The changing relationship with games here may be described in terms of the previously overlooked and attention to detail, and, also most importantly, as something uniquely caught up with their becoming as games designers and how they understand and relate to themselves.    
In turn, criticism is deployed in ways that echo with Kevin Robins and Frank Webster’s comments, worth recounting at length here, on the operationalisation of critical thinking within higher education:

It is our view that the only way such a potentially destabilising concept as ‘critical thinking’ can find inclusion on degrees such as Midwifery and Business Administration, Estate Management and Tourism Studies, is to denude it of real force by limiting it to pre-established (and incontestable) goals (Robins and Webster, 1999, p.198)

I think it would be unfair and too far to suggest that criticism as discussed above has no ‘force’ and the intention of tutors is clearly to promote thinking that questions assumptions around types of game mechanics and ways of designing games.  As a tutor at different institution noted to me, there were a number of student projects that sought to challenge existing industry conventions. This tutor went on to add that, “what we are finding is that students are intelligent enough to realise that ‘well this is a chance where I’m able to have my creative freedom and really create something completely different’” (author interview, 2007), suggesting that aspects of criticism that encourage rethinking game mechanics and themes have some purchase.  The point I am seeking to elaborate concerning the many different values of criticism, may be extracted from Robins and Webster’s further comments developing the above quotation:

‘Critical thinking’ is ‘operationalised’ as a practical ‘competence’ which might allow the more effective delivery of babies (while the organisation of welfare services is out of bounds), or might reflect on how best to maximise corporate interests (but will not open wider questions about business behaviour), or may consider novel solutions to managing estates (but will not query the need for estates to be managed), or might encourage better ways of handling tourists (but will not 
countenance the thought that perhaps tourism should be abandoned) (Robins and Webster, 1999: 198)

This is an extremely provocative point that translates in terms of games design and the games industry into something like: will encourage ways to question forms of game mechanics and conventions (but will not explore the labour processes involved in making games and immanent to those learning to design and challenge conventions – the student).  The wider range of issues not considered in this article are highlighted by Nick Dyer-Witheford in his account of highly polarised patterns of employment, and his examination of “the ‘nimble fingers’ of a mainly female cheap-labour global workforce, recruited for its supposed docility and disposability, and subjected to ferocious work discipline under conditions that destroy health within a matter of years” (2005: online).  As noted, changing relationships with media objects through engagement with practice may be identified across a range of other media forms, and, crucially, the increased importance and emphasis on being industry-ready is similarly vital in relation to these industries.  The sense of critical engagement is primarily bound up, as expected given the focus of the course and production pipelines, with students’ preparation and becoming as industry-ready workers. 
The following comments from those with considerable industry experience usefully highlight how the student comments above echo with the perspectives offered by those in industry, and how their transition sits with regard to their potential future in the industry:

I can never play the game like someone who hasn’t done can play it 

(Nick Burton, Rare, author interview, 2007)

You need to know how other players respond to games and you are less of a player the longer you spend in the industry because you know what goes behind it because you can deconstruct the game as you’re playing and that changes your experience fundamentally. (Duncan Botwood, Rare, author interview, 2007)

The first comment points to an irreversible shift in engagement, whereby the possibilities of playing a specific game will always be informed by their role as a designer for that game.  This is a point that can be considered in an expanded way through the second quote, highlighting this as bound up with a broader shift in identity.  Being able to deconstruct and knowledge of the game’s construction are described here as intricately bound up with future possibilities and experiences.  This second quote crucially stresses changing relationships with digital games as part of becoming as a designer.  To return to the opening comments that, “there is no game without a player” we can see that a very unique form of individual or player/student/designer is emerging at the intersection of play and design and higher education and industry.  Having explored shifting perceptions and boundaries of work and enjoyment, and changing relationships with games, the specificities of these transitions and becoming as a designer can be further drawn out through exploring inspiration and creativity.

“Creativity is the rearranging of the old in a new way”

Bringing together a number of comments and descriptions on game design as the “rearranging of the old in a new way” (Trip Hawkins, founder of Electronic Arts (cited in Szczepaniak, 2006: online) from those in the industry taken from magazines/industry publications and interviews alongside games design students in focus groups and interviews, this section will address students’ changing relationships with games and their becoming as a designer as bound up with creativity.  Although a number of these quotes are broadly similar, given their personal experiences they draw on they point to various approaches to ‘rearrangement’ and the changing relationships with games that students often develop.  

Chris Crawford, founder of The Journal of Computer Game Design, in his book Chris Crawford on Game Design offers the readers tips on how to ‘get creative’ suggesting, “the best strategy is to stuff your head full of concepts and all their associations […] after all, the bigger the web of associations at your disposal, the greater the chance that you’ll find some odd parallel between the two ideas” (2003, p. 99).  He elaborates on this stating “you want to populate your mind with a wondrous and colourful diversity of ideas, a grand carnival of conceptual heterogeneity” (2003, p. 99).  In describing the “colourful diversity of ideas”, the rather colourful phrase “a grand carnival of conceptual heterogeneity” offers for this section a descriptive anchor to underscore the accounts and descriptions that follow.  It has clear links with the theory of intertextuality outlined by John Fiske that “proposes that any one text is necessarily read in relationship to others and that a range of textual knowledges is brought to bear upon it” (1987, p. 108). The terms ‘web of association’ and ‘conceptual heterogeneity’ will be employed given their games design anchoring, but they should be recognized as referring to much more widely theorised processes.  

For many research participants, games would sit alongside a range of other media in contributing to ‘conceptual heterogeneity’.  A clear illustration of the importance of ‘conceptual heterogeneity’ is in the comment, “I got a lot of influence from real life locations, like I look through a photography book, say of a country and then I get a sort of a feel for that country and that might be the setting for the game” (author questionnaire, 2007). This comment on the influence of photographs is fairly specific in stating that the photographs may influence the game’s setting.  When discussing sources of influence and inspiration, how and where those ideas, inspirations and influences are translated is generally vaguer than this.  Where possible specific associations will be made, but, as a broad indicator, idea generation can refer to ideas for story, levels, characters, and specific mechanics amongst other elements of a game.  A number of research participants were able to offer examples of sources of inspiration and influence, and articulate how specific examples had been incorporated into their work.  Equally though, there was a lot that could not be said about these processes.  As one student put it when asked about design influences, “difficult to say […] I always try to use my imagination but I can’t say what has influenced my imagination’s growth” (author questionnaire, 2007).  Similarly another suggested, “everything you do or see or say or listen ultimately influences you in some small way, because subconsciously, whether we are aware of it or not” (author focus group, 2007).  

How the ideas that emerge out of and in relation to diverse sources of inspiration are synthesized within a game can be framed in terms of particular ways of expressing and communicating ideas.  In describing sources of inspiration for games they would like to design and develop one student, for instance, stated “stuff I find in my books and my imagination fuels me to; like I said, I do a lot of drawing and in the end that’s going to end up in a game I’m hopefully thinking about” (author focus group, 2007).  That a particular element of interest and influence ‘ends up in a game’ is something that can be recognized but that is difficult to trace.  On a related note, uncertainty has been voiced on whether games design can be taught within higher education.  The Animation and Computer Games manager of Skillset, the United Kingdom sector skills council for creative media, notes that, “a lot of games industry people that we consulted with were unsure whether it is even a subject that you can teach at university or whether it is something you should learn at a company; you should progress into it from other areas” (author interview, 2007).  In this respect creativity may be seen as inherent, for example the head of recruitment for Electronic Arts in Europe Matthew Jeffrey at the London Games Week Career Fair in October 2008 suggested, “game design is very much focused on a lot of natural skills and creativity” (author transcribed presentation, 2008. Emphasis added).  In turn though, there are techniques for generating ideas that I encountered in both trade publications and my fieldwork.  For example, in a talk to the International Game Developers Association Leadership Forum, Tim Longo of Crystal Dynamics discusses the “development process as a metaphorical road trip” (2007: online).  Another technique employed as part of the idea generation process described by an industry professional in relation to their work comes from Duncan Botwood of game developers Rare.  Botwood described how he “set out to have as many creative ideas as possible”, stating “I tried to train myself … ‘what can you make a game out of?’ … one word answers for now and then I’ll fill a page with these answers”, and then concluding: “so I can make a game about trees, I can make a game about lakes, 
birds, whatever, just do these design exercises …  so, I can make a game about trees, two or three game ideas for that” (author interview, 2007).  Here we see a structured technique for idea generation that is utilised within a professional development context.

Further to the broad techniques for idea generation, in the interview with Botwood a fairly detailed and extensive discussion developed around from where creativity can come.  Botwood’s approach was very much in line with that offered by Hawkins and Crawford emphasising the reworking of a diversity of influences, and he termed this ‘reactive creativity’.  Seeking to explain to me the many pathways to generating ideas and illustrating this, Botwood stated “I’ve had ideas when I’ve watched a film: ‘hang on, I know I could make that better or wouldn’t have done this, I would have done that and added this bit more’” (author interview, 2007).  Botwood here expresses an evaluative approach to other media artefacts and the inspiration they may have is in terms of adaptation for digital games.  This evaluative approach is particularly pronounced when it comes to games.  Indeed, one of Botwood’s colleagues Nick Burton notes some of the frustrations around player evaluations:

They [referring to people at career fairs] come up to you and say ‘oh, Viva Pinata, Perfect Dark Zero, you did this thing and it was rubbish and you should have done this’, ‘yeah we couldn’t, do you think we didn’t think of it?’, you know, there are thirty people who have been in that barn up there for three years working on that and they are all pretty intelligent people.  Don’t think that didn’t cross their mind for a moment, because it did and we tried to put it in and we couldn’t have it. (author interview, 2007)

Beyond this annoyance around critique from the audience of one’s own games, comparison and evaluation is an important technique through which game designers go about generating new ideas.  Before considering this in more detail in terms of games, a few more comments and illustrations of the broader cross media web of associations may be usefully made.

For one student during a focus group, a limited engagement with potential sources of inspiration could lead to stifled, referential and limited game design:

I know an awful lot of people who on the course don’t and they play video games and then they want to go and make video games and all their experience is that they’re going to base them on is playing other games. (author focus group, 2007)

Something similar was described by a course tutor I spoke with where the explicit aim was not limited to idea generation, but expanding sources of inspirations.  This tutor described dedicated efforts to broaden the potential web of associations describing how, “it is quite an alien mindset to start thinking about designing something for a younger audience or a broader audience [and] it is quite difficult for them [but] we make they try” (author interview, 2007).  The tutor in a later interview with a colleague describes an example of this in relation to architecture.  After jokingly starting stating the library is “really great for pictures you know, which games design students should want to go and look at”, the tutor suggests how a games design students’ “conceptual heterogeneity” could benefit from other courses, “we have architecture courses, there are lots of books on architecture”, and that that knowledge from other fields has important points of connection with the game design course: “if you’re going to go and build a level, you know, research your architecture properly. If I ask for medieval architecture, I want it to be medieval” (author interview, 2007).  The use of architecture books that this tutor advocates as a valuable for idea generation is similar to the description of using a photography book noted in the opening paragraphs of this section.  

The importance of a mix of different diverse sources was emphasized by a student in the following passage:

I like to draw influence from the most unlikely and unrelated sources.  It depends entirely on my mood and how passionate I feel about a particular theme at the time.  Generally I like to come up with the most off-the-wall and irrational ideas I can.    (author questionnaire, 2007)

This student describes a very personal approach to exploring inspirations and sources that is keenly focused on the potential end result.  Drawing influence from the ‘unlikely and unrelated’ resonates with Crawford’s web of associations and ‘conceptual heterogeneity.  Interestingly also, the student is concerned more with bringing together an “unlikely” mix than the adaptation or development of a particular text or source.   Many students were attentive to the range of media forms they encountered daily and looked to these in conversation within gaming.  Books, films and games can all be brought together as part of a web of associations, but, further to this, a student in a questionnaire response offered insight into their medium specific approach engaging with the specificity of each medium: “games influence mechanics, but films and books, magazines influence story and design” (author questionnaire, 2007).  This comment speaks to digital games as a medium that is both specific (mechanics), but that also has strong relationships with elements from other media (story).  It is the specificity of games and undertaking of games design course that meant that games emerged in my research as the frequently cited source of inspiration.  As one student stated, “existing games definitely influence my designs […] it’s the easiest place to find inspiration” (author questionnaire, 2007).  Whilst idea generation is a diffuse activity, it is unsurprising that in generating ideas for games and games design that games would be extremely relevant and important.

The pitfalls of this have already been noted in the student comment suggesting how repeatedly turning to limited sources of idea generation can lead to repetition in game design. This is also an ongoing matter of debate for industry designers as illustrated in the following account: 

[Jez] Harris [of Relentless Software] notes that there is a debate among game designer about what kind of informal education is best: whether one should play every single game that comes out and be able to reference them when designing new games, or be a player who has completely fresh eyes all the time by not paying too close attention to what has come out in the past. (in Duffy, 2007: online)

A number of students in responses illustrated this tension between a comprehensive knowledge of games compared to ‘fresh eyes’ stating, “I’ve played most games and mostly all of the genres that have been made so when I’m thinking of a design, a certain game will pop into my head” (author questionnaire, 2007).  Attempting to offer a more psychologically nuanced account of their relationship between idea generation and existing games, a different student offered, “all games tend to have influence on design since games that have been played tend to become buried into the subconscious, therefore past games cannot help but influence game designs of the future” (author questionnaire, 2007).  The prescient connection between past games and future games is of particular relevance for exploring the ‘conceptual heterogeneity’ of games design and two remarks can be offered on why this may be the case.

Firstly, this is certainly an issue about the specificity of games.  In the editorial introduction to the first issue of the journal Game Studies, Espen Aarseth cites the notion of ‘media blindness’ to suggest “how a failure to see the specific media differences leads to a ‘media-neutral’ media theory that is anything but neutral” (2001: online).  Noting the disciplinary fields that games could and should be studied within, Aarseth suggests “games are too important to be left to these fields”, and that Game Studies “should exist as an independent academic structure, because it cannot be reduced to any of the above [Media Studies, Sociology and English “to name but a few”]” (2001: online).  Again, the crucial differences between Games Studies and games design must not be overlooked here.  The point rather is that games are held with a special esteem in relation to other academic disciplines and other media.  Firstly, in terms of Games Studies and other academic disciplines, Jon Dovey and Helen Kennedy’s discussion of academic technicity is revealing.  Dovey and Kennedy describe the ‘coming out’ of academics as games players and go on to state:

The identity of academic gamers/gamer academics as member of a subculture with its own sense of community (essentially a defensive inward looking stance) has been gradually transformed into an identity that is proactively seeking to carve out a respectable and autonomous space within the academy for research and teaching. (2007, p.151)

The defensive stance they note may equally been identified in terms of games design higher education courses, and this is especially so given the stance from some in industry that games design is best left to industry training.  In terms games design courses then, students were keen to articulate the specificity of games and the study of games compared to other media.   The specificity of games as a medium and the associated specificity of studying them was an issue between two students during a focus group in the following exchange on a course that sought to blend practice and theory: 

A Fun is the most important factor of a game

B No it isn’t, you don’t really watch Brokeback Mountain because you want to have fun do you?

[Lots of chat and controversy regarding film comparison]

B But you can explore anything with games you just need to figure out how

A But if it’s not fun you’re not going to keep playing

B Ok, watching is not fun, it’s disturbing

A But I’m not talking about film, I’m talking about games

B Of course

A It’s a different media why are you comparing it?

(author focus group, 2007)  

The comparison between film and games are interesting and significant for how these students position themselves, for their involvement with gaming, and for the web of associations and cross media comparisons they draw.  In relation to the point around gaming’s reach as an influence, from this exchange it is possible to note that as well as games being the ‘easiest place to find inspiration’, they are also the most appropriate.  This comes through further in my second remark on gaming’s specificity.

The following extended passage points to the particular purchase of games as sources of inspiration when it comes to communicating ideas:

Referencing other games for inspiration or concept is a good way for getting your ideas across, because if you’re trying to explain it and you’re trying to draw it: that’s not what I want, I know what I want, it’s in my head.  If you just reference a game and show someone it, they’ll be ‘yeah, ok’, so they’ll get a clearer image of what you’re going for. Everyone has to be on the same track, everyone has to know where you’re getting you reference from [and] what the game has to look like. (author interview, 2007)

As with a concern with the specificity of games, the involvement of the student with this medium has considerable influence on how idea generation can be explained.  Given that games are the intended result, references for idea generation can be most clearly articulated with regard to analogous forms. In terms of designing for a specific medium, and communicating ideas specific to this activity, these broader associations must be weighted up against the students’ familiarity with games and the dominance and ubiquity of games within their web of associations. Following this, the above comment also highlights how games are distinctly employed in developing webs of association and conceptual heterogeneity.  As the same student stated in describing one of the projects he and others we were working on in their university-based development studio, “there is basically a structure of a game we are mimicking for the MMO; [we are] taking a game we have been playing for months and we are taking all the good parts and getting rid of all the bad parts” (author interview, 2007).  This comment, as with all others included in this article, offers insights into how students understand and describe their games design education.  This comment particularly emerges from a work placement student and points to some of the practices and approaches to games design he is developing.  Moreover, with regard to changing relationships with digital games it signals the purchase of games as sources of inspiration and the explanatory and descriptive weight games have within a games design context.  The following section will develop these arguments on games as sources of inspiration and creativity, to consider more closely the higher education industry orientated context as it informs these changing relationships. 

“The mod was pretty basic, it was learning, it was just an excuse to learn; we did it in Unreal”

In analysing student becoming and transitions around player/student/designer roles, the reach of higher education and industry collaborations are highly significant.  The earlier cited course tutor comment on the production pipeline highlighted illustrates how course leaders on courses I have been carrying research out with were aware and attentive to the requirements of the industry most of their future graduates would be going into.  For example, one student noted this stating:

[A course tutor] often shows us things in class, sorts of advertisements, and says want sort of skills they are looking for.  When we were doing level design in the first semester, he would often bring up things and say what sorts of talents they wanted, like working with Unreal. (author focus group, 2007)  

Unreal Tournament 3 (Epic Games, 2007) is referenced by this student in relation to valuable career skills, and this game figured within several courses I conducted research in terms of teaching on level design.  Given the Unreal Tournament 3 comes with an editor, many students would use this ‘classroom’ technology outside of their course context to carry out games modifications.  As one first-year student stated, ‘I tend to try and create my own content rather. For example, Unreal Tournament 3 is coming out soon and I’m looking forward more to the editor than the game’ (author focus group, 2007). This comment points to a changing relationship in terms of games design, but this is not necessarily aligned with the course context.  The following will argue that it is within and through the higher education course context that students’ changing relationships with games shift and develop in terms of being industry-ready.  
Through a close focus on modding, this section will highlight students’ changing relationships with games as bound up with their personal and skills development.

Digital games modifications, “can be officially sanctioned, such as developer-distributed that enhances the game play or fixes a bug, or they can be ‘unofficial’, such as unsanctioned game levels, designed and distributed by players” (Salen and Zimmerman, 2004, p. 559).  Whilst modding using in-game editors such as those released with Unreal Tournament 3 may be part of a games design course, modding should be approached as distinct to games design within the games development context.  The subtle and important commonalities and distinctions are explored by David Nieborg and Shenja van der Graff.  For Nieborg and van der Graff, “a general and unspecified notion of ‘mods’ as a moniker for all user-created game material misses the finer nuances of the wide range of creative output of amateur developers” (2008, p. 184).  Unfortunately, the degree of specificity and description that students went into did not capture “the finer nuances”, and consequently a more catch-all usage is adopted here.  In turn though, the more particular focus here is on how students approach and frame modding practices in terms of their games design course, personal development, and career aspirations.  Noting the differing motivations of modding as fun and a determination to gain mainstream success, Olli Sotamaa suggests, “probably most modders fall somewhere in between, where having fun with mod community friends is the primary motivation but the idea of achieving a job in game industry can also play some role” (Sotamaa, 2004: online).   Some accounts offered by games design students similarly fall somewhere between.  A further position, the most noticeable, was that of modding as complementary to their course and as a means of developing skills.  This would sit closest to the motivation of getting a job in the games industry, but what may be distinguished is that this is not a direct route in but a way to increase employability.  The mod community aspect, most identifiable with online communities, links up with the industry in a number of ways.  The organisation of competitions for mod developers by publishers and developers is one such way in which they may come into proximity and provide the opportunity for modders to showcase their game, level mods etc.  For the students I conducted my research with, there was a commitment and belief in their choice to undertake an undergraduate degree.  The selection of such a formal route impelled them to proceed along this trajectory and to enter the industry through modding competitions and other informal routes, whilst probably welcome, would seem to undermine their investment of time and money in gaining a degree.  As one student comment “you could work on mods and things like that and try get in that way, but it easier if you have a qualification to say look there’s the bit of paper I can do it, give me a job” (author interview, 2007)”.  Drawing on Althusser’s ‘Ideological State Apparatus’ essay, Sotamaa suggests that “free modder labour that mainly acquires its skills and attitudes by communicating with other hobbyists on the Internet cannot be controlled in the same way as the more traditional types of labour”, and “therefore institutions like schools and universities have a significant role in educating labour suitable to the modern capitalist mode of production” (2007: online).  This argument speaks to the negotiation of activities outside of students’ courses and how these are encouraged and situated in relation to the course and preparation as industry-ready workers.  

The importance of modding in relation to developing skills and increasing employability can be seen in the following sample of comments in response to a question on whether students undertake games design related activities outside the course.

I’ve been testing modifications for Half Life two but recently I have been going to modify other games using Unreal Tournament, just to see if and how I can make some kind of basic idea work and see if I can flesh that out. (author focus group, 2007)

I’m making a lot of maps for different games and things, modding different games and things, anything I can do in my spare time. (author focus group, 2007)

I do a lot of modding as well especially for Neverwinter Nights 2 which we’ve just got. And I’ve done some Unreal Tournament sort of stuff as well. (author focus group, 2007)

The extent of students’ engagements with modding was not necessarily tied to the course as expressed in the following comment:

I’ve been dabbling in and specifically I keep coming back to it and I’m becoming a bit obsessed with it, the Unreal Editor and the engine. I’ve been using that since 98, was that when it came out? I’ve been using that a lot since then outside uni. I’ve been trying to make, you know, custom textures and custom models and things since before I started.(author focus group, 2007)

Whilst describing a long-standing interest and relationship here, what I would emphasize was the context within which modding was discussed.  One of the most compelling and revealing aspects emerging from my fieldwork and that has underscored my main arguments, has been the differing relationships students develop with games and games technologies and how these technologies constitute and configure aspects of student identity as designers in becoming.  There is a need to be careful of overstating how the course informs student activities, but the flipside to this is how students were often already engaged to varying degrees and/or passionate about these ‘designer’ practices and ways of modifying and developing games to the extent that the higher education-industry contribution was to channel this into employable skills and industry preparation.  The following quote brings together this negotiation of the self as a designer in becoming in relation to modding:

I’ve had this game called Sonic Robot Battle 2; you can make levels and characters and also post them on the Internet. I’ve been trying to do that and 
get feedback from other people to see if my levels are good, because in some ways, if you can get the public to like what you’re doing maybe you get more chance of developers liking what you’re doing, because you understand what people what. Recently I’ve felt in games, something like, it’s not that we’re telling the industry what we want, but sometimes they can listen and do the complete opposite and let you down on the game that you buy. (author focus group, 2007)

This student relates their experiences as a disgruntled consumer and how this in a sense inspired them to carefully consider player feedback of the mods.  Also though, their desire for mod feedback is hinged on attempts to gain insight into player wants so they can develop more popular games.  Ultimately, the aim seems to be to heighten their understanding of developer preferences.  Taking feedback is an opportunity to develop their skills and interests beyond personal preferences to a broader market interest.  For this student, the issue to address was how could the levels and characters there were modding be improved and adapted to make them industry compatible.  This concern can then be seen to roll into the issue of what skills are needed to achieve these changes.  Moreover, this account resonates with Heelas’ account of the exploratory stage of ‘soft capitalism’ in which work is “taken to provide the opportunity to ‘work’ on oneself; to grow; to learn; to become more effective as a person (du Gay, 1996)” (2002: 83).   Seeking feedback from online communities illustrates the reflexive development and ‘work on oneself’ that is bound up with becoming industry-ready and making oneself industry relevant and appealing.   

This is a transition that can be traced across a number of engagements with games technologies and that is closely bound up with students’ desires to use industry standard tools.  For instance, one student commented “I really did enjoy playing F.E.A.R, and I really did like making levels for it as well”, but went on to add it would “be good if we could get a proper version, rather than the one we’ve had to use that doesn’t have everything the game is made from” (author focus group, 2007).  Becoming a games designer, for this student explicitly, requires using industry standard tools.  This is certainly an issue of funding and highlights a tension expressed by a course tutor who states, “we don’t just prepare students to work in the games industry”, and that “they’re not just software users, they don’t just become Max users, they become a creative 3D artist who happens to specialise in Max but can also apply his [sic] creativity to any tool that he is given (author interview, 2007).  This tutor elucidates a pressing tension around industry orientated degree courses and industry expectations against the broader responsibilities of the university and higher education that tutors stress.  Alongside changing relationships with technology and student development, this is an issue with the UK that is intimately bound up with government policy on education, the creative industries and skills and talent that have been addressed elsewhere (see Ashton, 2007a and 2007b).  What stands out with regard to this discussion is how students and technologies are in process and it is drawing out notions of becoming, process and translation this article will conclude.  

Conclusion
Thomas Malaby has suggested we see games “as social artefacts in their own right that are always in the process of becoming” (2007, p. 95).  Translating this somewhat, I have explored how we may see games as in processes of becoming with students and students conversely as in processes of becoming with games.  This returns us to the opening suggestion from Emri and f Mäyrä, and, following the findings and discussion offered in this article, I would suggest that exploring the student at the cusp or duality of play and design is particularly fruitful for understanding how a game is contingently encountered and the diverse types of player and game-play experiences.  From a passion for games to a passion for games design, noticeable shifts are clearly distinguishable.  The student is no longer the kind of player they once were and nor are they designers working in professional development studios (see Ashton, 2008 for an account of a university-based commercial development studio).  Students are rather finding their way into games design and the role of the designer and in doing so through industry informed Higher Education courses, new ways of playing and engaging with digital games technologies are instrumentally fostered.  

Equally, the role of the designer may be understood as a particular ‘sort of person’ following du Gay’s approach to personhood (2007).  Specifically du Gay suggests an approach to the study of persons focusing on “the contexts within which and the practical means through which individuals are equipped with the capacities to conduct themselves as particular sorts of persons” (2007, p. 23).  This article has argued that through changing relationships with games technologies, games design students seek to equip themselves with industry-ready skills to become games designers.  The higher education context as informed by industry offers the guidance and practical means by which students reconfigure their relationships with games, through modding for instance, in line with specific skills and competencies.  In stressing this alongside the comments on understanding the contingencies of game-play, the games design student marks a unique opportunity for exploring games technologies and identity in process and education and industry in collaboration.   
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