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Course Overview

This course is called Advanced Game Workshop, taught by Jessica Hammer.  This course 
serves as an intensive workshop for designing and producing meaningful games, and as a 
special topics seminar for students interested in advanced study of games.  You should be 
taking this course if you would like to produce a game of some social importance, or to 
improve your understanding of the theory of educational games through hands-on 
practice.

This course has two goals: one productive, one pedagogical.

First, this course serves as an intensive workshop for building games.  By the end of the 
semester, you and your group will have completed a game.  While there will be slightly 
different milestones for the production of digital, non-digital and hybrid games, all 
groups will end the semester with a fully playable, finished game.  At the end of the 
course, you will have a complete game which you can enter into competitions, use for 
research, or show at festivals.

Second, this course will help provide you with the tools you will need to continue with 
game research and game design in the future.  We will explore how to find, interpret and 
use current research on games, and we will analyze the educational success or failure of a 
variety of existing educational games.  We will also explore the many fields which go 
into game research and design, from education to economics.  By the end of the course, 
you should be able to continue with game research, design and production on your own.

This course presumes that you have some prior experience with game design, with 
educational theory, and with educational theory as applied to game design.  The easiest 
way to demonstrate such experience is, of course, to have taken my previous course on 
games and learning.  However, if you have experience with these things from another 
context, please don’t hesitate to speak to me about your prior knowledge!

This course does not require programming skill or experience.  Because projects are done 
in groups, if you wish to create a digital game but do not have technical experience 
yourself, you can seek out a group which has technically savvy members.  Alternately, 
you may choose to work on a non-digital game.  Please note that this course welcomes 
both digital and non-digital games, but that the requirements and milestones for each type 
of game will be somewhat different.

One further note on the educational philosophy of this course: we will focus on games 
and play as opportunities for learning – something which can happen in or out of the 
classroom – rather than teaching.  While you may wish to design a game to be used in the 
classroom, your peers may choose to design games for leisure educational play, for the 



development of social or leadership skills, for use as inquiry tools, or for attitude and 
behavior change.  This course welcomes educational games of all types, provided that 
they are based in serious research and theory about what learning means.

Finally, be prepared: this will be a difficult and time-consuming class.  You will be 
expected to do independent research, to participate in an iterative design process, to 
collaborate with your peers, and finally to produce a functioning game.  Because you will 
most likely be working in a group, your commitment to this class will affect not just you, 
but also your peers.  Please be sure that you can commit to the deep engagement this 
course requires before you choose to enroll.  However, if you make the commitment to 
the course, I can promise that the hard work of it will also often be hard fun – and at the 
end, you’ll have a finished game to be proud of!

Administrivia

To be prepared for this course, you will need to do a couple of things:

• Visit the course website on Classweb.  All handouts and other materials will be 
available there.

• Acquire the course textbooks.  (See the section on readings below.)  These texts will 
be supplemented with articles and other readings, some chosen by me and some by 
you and your peers.  

• Get hold of some games!  There will be required play assignments (see the section on 
readings, below).  However, the more games you play, the richer your designs will 
be.

• Familiarize yourself with the EGGPLANT Lab (50A Thorndike) and the TC and 
Columbia libraries.  You will be expected to do research on existing educational 
games and on topics related to your own game design, and these are research 
resources you should be familiar with.

• It is recommended that your group use online collaboration tools such as Google 
Docs or wiki software to support your ongoing design process.  Familiarizing 
yourself with the software early in the semester is a good way to get ahead of the 
game!

Workload and Grading

There is only one assignment for the course: to produce a game.  This assignment will be 
completed in groups of two to five people.  (A group of one person is permissible, but not 
recommended.  Researching, designing and producing a game is difficult!)

One grade will be calculated per group, as follows:



Process 50%
- Participation in group work and class discussion 20%
- In-class presentations and play-testing 15%
- Iterative process and revision of game 15%

Product 50%
- Quality and use of research 20%
- Interim project deliverables 15%
- Playability, originality and completeness of final product 15%

Process

This portion of your grade represents how you engage with the class, with your peers, 
and with the game you are designing.  

It often takes teams some time to learn how to work together; if your team has difficulties 
in finding a good working strategy, acknowledging and trying to overcome those 
difficulties early in the course will help your process grade greatly.

Product

This portion of your grade represents the success or failure of your game itself.  

Note that it is possible to succeed in this course, even if the game your group produces 
has serious flaws.  Groups are encouraged to take risks with their approach to gaming! 
However, this is only the case if you have truly engaged with the design process, as 
presentations, interim deliverables, and game revision make up 45% of your grade in 
addition to the final product portion of the grade.

Deliverables

Each group will make five in-class presentations, as follows:

- Project pitch 
- Research presentation and analysis
- Early-stage design demo
- Playable prototype demo
- Final presentation

Each group will be expected to keep an ongoing research and design document and a 
process log, updated at least weekly with their progress.  At each of these five milestones, 
teams will be expected to hand in a summary of their current design document and 
process document.  Teams will also be expected to hand in playable versions of the game 
for the appropriate milestones.

In addition, teams creating non-digital games are responsible for writing up a detailed 
play-test report based on their play-testing with the target group, while teams creating 



digital games will be responsible for a technical design document addressing their 
production and development issues.

Finally, teams will be expected to offer informed and incisive critique of other teams’ 
games, process and assessment plans.

Readings and Play Assignments

In addition to project-based work, there will be readings or play assignments due every 
week.  You are expected to finish the reading or gameplay before class each week, and 
come prepared to discuss it with your classmates. 

Participation

Your active participation in class discussion, particularly game critiques, is an important 
part of this class.  Come prepared to share your ideas – we want to hear what you have to 
say!

Readings

Students may find it useful to purchase the following books:

- The Game Design Reader, ed. Zimmerman & Salen
- Rules of Play, Zimmerman & Salen
- Persuasive Games, Bogost
- What Videogames Have To Teach Us About Learning and Literacy, Gee

However, all readings, including those from the books listed above, will be handed out in 
class or available in PDF format.  See the Class Schedule document for details of which 
readings are due and when.

There are also mandatory play assignments for games which we will discuss and analyze. 
Some of these games will be chosen by the class, but the two games we will begin with 
are The Logical Journey of the Zoombinis (available in the EGGPLANT Lab) and The 
Redistricting Game (available free online). 

However, the majority of the readings and play assignments will be chosen based on 
students’ research and design interests, and will be largely chosen by students.  Come 
prepared to share articles and games that you think will be helpful in the course!

In addition, I suggest that you follow at least one online gaming website to read about 
news in the game field.  The ones I recommend are as follows:

• Games, Design, Art, Culture (http://www.costik.com/weblog/), the game-related 
weblog of Greg Costikyan, respected designer of digital and non-digital games

http://www.costik.com/weblog/


• The Escapist (http://www.escapistmagazine.com), an online magazine with an 
interesting new take on games each week

• Terranova (http://terranova.blogs.com), a group blog about massively multi-
player games and virtual worlds

• Water Cooler Games (http://www.watercoolergames.com/), a site logging 
development of games in spheres outside the purely entertaining 

Of course, there are plenty of other game sites out there, and if you find one that you 
prefer, please follow that instead!  However, be sure to choose one that includes 
reflection about games, not just news.  Reading about the release of the hottest new 
games is not going to help with this class; thinking about games critically and carefully 
will.

Course Policies

Collaboration policy
All members of the group are expected to participate equally in the work of game 
research, design and production.  Collaborate as much as you like, or split the work up if 
you prefer; you can’t go wrong! 

The only assignments which should be completed individually are the end-of-semester 
group evaluations, which are private and should be submitted by email directly to me.

However, groups should be cautious of borrowing their game mechanics too closely from 
familiar games.  Just as a writing class wouldn’t let you copy from Hemingway, this class 
discourages games which are too similar to Monopoly, Scrabble or other popular 
pastimes.  Don’t worry, though – I’ll let you know if your game is inadvertently 
plagiarizing in plenty of time to revise it!

Additionally, if your group draws on resources not available to the rest of the class, such 
as working with other students who are not taking the course, you should clear it with me 
beforehand.

Disabilities policy
The College will make reasonable accommodations for persons with documented 
disabilities.  Students are encouraged to contact the Office of Access and Services for 
Individuals with Disabilities for information about registration (166 Thorndike Hall).  
Services are available only to students who are registered and submit appropriate 
documentation.  As your instructor, I am happy to discuss specific needs with you as 
well.  

(Can you tell this is official university policy language?)

Lateness policy
There are two main kinds of assignments in this course: in-class presentations and 
assignments to be turned in.

http://www.watercoolergames.com/
http://terranova.blogs.com/
http://www.escapistmagazine.com/


For in-class presentations, no lateness is allowed.  Your group is expected to demo your 
game or lead an in-class discussion on the day you’ve committed to, no exceptions.  If 
your group cannot make an in-class deadline, you may trade with another group. 
However, if you are not able to do so, then either you will present or you will receive a 
grade of zero for that assignment.

For documents and game drafts, you must contact me in advance if your group wishes an 
extension on one of the assignments.  I can be flexible with many of the written 
deadlines, but only if you speak to me beforehand.  There are also some deadlines which 
may not be negotiable.  If you do not obtain an extension, the late assignment will be 
penalized by a third of a grade for every day which it remains overdue.  

For your information, the following is the University policy regarding incompletes:

The grade of Incomplete is to be assigned only when the course 
attendance requirement has been met but, for reasons satisfactory to the 
instructor, the granting of a final grade has been postponed because 
certain course assignments are outstanding.  If the outstanding 
assignments are completed within one calendar year from the date of the 
close of term in which the grade of Incomplete was received and a final 
grade submitted, the final grade will be recorded on the permanent 
transcript, replacing the grade of Incomplete, with a transcript notation 
indicating the date that the grade of Incomplete was replaced by a final 
grade.  
 
If the outstanding work is not completed within one calendar year from 
the date of the close of term in which the grade of Incomplete was 
received, the grade will remain as a permanent Incomplete on the 
transcript. In such instances, if the course is a required course or part of 
an approved program of study, students will be required to re-enroll in 
the course including repayment of all tuition and fee charges for the new 
registration and satisfactorily complete all course requirements.  If the 
required course is not offered in subsequent terms, the student should 
speak with the faculty advisor or Program Coordinator about their options 
for fulfilling the degree requirement.  Doctoral students with six or more 
credits with grades of Incomplete included on their program of study will 
not be allowed to sit for the certification exam

I warn you that I will be hesitant to grant incompletes, or to allow extensions past the last 
day of class for anything short of an emergency.  

Contact Information

The best way to reach me is by email: my email address is jh2354@columbia.edu.  I will 
do my best to answer course-related email within 24 hours on weekdays and 48 hours on 
weekends.



The second-best way to reach me is to come to my office hours.  I will be available after 
class to answer questions.  I will also hold office hours at a time TBA in the EGGPLANT 
Game Research Lab, 50A Thorndike. 

Finally, if you can’t come to office hours, I can make appointments to meet with 
individual students.  Please make an appointment by email, or by speaking to me after 
class.


