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Welcome

Welcome to the NYU Game Center MFA. The purpose of this
guide is to familiarize you with how the program works and help
you get the most out of it.

First of all, congratulations. This is not an easy program to get
into. There are many more people who apply than there are
available slots. If you are reading this then you have run a gaunt-
let of tough critical evaluation and thorough scrutiny. You
convinced people with unreasonably high standards that you had
some mix of the qualities they were looking for: passion, intelli-
gence, skill, and vision.

Maybe it was the work in your portfolio, maybe it was the insight
of your application essay, maybe it was the way you presented
yourself in an interview, or (probably) a combination of all of
these and more. Whatever it was, you’ve got it, and you are now
going to spend the next two years expanding, refining, broaden-
ing, and multiplying those qualities up to their world-conquering
maximum.

Look around you. The other people here also have it. You're
now a member of a rare group. Over the next two years there
will be challenges ahead for all of you. But never forget the
impressive feat you have already accomplished.






The Game Center MFA is a new kind of program devoted to an
idea that is simple and obvious and, at the same time, radical and
revolutionary.

That idea: games are important. They aren’t important because
they are the most advanced form of human-computer interaction
(although they are); they aren’t important because they make you
smarter (although they do); they aren’t important because they
can make you rich (although they can).

Games are important for their own sake, because playing games
is a deeply vital and intrinsic part of being human. They are
important because games are a powerful way of exploring
complex ideas and grappling with ourselves, with each other, and
with the world. They are important because games can be
beautiful in ways that defy explanation and meaningful in ways
that exceed understanding.

At the Game Center we study games the way they study painting
at the Sorbonne, acting at the Royal Academy, and music at
Juliard — passionately, proudly, and without apology. We want to
understand them more deeply and make them more beautiful.

This is our big idea:

We study games as a form of culture

and game design as creative practice

...and this is the purpose of the Game Center MFA.






The Studio Approach

The NYU Game Center MFA is based on a studio approach of
hands-on game creation within a context of advanced critical
literacy and sophisticated theoretical analysis.

WORK

We call the hands-on game creation part “work” and it’s the
heart of what we do here. Even if you go on to apply your MFA
to something other than actually making games, while you are
here you are, first and foremost, a game creator.

Many of the classes you take are built around game creation
projects and exercises. The other ones are meant to inform,
guide, and inspire your work. At the center of everything is the
work. When you aren’t sure what to do — work. Ask yourself,
“what should I be working on?” and then work on it.

To quote artist Corita Kent:

“’The only rule is work. If you work it

will lead to something. It’s the people

who do all the work all the time who
eventually catch on to things.”



HOW

WORK

Game creation is more art than science - that’s why you’re getting
an MFA instead of an MS. But we're so confident about some
things that we treat them like scientific facts:



iterate |

Game creation is a loop. A great game emerges out of the contin-
ual process of making & testing & refining & testing & refining &
testing etc. Embrace the loop.

fail fast |

Get out of the idea phase and into the creation loop as quickly as
possible. Don’t expect your first version to be fun. Expect it to be
a train wreck. Turning your beautiful idea into a glorious train
wreck is an important milestone. Celebrate it.

follow the funig

Sometimes your train wreck contains nothing worth pursuing. If
so, start over. But almost always, there will be a glimmer of
something promising. We call that glimmer “fun,” but that can
mean anything — interesting, surprising, weird, cool, beautiful,
compelling. Learn to recognize this glimmer. Your job is to rescue
it from the wreckage and give it room to breathe.

 playtest |

The heart of the iterative loop is playtesting. Good games surprise
us. Don’t just run them in your head - run them on the table, in
the room, on the screen. And don’t just run them on yourselves,
run them on other people. Other people are called “players” and
they are the magical ingredient that makes your game work.

* “Fail Fast & Follow the Fun” © Marc LeBlanc, ca. 2000
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Collaboration

Making games, especially videogames, is an interdisciplinary
process. In this program you will sometimes be working solo, but
more often you will be on a team. Learning to collaborate well is
one of the most valuable skills you can develop and is one of the
central pillars of the Game Center MFA.



Some basic rules of thumb for collaboration:

arrive earl

Be eager, respectful, and prepared. When it’s time for a team
meeting, show up early and ready to contribute.

make your paritners look good

Your goal should always be to get the best work out of the other
people in your group. (Ironically, this is the secret to developing
the most impressive personal reputation.)

““Yes, and...”

Learn the classic improv rule of co-creating by accepting and
building off of your partner’s ideas instead of shutting them
down.

respectful criticism

A complement to “Yes and...” is the idea that you should bring a
spirit of rigorous critical evaluation to everyone’s ideas and work,
including your own. For a professional designer, serious critique

is a sign of deep respect. Learn to give it and receive it honestly

and with patience and good humor.

bias towards action

A fast prototype is always better than a long discussion.

it’s ok to fail

Not every team dynamic works. If, after honestly trying, your
team just can’t function, it may be time to iterate on your team
composition. Talk to your team and talk to your instructor to try
and work things out, then move on to a new context and keep
working.



Roles and Disciplines

During the application process we asked you to choose one or
more areas of focus, most of which reflect the different disci-
plines that go into game creation.

Your chosen area of focus helps us to understand who you are,
your skills, and your goals and interests.

But what it doesn’t do is pigeonhole you into one type of role on
collaborative teams. We do not subscribe to a factory model
where individuals have carefully pre-defined roles that tell them
how to contribute.

Our model is flat and flexible.

Everyone in a collaborative
group is a game creator

Everyone is responsible for getting to the best possible version of
a completed project. You should define clear roles and responsi-
bilities within each project, which may or may not correspond to
your selected areas of focus, but you will always be expected to
work across boundaries, learn new skills, and apply yourself
eagerly to whatever task needs doing.



In other words, on a team you have two responsibilities:

vull your own weigh

Take responsibility for the individual role you have
® chosenona particular project.

help out everyone else

Go beyond your role wherever you can.

This sounds like a contradiction, but it’s not. In an environment
of trust, people don'’t get territorial with their roles. Instead, just
the opposite happens — people become eager for critical feed-
back and outside ideas. Work towards establishing this level of
trust and collaboration on every project.






What is “Game Design”?

We use the term “game design” in two different ways. In one
sense, it refers to a specific discipline and craft, which includes
concept creation, system design, game balance and tuning,
writing and scripting, interaction design, level design, design
documentation, and responsibility for overall user experience.

But game design is also the name of the entire program, and the
degree that you are all getting.

Game design in this larger sense represents the overall process of
mindful, creatively-driven game creation. Regardless of your
specific skills, interests, and individual project responsibilities, you
are all learning to be game designers in this larger sense.

Game design is woven through every atom of the creative
process — from project management to art direction to program-
ming to marketing to QA. Every decision and every action that
goes into the game has an impact on its design.






There are no “creative directors” on Game Center projects. On
every project where you make a contribution, whatever your role,
you will share full responsibility for the game’s design, creative
vision, and overall player experience, and you will be expected to
answer these important questions:

¢ Why are you making this game?

‘O What is this game’s main idea?

¢ How does this game work?

0 What needs to happen to make this game great?
In this sense, all of you are always game designers, even though
only some of you might be responsible for specific “game design”
tasks on a project.
We admit that this is confusing. Sorry about that. The most
important thing is that all of you graduate from this program with
the ability to be creative leaders and the capacity to develop and
articulate a strong vision and execute on that vision, regardless of

your title.

That’s what game design is.






Digital and Non-Digital
Games

The Game Center is committed to helping elevate the evolving
form of the video game. However, our interest is not limited to
just digital games. We see video games as one vector within the
larger field of games and play as a whole.

During your time at the Game Center, you will be encouraged to
go wherever your interests and passion lead you. You are
welcome to develop games that use computers, physical objects,
human bodies, real-world spaces, and any combination thereof.
A game is a game is a game. We don’t discriminate.
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The Game Center Library

Our collection of digital and non-digital games contains more
than 3,000 titles, making it one of the largest game libraries in
the world.

We call it the “Open Library” because it’s accessible to all NYU
Students, but the main purpose of the Library is to be a resource
for you, the dedicated Game Center students.

The Library exists so that you can build advanced game literacy
through critical play. It’s also there to serve your design research
needs. If there's a game you want to play that isn't part of the
collection, let us know and we'll track it down.
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Events

The Game Center maintains a busy schedule of events through-
out the year. These events are a mainstay of the NYC game dev
community and are a great place to get exposed to new ideas
and mingle with cool people from the local scene.

Lecture Series Featuring world-renowned design-
ers and scholars.

Workshops and Masterclasses Intensive hands
on skill-building seminars.

PRACTICE Our annual conference that brings
together professional game designers from videog-
ames, boardgames, and sports.

No Quarter A yearly exhibition that commissions
indie designers to create works for a gallery setting.

TR For competitive games including

StarCraft, Smash Bros. and Street Fighter.

Make Your Mark Many of the best Game Center
events are created by our students. Have an idea for
a speaker you'd like to invite, a workshop you want
to run, or an event you'd like to organize? Let us
know and wel'll figure out how to make it happen.






Civility and Respect

The world of games and the people who love them is vibrant and
diverse but there are aspects of traditional gamer and game
development culture which can be homogenous and exclusion-
ary. Problems of bias can range from a subtle but pervasive “boys
club” mentality to explicit sexism or racism in game content to
hostile or offensive language and behavior at gaming events.

It is important to us that the Game Center community be an
inclusive, diverse, safe, and welcoming environment. Our policy
is simple:

We have zero tolerance for any type

of offensive behavior or harassment

If you aren’t sure about what constitutes appropriate behavior or
language, simply ask yourself - will the person I'm interacting
with find the behavior offensive? If so, don’t do it. You should
always err on the side of courtesy and respect.

This is our policy for all members and guests of the Game Center
community. As MFA students you have a special responsibility to
be stewards of this community and to represent our values in all
of your interactions with other students and the outside world.
We hope you will take pride in this responsibility and see it as an
integral part of your creative contribution to gaming culture.



Games Connect to the World

In this program we don’t have a preconceived notion of the type
of games you should make. You will choose the kinds of games
you want to design, the questions about games you want to
answer, and the creative directions you want to explore. Our job
is to help you get there.

But there is one guiding principle we ask you to keep in mind —
you should always be thinking about how your work fits into the
world. Who will play your game and how will it affect them?
What ideas does it embody? How does it relate to the games
that came before it and all the possible games that might come
after? And even more importantly - how does it speak to the
present moment, to you as a person in the world with a life that
includes games but also goes beyond them?




Our goal is to provide a broad, open, educational environment
that encourages well-rounded creative individuals with wide-rang-
ing knowledge, interests, and tastes, capable of drawing inspira-
tion, ideas and techniques from outside of the world of gaming.

NYU is a world-class university with a diverse array of deep
educational resources. During your time in the program, we want
you to tap into these resour d apply them to your creative
work. The MFA curricul s slots for free electives which
allow you to take classes 1 epartments, and your advisors
can help guide you towards r classes whether they are in
computer science, philosophy, psychology, history, art, perfor-
mance studies, or any other field.

We encourage you to take advantage of these resources to enrich
your time at the Game Center and deepen your creative practice
as a game designer.






Thesis

Thesis is the culmination of your MFA experience, and the prima-
ry focus of your second year in the program

A thesis project can be just about anything. While we expect most
thesis projects to be some kind of game, they might take the form
of a significant game-related research project, a games exhibition,
a podcast series, a website, or something else.

Your thesis can be a solo project or a collaboration with other
students. (Although we strongly encourage you to work on a
group thesis project.) It should explore your specific interests and
express your personal creative vision. It should be the kind of
project that can reach beyond the walls of the program and make
an impact on the larger world of games. It should be ambitious
enough to be truly challenging but focused enough to be complet-
ed in one year.

You should begin thinking about your thesis now. By the end of
your first year you will be required to submit an initial idea for
what you want your thesis to be about.



MFA Curriculum

YEAR 1 / Semester One

Everyone takes the same classes in semester one:

» Code Lab Zero (intro to game programming)

» Games 101 (historical overview of games as a cultural form)

» Game Design 1 (fundamental principles of game design)

» Game Studies 1 (theoretical frameworks for understanding
games)

» Game Studio 1 (developing small digital game projects using
a variety of game creation toolsets)

YEAR 1 / Semester Two

In semester two you will continue on to the next phase of Game
Studio and then choose 3 electives (see sidebar):

» Game Studio 2 (taking a single game project from concept
to completion)
» 3 Electives

At the end of year one, you will choose a direction for your thesis
project, which will form the core of your second year at the
program.

YEAR 2 / Semester One
In your third semester you take the first phase of thesis project:
» Thesis 1 (beginning your substantial game development or

game-related project)
» 2 Electives



YEAR 2 / Semester Two

Your final semester is focused on finishing your thesis project:

» Thesis 2 (completing your substantial game development or
game-related project)
» 2 Electives

Electives

When choosing electives, you will work with your advisor to pick
from a range of possible classes. Here are some examples:

» Game Design 2 (advanced topics in Game Design)

» Game Studies 2 (advanced topics in Game Studies)

» Games and Players (a focus on players through social,
psychological, and analytical methods)

» Visual Design for Games (strategies for developing art
direction, look & feel, and user interface)

» Code Labs (skill-building courses in game programming)

» Biz Lab (legal & economic aspects of game development)

» Play Labs (deep dives into a single game, or the games of
one designer or genre)

» Prototype Studio (rapid-fire, small-scale game creation)

In addition to these Game Center electives, any NYU
course, from any department, can be taken as an elective
as long as it is relevant to your game design work and
approved by your advisor.






A Work in Progress

The Game Center MFA is a framework for thought and action.
Like a game, its true meaning emerges as people interact with it.

The best games are the ones that surprise us, that unfold in ways
we can never totally predict, take us places we didn’t expect, and
create new and unforeseen kinds of pleasure and beauty.

In the Well-Played Game, Bernie DeKoven describes the idea of a
play community:

In a play community, it’s the players, you and
everyone you’re playing with, who determine
whether the game is good enough. If it’s not, you

change it. You change something about the rules,
or you discover a hitherto unknown variation, or
you play something entirely else. It’s you who
determines if the game is good enough.

The Game Center MFA is a play community in exactly this sense.
This program is yours now: it belongs to you. You can adapt it to
fit your needs, modify it to make it better, and re-direct it to take
you wherever you need to go. Our hope is that you explore it
deeply, master its challenges, discover its true meaning, and leave
it different than it was when you arrived.

This is a process of learning and evolution. We are all in it togeth-
er. But now it’s your turn to lead.

We can’t wait to see what happens.



A Welcome Message from
Red Burns (1925 - 2013)

Founder of NYU'’s Interactive Telecommunications Program

You are here, and | welcome you.

Look around you. You come from parts of the world that many of you have never
visited.

As you come together, depend on each other, you will find yourself wearing the
ill-fitting clothes of someone else’s world and dine on what is the strange food of
someone else’s thought.

If you can resist the temptation to run back to the shelter of your own comfort
zone — if you permit yourself the intellectual curiosity to explore your differences
just as you would explore a new city, you might be pleasantly surprised.

Collaboration will jar you - provoke and confront you with different ways of looking
at the world - allow this to happen, embrace it

Our signature is collaboration - not competition.

Resist your own comfort zone.

What | want you to know:
Understand the question before looking for the answers.

That there is a difference between the mundane and the inspired. The biggest
danger is not ignorance, but the illusion of knowledge.

That the inherent preferences in organizations are efficiency, clarity, certainty, and
perfection. Human beings are ambiguous, uncertain, and imperfect. How you
balance and integrate these contradictory characteristics is difficult.

That imagination, not calculation, is the “difference” that makes the difference.

That creativity is not the game preserve of artists, but an intrinsic feature of all
human activity.

That in any creative endeavor you will be discomfited and that is part of learning.
Provoke the Unexpected — Expect it.
That there is a difference between long term success and short term flash.

That organizations are really systems of cooperative activities and their coordina-
tion requires something intangible and personal that is largely a matter of relation-
ships.



What | hope for you:

That you combine that edgy mixture of
self-confidence and doubt. Enough
self-confidence to try new things.
Enough self-doubt to question.

That you create opportunities to
improvise.

That you make visible what, without
you, might never have been seen.

That you communicate emotion.

That you play, observe, imagine and
create.

That you look for the question, not the
solution.

That you are not seduced by speed and
power.

That you don’t see the world as a
market, but rather a place that people
live in - you are designing for people -
not machines.

That you have a stake in magic and
mystery and art.

That poetry drives you, not hardware.

That you are willing to risk, make
mistakes, and learn from failure.

That you develop a practice founded in
critical reflection.

That you build a bridge between theory
and practice.

That you value serendipity.
That you reinvent and re-imagine.

That you listen.

That you ask questions.

That you speculate and experiment.
That you play.

That you are spontaneous.

That you remember to collaborate.
That each day is magic for you.

That you turn your thinking upside
down.

That you make whole pieces out of
disparate parts.

That you find what makes the
difference.

That your curiosity knows no
bounds.

That you understand what looks
easy is hard.

That you imagine and re-imagine.
That you develop a moral compass.

That you welcome loners, cellists,
and poets.

That you are flexible.

That you are open.

That you can laugh at yourself.
That you are kind.

That you engage and have a
wonderful time.

This will be 2 years for you to
expand - take advantage of it.



Images taken from Game Center posters designed by Rachel E. Morris www.rachelelm.net





