The Challenges of Interdisciplinary Pedagogy

Dr. Robert L. Appelman — Indiana University

This round table session will focus on a comparison of different curricular and pedagogical approaches in
Game Studies. This comparison will be based largely on a study | have been conducting during the last 8
months on different colleges and universities around the world that focus on Game Theory and/or Game
Development. Key universities of my study so far are Gotland University in Sweden, IT Copenhagen in
Denmark, Utrecht University of the Arts in the Netherlands, USC — Carnegie Mellon — and Indiana
University in the US.

The continuity of the round table discussion will be orchestrated around these primary lenses:

1. The range of disciplines that are included and the pedagogical approach that is common in each,
as well as the value systems inherent within them.

2. The conflicts that arise between art, programming, audio, design, and theory driven pedagogies.
The administrative silos within each discipline that must be somehow managed within
academia.

4. Avision of an Interdisciplinary Collaborative Design Group within an academic context.

Specific curricula will be contrasted and distributed to the round table participants, and discussions
about these contrasts will be compared to the curricular approaches of the participants. The goal of
defining the student outcomes will be central during these comparisons since there are many outcomes
possible and also needed in this field. My goal will be to identify these different outcomes and couple
them to specific types of curricular and pedagogical approaches. Degrees of quality, sophistication,
elegance, project management, and relevance to theoretical studies that drive the design will be placed
on the table for discussion as well.

Since academic institutions vary considerably, the idea that each academic institution must face a
degree of specialization within the field will be posited. The tie to both the industry and the role of
academia to study games will highlight the natural tension that exists in academia today. Close ties to
industry are essential for those institutions that are wishing to follow the developmental curricular
paths, and increased discussion of methodologies for research in game studies through publication and
conferencing are critical for the health of the game studies and development field. This round table
discussion will end with presentation and discussion of strategies to strengthen these initiatives through
clearly delineated curricula and strong pedagogical approaches within an interdisciplinary context.
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The Film School Approach
A Film School approach embraces the values of excellence that have been paramount in the
creation of the film industry. This entails bringing together all of the art forms with the intent of
creating a product that is superlative in every measure, and thus is the underlying goal of the
school. Pedagogically this necessitates the availability of quality faculty members in each
discipline as well as a significant investment in the technology infrastructure. Accordingly it also
presupposes a strong relationship with the industry to validate both the school’s instructional
approach as well as bringing a sense of reality to the career target of the students.

There are pedagogical differences though between film and game creation that necessitates
departures from the standard filmic tradition. Since games are interactive and branching, the
base line of linearity that was the cornerstone of film, leaves some of the curricula involving
storyline, pacing, and continuity in a limbo state. The medium of games is often more like web
development which currently falls under computer science and informatics. In other words,
what makes a good film does not necessarily translate into what makes a good game.

Academic Institution Examples:
e University of Southern California — LA, CA : http://interactive.usc.edu/

e Gotland University — Visby, Sweden: http://www.hgo.se/sg/index.htm

The Art School Approach
The Art School approach focuses on creating innovative new forms in the game contexts that
stimulate the senses and engage the player. The player’s reaction and perceptions within these
new environments are highly regarded and observed, and often are critically compared to
traditional art experiences. Individual student expression is encouraged, as is group
brainstorming and development. Pedagogically the problem to be solved through the
development of a gaming experience is loosely defined and allows considerable freedom for the
design individual or team.

There is much less, if any, association with the game industry as they are viewed as too rigid in
their design approaches, and correspondingly the game industry often view students from these
programs as being too idealistic, non-team players, and difficult to assimilate into the work
environment. The argument from the Art School is that the freedom allowed in the design
environment is what develops the creative capacity and greater scope of problem-solving skills.

Academic Institution Examples:
e Aalborg University — Copenhagen, Denmark : http://media.aau.dk/

e Interactive Institute — Kista, Sweden : http://w3.tii.se/en/



http://interactive.usc.edu/
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http://w3.tii.se/en/

The Design School Approach
The Design School approach is reminiscent of the Bauhaus Curriculum created in 1923 which
directed the organization of the faculty and instruction to be collaborative and targeted at a
final product. All students in this paradigm are required to be exposed in the design and
development process of all disciplines involved in game design prior to specialization in one or
two. Such a curriculum also requires a collaborative faculty and spaces for a wide variety of
small group and plenary dialog. Production spaces are less defined and restricted since more of
the student body has been trained in their use. The sequences of courses in a “D-School” are
defined more in terms of projects than in topics that are related to skill or content acquisition.

Although the student exiting from a D-School is more of a renaissance person with the ability to
do many things, they are often difficult to place into an industry position, especially if the game
company is using a more compartmentalized organizational design. However, there are
opportunities that many D-Schools offer for internships and other collaborations with the
industry that allow for appropriate specializations during the student’s final years. If this
relationship with the industry is strong, then the student coming from a Design School is often
the easiest to assimilate into a productive status within a game company.

Academic Institution Example:
e Utrecht University of Art & Design — Hilversum, The Netherlands:
http://www.hku.nl/web/English/BachelorProgrammes/BachelorOfArtAndTechnology.htm

The Game Studies Approach
The Game Studies approach is reminiscent of traditional film or media studies approaches mixed
with a bit of comparative literature. It is primarily analytical and reflective about how games
“are” and how they are “played” instead of how to make them. Often in these schools are
special tracks that associate with computer science students who wish to build prototypes of
games. However, even these students must follow the prime directive which is that design must
be justified through supporting theory, principles, and comparisons to existing games and genre.
Such and approach prepares the students to be extremely conversant about what has been
created to date, as well as assisting in the development of the language to define these evolving
genres. There is a stress on publishing research, and the focus is as varied as the faculty and
students who work and attend each school.

Associations with the industry are more for the purpose of understanding “the why” of any
design approach, rather than providing understanding to their students of how the industry
works, or how games are developed. Because of the strong analytical training these students
receive, they often are identified as excellent usability testers or QA employees.

Academic Institution Example:
e [T University —Copenhagen — Copenhagen, Denmark : http://www1.itu.dk/sw5211.asp
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