Ian Schreiber interview

Today we'd like to introduce you Ian Schreiber - a game designer with years of experience, member of the IGDA and the author of numerous online courses on game design. We are currently translating one of his courses into czech language on our site, so we thought we could prepare a small interview for you. What were its beginnings? What is his view on the gaming scene? What led him to do these courses? What about the future? You can learn this all and many more inside an interview below![image: image1.png]



I am very pleased that you agreed to be interviewed and I believe our readers will be excited! Let’s get to questions:
What is your favorite game ever and why? (and it doesn’t have to be a videogame.)
I was actually asked that in a job interview once :). (The follow-up question was "what would you change about it" -- because game designers should know that no game is perfect and there's always room for improvement!)

I'll give you the same answer I gave then: Final Fantasy VI (SNES). This is a very personal choice and I don't expect it to be the same game for everyone else, so some context is needed here. By the time that game came out I had played a lot of RPGs for NES and SNES, and up to that point I was used to the pattern: epic story of a hero who ultimately saves the world. About halfway through FF6 (spoiler warning), the entire world blows up, civilization ends, and I realized that for the first time, I wasn't going to save the world. It was dead, I had lost, and there was nothing I could do about it. That was such a shock, and I totally didn't see it coming. To this day, I can tell you exactly where I was and what I was doing at three points in time: when the Challenger blew up, when the planes hit the towers on 9/11, and when the entire planet was destroyed in FF6. So, I have to give credit to that game for creating such a hugely emotionally moving moment for me. (Unfortunately, the effect is largely lost today with so many games that have "bad" endings, character deaths, and all kinds of other major reversals in the storyline. But this was the first game like that I had encountered, so it has a special place for me.)

Are you married? Do you have children? Do they share your passion for gaming?
I'm married, with our first child on the way (due next January). My wife enjoys games and can appreciate them, and she actually has a good head for both game playing and game design, and I think she'd make a talented game designer if she weren't busy with biomedical engineering ;-). She isn't as passionate about games as I am (but then, I made it my career and she didn't, so that's to be expected) but she is remarkably understanding and supportive of my passion, both personally and professionally.

As for our baby-to-be, the only game she plays right now is kicking when she feels like it, but from time to time I do think about which games to introduce her to first.

What gaming devices we can find in your living room?
None in my living room, because they're all in my home office ;-). There you can find a variety of modern consoles (only conspicuously missing a PS3, sorry Sony) as well as previous ones (going back to original NES). I gave away my Atari 2600 a long time ago, but I do have one of those Atari Flashback things. I also have a variety of plastic instruments and a couple of dance pads.

In my living room you'll find a closet filled with board games, though, and a rather nice gaming table. So that would be the main attraction for house guests.

What is your unfulfilled dream?
It's funny you ask because I have to keep finding new ones! A long time ago it was "it would be great to make a video game" but then I made a couple of my own in high school. So then my dream was to work in the video game industry, but that ended up being my second job after college. And then the dream was to work as a game designer (rather than the programmer that I started as), but that was my very next job. And then I knew I'd REALLY have made it if I spoke at GDC, but then the year after that I did! Then it was to get into teaching and actually be able to share my experience with the next generation of developers, and that happened pretty fast. Then it was being invited to Project Horseshoe, which I figured would take at least ten years, but then it happened just last year.

Current "would love to do this some day" goals: make a game that's unique and special enough to be presented at the Experimental Game Session at GDC, and publish (or self-publish) a tabletop board game.

What do you consider as your biggest life success?
Becoming a game designer.

What book on game design you read and you can say it was one of the best?
I kind of have to plug the book I co-wrote with Brenda Brathwaite here ("Challenges for Game Designers"), don't I?

The other two game design books I typically recommend, as textbooks, are Tracy Fullerton's "Game Design Workshop" and Jesse Schell's "Art of Game Design". For books that have inspired me as a designer that I keep going back to and re-reading every couple of years, I have to recommend Raph Koster's "Theory of Fun for Game Design" and Scott McCloud's "Understanding Comics".

I also occasionally write reviews of game design books on my blog if anyone wants more opinions.

What led you to create these courses and provide it completely for free?
I actually answer this here.

In short, I had four motivations:

1. I love game design and enjoy sharing.

2. Since I've taught both online and in a classroom, I wanted to experiment with new ways of teaching and learning.

3. As a teacher, usually you come up with your own course content and no one ever really evaluates whether you're teaching things that are correct. The students don't know any better, and the other teachers (and people who work in the industry) don't ever see it, so how can I make my content better and make sure that what I'm teaching is accurate and relevant? The best way I could think of is to put the content in a public space and let people comment, discuss and critique. The next time I teach this course, the content is going to be so much stronger as a result. It's kind of like making your software better by open-sourcing it :)

4. The selfish side of this is that it's a career move. The course got a lot of exposure, and my name is a lot more well-known in academic circles because of it.

Except course from last year that we are currently translating to our readers, this summer you started a new course named Game Balance Concepts. Tell us more about this project.
This summer I didn't just want to repeat the same thing as last year, I wanted to do something new. The really exciting thing is that I can use this summer's course to teach a really experimental topic that I'd never be able to teach anywhere else. Since I'm an adjunct (part-time) faculty, I can't just request that I teach a new class that isn't on the books already at any old school, and even as a full-time faculty it sometimes takes years to get a new class approved. Game balance is an area of interest for me as a game designer, I love it because it's very analytical and mathematical and I have a technical background, so this is a part of game design that really appeals to me (as opposed to the more creative sides like story writing and dialogue, which come less naturally to me). But I know it's a very niche topic, not of interest to everyone, so it's not something that would find its way into a standard curriculum.
By offering it online, I can teach what I want to teach, in a way that just isn't possible through traditional education.

I've done another experimental thing this summer: I decided that for all the time it takes to put this information together, I should get paid for it, so I actually requested payment. Coming up with a business model that seemed fair, took me awhile to develop. As it is, I make all of the content available for free on a blog, but I also have "premium" content in the form of live lectures, PDF slides and sample Excel files that I made available for $55 (USD). Since I almost managed to fill all of the seats, I think that ended up being just about right.

I will probably do something else after this summer's course is over. I'm investigating the possibility of turning it into a book, and I also have all the recorded lectures that could probably be sold as a lecture series, but putting all of this together will take some time so I don't know what will come of that. But those are some of the directions I'm thinking of taking this.

Are you going to make another course also next year?
I'm certainly hoping to! Like this year, it will probably be brand new content, I just have to decide what to do with it. One thing that has become clear to me is that teaching these kinds of "underground" online classes is a much bigger trend than just me, so next summer you will probably see other people involved. Beyond that, I can't say... but I have another 8 months or so to figure things out, so stay tuned :-)

At what age you have created your first game? What it was about?
I was trying to design games when I was as young as I can remember! I tried to write design documents (in crayon, of course) for Atari 2600 adaptations of my favorite arcade games. I also designed new levels for games in Lego, and used marbles as playing pieces to move them around to "play" the levels, either using roll-and-move or flicking mechanics. My early games were not very good, but it was great practice for later.

What was your first professional project designed for the game market?
The first game company I worked at was Genetic Anomalies, a small studio owned by THQ, and we had three online collectible-card games (CCGs): Chron X, Star Trek: ConQuest Online, and WWE: With Authority!. The first thing I did as a new hire was to script the individual objects (cards) for the Star Trek game, but eventually I ended up contributing to all three projects.

In what do you see the biggest strength of game industry as we know it today? And conversely his weakness?
The best part of the game industry is how big it is. For all the layoffs, for all of the studio closings, we're still a $20 Billion/year industry with a huge pool of amazing talent and passion.

The biggest weakness I think is a lack of workforce diversity. Even now the industry is predominantly white, male and straight, and while this is slowly getting better, I really hope we find better ways to attract a wider variety of people so we don't just continue to make the same games for the same people over and over.

What advice would you give to game design beginners?
The book Brenda and I wrote was written on what we both felt was the most important thing: if you want to be a game designer, get out there and design games! You learn to write by doing a lot of writing, you learn to paint or draw by doing a lot of painting and drawing, and you get better at making games by actually making them. If you don't know where to start, the books I mentioned earlier will give you the basic theory you need to get started, but after that, stop making excuses and start making games! If you can't program or do art and you're wondering how to design games without those other skills, you can team up with friends who do have those skills, or you can learn them yourself, or you can make tabletop board and card games that don't require any programming or art. But whatever you do, make games!

And now little patriotic question: have you ever been in Czech Republic or have you already collaborated with someone from Czech? How do you like it here?
Sorry to say but I've never been outside of the US. My great-grandmother was from that area (before it was the Czech Republic and before it was Czechoslovakia, so if you asked her where she was born she'd have to ask you when you were talking about so she could tell you what it was called at that point in time ;-) but all I know is the stories from the early 1900s. I'm sure it's much different today...

On what projects are you working at the moment? Is it hard to be a freelancer in this field?
Most of the time when you ask a game developer what they're working on, the answer is "I'm under NDA, can't tell you" ;-). In my case I can tell you that I'm teaching some classes (other than the one this summer), putting together the content for another online class for a school, and also working towards a Master's degree which I hope to complete next Spring... and meanwhile, taking contract work as I find it.

Being a freelancer is hard for game design, because usually game companies do their design in-house with their full-timers (and this makes sense, since the game designers drive a lot of the development process, so those are people you usually want to have on-site). Most of the contract work I get from the game industry, I get from people I worked with before, so my advice would be if you want to freelance as a game designer, build a strong social network first... and have a backup plan so you can pay for food and housing when no one is offering contracts ;-)

