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Why do games courses suck?



It used to be so much better...
“The knowledge with which programmers come out of college 

and university is so different to what it was 10 years ago.
“Back then, programmers knew all the low level stuff: 

assembler, bit twiddling, fixed point vs. floating point 
arithmetic, memory cache usage, branch prediction, sorting… 
to name a few.  I can’t ask these questions anymore as I 
always get blank looks (try it!).

“So I started to ask more language related questions such as 
those that anyone who knows C++ should get.  What are the 5 
ways in which the keyword ‘const’ can be used?  What is the 
difference between a struct and a class?  What class can 
access a ‘protected’ variable?   The blank looks disappeared 
thankfully, for a while, but not for long. 

• Andrew Hague, Blitz,
http://www.altdevblogaday.com/2011/10/12/computer-education-in-great-britain/



(Mis)Conceptions

Parents see Prospective students see

Traditional academics see But industry wants to get



Things Graduates Say

“I learned so much more in my first year in 
industry than I did in my degree”

- Why didn’t you teach me all this great stuff?

“At my company we use X. You really need to 
teach folk X.”

- Really how can anyone graduating expect to 
get a job if they don’t know X?



Things we should do better – 
according to some of our 

graduates
• We should have more

– audio programming
– networking/concurrent programming
– high level OO design
– debugging, profiling and coding standards
– cross-platform development
– code reviews
– game design
– HCI

• But we might have too much
– graphics





How much can you learn in a four year 
degree?

4 years

minus 3 long summer holidays

minus other vacations, exam periods,  
‘non-contact’ periods

up to 16 contact hours per week

= 3 years

= 2 years

= 1 year

A four year degree has one year of 
teaching



Squeezing More In



40%







The Finished Product?

• A programmer who knows how to do everything?
– Clearly not
– So why even try to teach ‘everything’?
– Instead, we need to help students to become better 

learners and develop adaptive expertise: the ability to 
apply existing knowledge in new contexts

• The finished product is a better learner, equipped 
with core skills, knowledge and expertise
– Good programmers are always learning



Even John Carmack is Still Learning

Fabien Sanglard - So far only .map files were 
text-based but with idTech4 everything is text-
based: Binary seems to have been abandoned. 
It slows down loading significantly since you 
have to idLexer everything....and in return I 
am not sure what you got. Was it to make it 
easier to the mod community ?

John Carmack - In hindsight, this was a mistake.

http://fabiensanglard.net/doom3/interviews.php



A reply to graduate comments

G: “At my company we use X. You really need to 
teach folk X.”

Me: Can you guarantee that X will be required 
by most graduates, and that X will still be 
required 5 years from now?

G: “I learned so much more in my first year in 
industry than I did in my degree”

Me: So you should. That is a great start to your 
career as a professional learner



Games Courses Suck

• ...if students limit themselves to learning what 
is explicitly taught

• ...if employers confuse gaps in knowledge 
with inability to learn or lack of ability

• ...if they don’t encourage students to look 
beyond the university walls, to engage with 
and learn from the wider game development 
community



Image credits:
• Gamers image CC BY-NC-SA Wlodi 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/wlodi/2253868335/ 
• Toddler in ball pit CC BY-SA Larry D Moore 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Baby_in_ball_pit.jpg
• John Carmack CC BY Drew ‘Prognar’ Campbell 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/quakecon/3922530334/

• Suitcase image CC BY-NC-SA capl@washjeff.edu 
 http://capl.washjeff.edu/browseresults.php?langID=1&photoID=601

And your poll results: http://www.polleverywhere.com/free_text_polls/NjQ5MDI2ODE2
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