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Class 1 - Foundational Studies 
 
 
 
1.1 Opening 
 
Before we talk about games, writing, or narrative design, we need to step back and ask a more 
fundamental question: why do humans tell stories at all? 
 
Storytelling did not begin as an art. It began as a necessity. 
 
Long before books, scripts, or screens, stories were how knowledge survived. Where food was. 
What plants killed. Which valleys flooded. Who could be trusted. Stories were memory systems 
encoded in emotion so they would be remembered. If a story scared you, you remembered it. If 
it made you laugh, you repeated it. Survival favored storytellers. 
 
This is important to understand, because games - despite all their technology - still operate on 
this ancient psychological hardware. 
 

 
 
1.2 The Evolution of Storytelling 
 
In early human societies, stories were oral. They were fluid, adaptable, and communal. No two 
tellings were the same. The story lived between people, not on an object. Meaning shifted 
depending on who told it, who listened, and when it was told. 
 
When writing emerged, stories became fixed. A narrative could now survive its storyteller. This 
brought permanence, but it also brought authority. Written stories created canon: what is “true,” 
what is “official,” what is worth preserving. Linear structure became dominant because text is 
read one way, one line at a time. 
 
Theatre changed storytelling again by reintroducing presence. The body mattered. Time 
mattered. A performance could not be paused or rewound. Emotion was shared live, in a room, 
through voice, movement, and silence. 
 
Film and television went even further. For the first time, storytellers could fully control attention: 
where you look, how long you look, what you hear, and when you feel something. Editing 
became emotional manipulation. The audience became passive, but deeply guided. 
 
Games break this pattern. In games, the audience acts back. 
 



 

The player interrupts the story, ignores it, fails it, repeats it, exploits it. Control over meaning is 
no longer centralized. This is not a minor shift. It is the single most important difference between 
games and every narrative medium before them. 
 

 
 
1.3 Understanding Mediums 
 
Every storytelling medium has strengths and weaknesses, and those weaknesses are not flaws, 
they are constraints. Constraints are what shape expression. 
 
A novel excels at internal experience. It can live inside a character’s thoughts for pages. But it 
cannot show movement or timing the way film can. 
 
Theatre thrives on presence and limitation. What isn’t shown becomes imagination. What goes 
wrong becomes part of the performance. 
 
Film is unmatched in emotional precision. A single cut can change meaning entirely. But the 
viewer has no agency. 
 
Games trade emotional precision for participation. You give up control in exchange for 
involvement. A player may miss a moment you carefully designed but the moment they create 
themselves will matter far more. 
 
This is why game narratives are not about perfect delivery. They are about resilient meaning. 
 

 
 
1.4 Knowing Thyself as a Creator 
 
Now we turn inward. 
 
Before you write a story or design a narrative system, you must understand something 
uncomfortable: you are already writing one. Your worldview is embedded in how you see 
people, conflict, success, failure, and choice. 
 
Some creators believe people are fundamentally good. Others believe people need systems to 
behave. Some are obsessed with order. Others with chaos. These beliefs leak into everything: 
characters, mechanics, endings, even difficulty curves. 
 
You cannot remove yourself from your work. You can only become aware of yourself. 
 
This awareness matters more in games than anywhere else. Because players don’t just observe 
your worldview they interact with it. They test it. They break it. They resist it. 



 

Emotional literacy becomes a design skill here. You are not writing emotions. You are 
constructing situations that cause emotions. Boredom, frustration, relief, curiosity - these are not 
accidents. They are signals. 
 
A good narrative designer learns to notice these signals first in themselves. 
 

 
 
1.5 Why This Matters for Games 
 
Games are not stories in the traditional sense. They are meaning-generating systems. The story 
is not only in the dialogue or cutscenes; it is in failure, repetition, mastery, and choice. 
 
Understanding where storytelling comes from, how it evolved, and who you are as a creator 
gives you something most game writers never develop: intentionality. 
 
You stop copying structures from films and novels. You stop writing lore no one reads. You start 
designing experiences that say something through play. 
 

 
 
1.6 Closing 
 
This class was not about skills. It was about orientation. 
 
If you don’t know where stories come from, you won’t know where games can take them. 
If you don’t know how mediums shape meaning, you’ll misuse them. 
If you don’t know yourself, your work will speak but you won’t know what it’s saying. 
 
Next class, we move from why stories exist to how they are built. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Class 2 - Introduction to Storytelling 
 
2.1 Opening 
 
In the previous class, we spoke about why stories exist and how different mediums reshape 
them. In this class, we talk about something more dangerous: structure. 
 
Structure is dangerous because it is easy to misunderstand. Many writers think structure is a 
formula. It is not. Structure is not there to restrict creativity, it exists to make meaning legible. 
 
A story without structure is not experimental. It is unreadable. A story with rigid structure is not 
strong. It is predictable. Our goal is neither chaos nor formula. Our goal is coherence. 
 

 
 
2.2 What a Story Actually Is 
 
At its core, a story is not about events. It is about change. 
 
Something exists in one state. Pressure is applied. That state cannot hold. Something becomes 
different. If nothing changes, nothing happens. 
 
This change can occur in a character, a relationship, a belief, a system, or even the player 
themselves. The scale does not matter. The transformation does. 
 
This is why beautiful prose without movement feels hollow. And why simple stories with clear 
transformation endure. 
 

 
 
2.3 The Anatomy of a Story 
 
Every story, regardless of length or medium, rests on three invisible pillars. 
 
First, desire. 
Someone wants something. Not vaguely. Not philosophically. They want it enough to act. 
 
Second, conflict. 
Something resists that desire. Another person. A system. Nature. The self. 
 
Third, consequence. 
Actions change the situation. They cost something. They leave marks. 
 



 

Remove any of these and the story collapses. Desire without conflict is fantasy. Conflict without 
consequence is noise. Consequence without desire is meaningless. 
 
Notice that plot is not mentioned. Plot is just the visible trail left behind by these forces 
interacting. 
 

 
 
2.4 Stakes and Why They Matter 
 
Stakes answer a simple question: “so what?” If the character fails, what happens? If they 
succeed, what changes? 
 
Stakes do not need to be grand. They need to be felt. Losing dignity can matter more than 
losing a kingdom. But if nothing meaningful is at risk, the audience disengages; not because 
they are bored, but because they are unconvinced. 
 
In games, stakes are amplified because the player participates. Failure is no longer 
hypothetical. It happens. Repeatedly. This gives games a unique narrative weapon: embodied 
consequence. 
 

 
 
2.5 Change, Not Resolution 
 
Many new writers obsess over endings. This is a mistake. Stories do not need resolution. They 
need transformation. 
 
A story can end unresolved and still be complete if something fundamental has shifted. A belief 
cracked. A pattern exposed. A lie broken. 
 
Especially in games, where stories often never truly “end”, transformation matters more than 
closure. The player carrying a changed understanding forward is the real ending. 
 

 
 
2.6 General Guidelines for Writing 
 
Clarity is not simplicity. Clarity is intent made visible. Every sentence should know why it exists. 
If a line does not advance understanding, emotion, or tension, it is decorative; and decoration is 
expensive in interactive media. 
 
Economy matters because attention is limited. Especially in games, where writing competes 
with mechanics, visuals, sound, and player goals. Good writing respects the player’s time. 



 

Subtext matters because people distrust being told what to feel. Meaning is strongest when 
discovered, not delivered. What is unsaid often carries more weight than what is explained. 
 
Tone and rhythm are the invisible glue. Tone tells the players how to interpret events. Rhythm 
controls when to linger and when to move. Without rhythm, even strong ideas feel flat. 
 

 
 
2.7 Why This Matters for Games 
 
Game writers often fail not because they write badly, but because they write too much. 
 
They try to explain systems instead of letting players experience them. They overload dialogue 
instead of trusting mechanics. They chase cinematic moments instead of interactive meaning. 
 
Understanding story anatomy allows you to strip away excess and design narratives that survive 
player interference. You are not writing a story for the player. You are building a structure within 
which stories emerge. 
 

 
 
2.8 Closing 
 
Storytelling is not magic. It is not talent. It is not inspiration. 
 
It is the disciplined arrangement of desire, conflict, and consequence to produce change. 
 
Once you understand this, you stop asking, “Is this interesting?” You start asking, “What is 
changing; and why should anyone care?” 
 
In the next class, we take this understanding and collide it directly with games; where stories 
stop behaving and players start breaking them. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Class 3 - Introduction to Game Writing 
 
3.1 Opening 
 
Up to this point, we have spoken about storytelling as a human activity and structure as a way 
of making change legible. Now we enter unstable territory. 
 
Game writing is where traditional storytelling instincts begin to fail. 
 
Most people approach game writing as writing, but inside a game. This assumption is 
responsible for a large percentage of poor narrative design. Games do not merely contain 
stories. They disrupt them. 
 
A player does not wait. A player does not listen politely. A player does not follow instructions 
unless motivated. Game writing exists under constant threat of interruption. 
 

 
 
3.2 Why Game Writing Is Fundamentally Different 
 
In novels and films, the audience encounters the story in the order the author intends. In games, 
order is negotiated. 
 
Players arrive early. They arrive late. They arrive distracted. They leave halfway through a 
conversation to loot a chest. 
 
This means the primary responsibility of a game writer is not eloquence - it is robustness. The 
writing must survive partial exposure, repetition, failure, and misinterpretation. 
 
In games, the story is not delivered once. It is encountered repeatedly, in fragments, under 
different conditions. 
 

 
 
3.3 Interactivity and Player Choice 
 
Choice is often misunderstood as “branching dialogue”. That is a surface level view. 
 
Real choice is about meaningful differences. When two actions lead to the same outcome, the 
player learns that choice is cosmetic. Trust is lost. 
 
Game writing must therefore coordinate with design. A line of dialogue that implies freedom 
must be supported by mechanics that allow it. Otherwise, the narrative lies. 
 



 

This is why game writing is never a solo discipline. It is a negotiation between narrative intent 
and systemic reality. 
 

 
 
3.4 Formats of Game Writing 
 
Game writing does not live in a single document. 
 
Dialogue trees exist because players interrupt conversations. They ask questions out of order. 
They revisit topics. Writing must account for memory and context. 
 
Barks exist because worlds feel dead without them. Short, repeatable lines give the illusion of 
life. Writing a good bark is harder than writing a speech - it must communicate instantly, tolerate 
repetition, and never become annoying. 
 
Cutscene scripts exist when control is temporarily removed. These moments must earn their 
authority. A cutscene that could have been gameplay is a failure of design. 
 
Narrative documentation exists because teams are large. Writing must be understood, 
implemented, localized, tested, and iterated. Clarity is survival. 
 

 
 
3.5 Core Challenges in Game Writing 
 
The first challenge is fragmentation. No player sees everything. You must assume partial 
exposure. 
 
The second challenge is repetition. Players fail. They retry. A powerful line once can become 
unbearable the tenth time. 
 
The third challenge is player unpredictability. Players do things “out of character.” The narrative 
must absorb this without breaking. 
 
The fourth challenge is pacing. You do not control when the story happens. You can only 
suggest when it should. 
 
These challenges do not mean narrative is weaker in games. They mean it must be designed, 
not authored. 
 

 
 
 



 

3.6 Environmental and Systemic Storytelling 
 
The strongest game narratives often say the least. 
 
A collapsed bridge tells a history of conflict. An abandoned room tells a story of departure. A 
mechanic that punishes greed teaches a moral stance. 
 
Environmental storytelling is writing that has escaped text. 
 
Systemic storytelling occurs when rules themselves communicate meaning. A world where 
resources regenerate sends a different message than one where they deplete permanently. This 
is where game writing begins to merge with narrative design - a boundary we will cross fully in 
the next class. 
 

 
 
3.7 The Industry Reality 
 
Game writers rarely “just write.” 
 
They collaborate with designers, artists, programmers, audio teams, and producers. They revise 
constantly. They cut more than they keep. 
 
The most valuable skill is not beautiful prose, it is adaptability. The ability to express theme and 
character under constraints is what keeps narrative alive in production environments. 
 

 
 
3.8 Closing 
 
Game writing is not about controlling a story. It is about setting conditions for meaning. 
 
You are not the storyteller anymore. You are the architect of possibility. 
 
If you try to force players through a narrative, they will resist. If you design a space where 
meaning emerges naturally, they will carry it with them long after the game ends. 
 
In the next class, we move beyond writing entirely and step into Narrative Design - where the 
story stops being content and becomes structured. 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Class 4 - Introduction to Narrative Design 
 
4.1 Opening 
 
Up to now, we have been dealing with stories as something written. From this class onward, we 
deal with stories as something constructed. 
 
Narrative design begins where game writing reaches its limits. 
 
If game writing asks, “What is being said?”; narrative design asks, “What is being experienced?” 
 
This is not a subtle difference. It is a fundamental shift in responsibility. 
 
A narrative designer is not concerned with whether a story is elegant on paper. They are 
concerned with whether meaning survives player interaction. 
 

 
 
4.2 What Narrative Design Actually Is 
 
Narrative design is often misunderstood as “story + design.” That definition is incomplete. 
 
Narrative design is the discipline of aligning story, mechanics, systems, and player behavior so 
they all communicate the same idea. 
 
When a game says one thing in dialogue but another in gameplay, the player believes 
gameplay. Always. 
 
This is why narrative design is not decoration. It is structural. It operates at the same level as 
core mechanics. 
 
A narrative designer does not ask, “What happens next?” They ask, “What does the player learn 
by doing this?” 
 

 
 
4.3 Narrative as a System 
 
In games, narrative is not a linear chain of events. It is a system under pressure. The player 
applies pressure by making choices, failing, retrying, exploiting, and ignoring content. The 
narrative system must respond without collapsing. 
 
This means narrative design works with: Rules, Feedback, Consequences, Memory. 
 



 

A guard who reacts differently after repeated encounters is narrative design. A world that 
changes state after player actions is narrative design. A system that remembers what the player 
did - and reflects it back - is narrative design. The story is no longer told. It is revealed through 
interaction. 
 

 
 
4.4 The Player as a Narrative Force 
 
Traditional storytelling treats the audience as observers. Narrative design treats the player as a 
causal agent. 
 
This creates a unique tension. The designer wants to express a theme. The player wants to act 
freely. Narrative design exists to resolve this tension without removing agency. 
 
The question is never, “How do I tell the player this?” The question is, “How do I let the player 
discover this themselves?” 
 
Discovery creates ownership. Ownership creates meaning. 
 

 
 
4.5 Core Aspects of Narrative Design 
 
Narrative design operates across multiple layers simultaneously. 
 
Worldbuilding establishes rules, history, and tone - not as exposition, but as lived space. 
 
Characters are not just personalities; they are interfaces. They deliver information, constraints, 
and emotional feedback. 
 
Quests and missions are not errands. They are structured experiences designed to evoke 
specific emotional and thematic responses. 
 
Environmental storytelling embeds narrative into space so the player reads the world 
instinctively, not intellectually. 
 
Each layer must reinforce the same underlying ideas. If they contradict each other, the player 
feels confusion - even if they cannot explain why. 
 

 
 
 
 



 

4.6 The Five-Pronged Approach 
 
To maintain coherence, narrative design can be understood through five interdependent prongs: 

1.​ The World defines what is possible and what is forbidden. 
2.​ The Characters embody values, conflicts, and perspectives within that world. 
3.​ The Systems enforce rules and consequences. 
4.​ The Player brings intention, curiosity, and resistance. 
5.​ The Theme is the question the entire experience revolves around. 

 
If any of these is misaligned, the narrative weakens. 
 
A theme about scarcity fails in a world of infinite resources. A theme about freedom collapses 
under restrictive mechanics. A theme about morality means nothing without consequence. 
 
Narrative design ensures alignment. 
 

 
 
4.7 Why Narrative Design Is Difficult 
 
Narrative design is difficult because it requires letting go of control. 
 
You must accept that players will miss content. 
You must accept that they will interpret things differently than intended. 
You must accept that meaning emerges, rather than arrives fully formed. 
 
This is uncomfortable for writers trained in authorial dominance. But it is necessary. 
 
The reward is something no other medium offers: a story the player feels responsible for. 
 

 
 
4.8 Closing 
 
Game writing gives games words. Narrative design gives them voice. 
 
When narrative design works, players do not say, “That was a good story.” They say, “I felt 
something,” or “That choice stayed with me.” 
 
From this point onward, the course shifts into focused disciplines - tone, quests, levels, 
gameplay, and systems - each examined as a narrative instrument, not a technical feature. 
 
In the next class, we begin that deep dive with Tonal Design - because before players 
understand a world, they feel it. 



 

Class 5 - Tonal Design 
 
5.1 Opening 
 
Before a player understands a world, before they grasp its rules, before they even know what 
they are supposed to do, they feel something. 
 
That feeling is tone. 
 
Tone is the first narrative contract you make with the player. It answers a silent question 
instantly: What kind of experience is this going to be? 
 
If that answer keeps changing, the player loses trust. If that answer is unclear, the player feels 
lost - even if the mechanics are solid. Tonal design is not about mood as decoration. It is about 
emotional orientation. 
 

 
 
5.2 What Tone Really Is 
 
Tone is not the atmosphere alone. It is intent, made emotional. 
 
It is the relationship between: 

●​ What the world looks like 
●​ What the world sounds like 
●​ How the world behaves 
●​ How the player is treated 

 
A bleak-looking world that rewards reckless behavior creates tonal contradiction. A cheerful 
soundtrack paired with brutal consequences creates emotional dissonance. 
 
Tone emerges from consistency, not intensity. A quiet game can be terrifying. A colorful game 
can be tragic. What matters is alignment. 
 

 
 
5.3 Tone as a Design Constraint 
 
Once tone is established, it becomes a constraint, not a suggestion. 
 
Every mechanic, animation, sound effect, line of dialogue, UI interaction, and failure state must 
pass a simple test: Does this belong in this world? 



 

This is why tonal discipline is difficult. It forces cuts. Funny lines in a serious game must go. 
Realistic mechanics in a surreal game must bend. Tone does not ask what is clever - it asks 
what is appropriate. 
 
Good tonal design says “no” far more often than it says “yes.” 
 

 
 
5.4 Setting the Stage 
 
A game's opening moments carry disproportionate weight. Players are not yet invested. They 
are forming expectations. Tone should be established before explanation. 
 
Before tutorials. Before lore. Before objectives. 
 
The way the camera moves, the first sound heard, the pace of player control, the friction or 
smoothness of interaction - these teach the player how to feel long before they teach them how 
to play. 
 
If the opening promises one emotional experience and the rest of the game delivers another, the 
entire narrative feels dishonest. 
 

 
 
5.5 Tone Through Mechanics 
 
Tone is not conveyed only through visuals and audio. Mechanics speak louder. 
 
A game that autosaves constantly communicates safety. 
A game that makes saving rare communicates vulnerability. 
A game that allows constant combat communicates empowerment. 
A game that discourages violence communicates restraint. 
 
Players learn tone by testing boundaries. What they are allowed to do - and what the game 
punishes - defines the emotional landscape. 
 
This is why tonal design must happen early. Retrofitting tone after mechanics are locked almost 
never works. 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 

5.6 Failure, Feedback, and Tone 
 
How a game responds to failure reveals its true attitude toward the player. Is failure comedic? Is 
it harsh? Is it reflective? Is it instructional? 
 
A lighthearted tone turns failure into encouragement. A grim tone turns failure into weight. A 
contemplative tone turns failure into pause. 
 
If failure feedback contradicts the intended tone, immersion collapses instantly. The player stops 
feeling inside the experience and starts seeing the system behind it. 
 

 
 
5.7 Maintaining Tone Over Time 
 
The hardest part of tonal design is not establishing tone - it is maintaining it. As systems 
expand, content multiplies, and teams grow, tone naturally erodes. Side quests drift. UI 
shortcuts creep in. Placeholder assets become permanent. 
 
Strong narrative design treats tone as a shared language across departments. Everyone 
understands not just what the game is, but how it should feel. Tone is not enforced through 
documents. It is enforced through decisions. 
 

 
 
5.8 Why Tone Matters More Than Plot 
 
Players forgive weak plots. They forgive missed details. They forgive ambiguity. 
 
They do not forgive tonal betrayal. 
 
A game that knows how it wants to feel - even if imperfect - creates coherence. Coherence 
creates trust. Trust allows players to emotionally invest. 
 
Tonal design is what makes a world feel intentional rather than accidental. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

5.9 Closing 
 
Tone is the emotional gravity of your game. It pulls every element into alignment. 
 
If narrative design asks, “What does this mean?” Tonal design asks, “How does this feel - 
consistently?” 
 
Before players understand your story, they live inside your tone. 
 
In the next class, we move from feeling to structure, and examine how tone survives contact 
with objectives, rewards, and repetition through Quest Design. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Class 6 - Quest Design 
 
6.1 Opening 
 
Quests are where narrative design meets repetition. 
 
They are the most common structure in games - and the most abused. When done poorly, 
quests feel like chores. When done well, they become memorable experiences that carry 
theme, character, and tone without needing exposition. 
 
Quest design is not about giving the player something to do. It is about giving the player a 
reason to act. 
 

 
 
6.2 What a Quest Actually Is 
 
A quest is a contained narrative loop. It has a beginning, a middle, and an end - but unlike 
traditional stories, it must survive: 

●​ Being done out of order 
●​ Being failed repeatedly 
●​ Being abandoned and returned to later 

 
This means quests cannot rely on novelty alone. They must rely on clarity of purpose. 
 
A player should always understand: 

●​ Why they are doing this 
●​ What is being asked of them 
●​ What might change because of it 

 
If any of these are unclear, the quest becomes mechanical. 
 

 
 
6.3 Narrative Motivation vs Mechanical Motivation 
 
Mechanical motivation is reward-driven: experience points, loot, progression. 
 
Narrative motivation is meaning-driven: curiosity, obligation, fear, empathy. 
 
Great quest design aligns both. 
 
If the narrative implies urgency but the mechanics encourage delay, the quest breaks. If the 
reward contradicts the emotional cost, the quest feels hollow. 



 

A quest about sacrifice that rewards excess undermines itself. 
 

 
 
6.4 Quest Loops 
 
At its core, a quest loop is not content - it is rhythm. 
 
The player is introduced to a situation. They engage with a problem. They resolve or alter that 
problem. They are given space to reflect - briefly - before moving on. 
 
That reflection might be a line of dialogue, a changed environment, or simply silence. Without it, 
quests blur together and lose impact. 
 
Quest loops create memory. Memory creates meaning. 
 

 
 
6.5 The Cyclical Four-Act Mission Structure 
 
Unlike linear stories, quests often repeat structurally while changing context. 
 
The four-act structure is cyclical, not progressive. 
 
First, Introduction. The situation is established. The player understands what is wrong. 
 
Second, Complication. The initial understanding is challenged. Something is not as simple as it 
seems. 
 
Third, Escalation. Stakes rise. The player is forced to commit, adapt, or choose. 
 
Fourth, Consequence. The situation changes. The world responds - however subtly. 
 
The key is that resolution does not reset the world to zero. Something remains altered, even if 
only emotionally. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

6.6 Choice and Consequence in Quests 
 
Not every quest needs branching endings. But every quest needs consequence. 
 
Consequence can be: 

●​ A character’s attitude changing 
●​ Access opening or closing 
●​ A moral discomfort lingering 
●​ The environment shifting state 

 
The player must feel that their involvement mattered - even if the outcome was constrained. 
 
False choice is worse than no choice. If outcomes converge, the journey must differ 
meaningfully. 
 

 
 
6.7 Repetition Without Fatigue 
 
Quests repeat structures because players need familiarity. But familiarity without variation 
becomes exhaustion. 
 
Variation can come from: 

●​ Tone (a grim task vs a hopeful one) 
●​ Context (the same action for different reasons) 
●​ Perspective (who benefits, who loses) 

 
The goal is not infinite originality. It is intentional reuse. 
 

 
 
6.8 Why Quests Carry Theme 
 
Quests are where players spend most of their time. If your theme is not present here, it is not 
present at all. 
 
A game about power should give quests about control. 
A game about decay should show deterioration through tasks. 
A game about choice should make quests uncomfortable. 
 
Themes are not delivered in monologues. They are enacted through action. 
 

 
 



 

6.9 Closing 
 
Quests are not filler. They are the language through which a game speaks most often. 
 
Every quest teaches the player what kind of world this is, what kind of person they are in it, and 
what the game values. 
 
In the next class, we move from tasks to space, and examine how meaning is embedded not in 
objectives, but in Level Design itself. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Class 7 - Level Design 
 
7.1 Opening 
 
Levels are not containers for gameplay. They are arguments. 
 
Every level makes a claim about how the world works, what the player should value, and how 
they are meant to feel while moving through it. Even the most mechanically simple level 
communicates meaning - often unintentionally. 
 
Level design is narrative design that speaks without words. 
 

 
 
7.2 Space as Story 
 
Humans read space instinctively. A narrow corridor creates tension. An open vista creates relief. 
A long ascent creates anticipation. A sudden drop creates shock. 
 
These reactions are pre-linguistic. They do not require explanation. This makes space one of 
the most powerful narrative tools available to game designers. 
 
A well-designed level tells the player what happened here, what might happen next, and how 
cautious they should be - without ever stating it outright. 
 

 
 
7.3 The Three Layers of Level Design 
 
Every meaningful level operates on three overlapping layers. 
 
The first layer is spatial layout. This is the raw geometry - the paths, obstacles, sightlines, and 
flow. It answers: Where can I go? 
 
The second layer is gameplay flow. This is how mechanics interact with space. Combat arenas, 
stealth routes, traversal challenges. It answers: What can I do here? 
 
The third layer is narrative meaning. This is what the space implies emotionally and thematically. 
It answers: Why does this place exist? 
 
If any one of these layers is missing or misaligned, the level feels empty - even if it functions 
mechanically. 
 

 



 

7.4 Player Guidance Without Control 
 
Good level design guides without commanding. Players should feel like they are choosing the 
correct path, even when the design strongly suggests it. Lighting, contrast, movement, sound, 
and framing subtly pull attention. 
 
Overt guidance breaks immersion. Under-guidance causes frustration. Narrative-aware level 
design balances clarity with autonomy. The player should feel smart - not managed. 
 

 
 
7.5 Pacing Through Space 
 
Levels control pacing more reliably than story beats. Tight spaces slow players down. Open 
spaces invite exploration. Verticality changes emotional rhythm. 
 
Narrative pacing is not about when dialogue occurs - it is about when the player is allowed to 
breathe. Placing quiet spaces after intense sequences allows reflection. Removing safe zones 
increases anxiety. Space regulates emotion. 
 

 
 
7.6 Environmental Storytelling 
 
Environmental storytelling is the art of implication. A barricaded door implies fear. Personal 
objects left behind imply sudden departure. Reused spaces with altered states imply passage of 
time or consequence. 
 
The key is restraint. Over-explaining kills curiosity. The player should assemble meaning, not 
receive it. The environment should answer questions the player didn’t realize they were asking. 
 

 
 
7.7 Tenets of Strong Level Design 
 

●​ A level should be readable. The player should understand threats and opportunities at a 
glance. 

●​ A level should respect player agency. Multiple approaches create ownership. 
●​ A level should reward attention. Details should matter. 
●​ A level should reinforce tone. A grim narrative cannot survive playful spatial design. 
●​ A level should evolve. Static spaces feel artificial; changing spaces feel alive. 

 
 

 



 

7.8 Why Levels Carry Narrative Weight 
 
Players remember places more than plot points. They remember the room where they barely 
survived. They remember the hallway that felt endless. They remember the overlook where the 
world finally made sense. 
 
These memories are narrative. They are carried by space. 
 

 
 
7.9 Closing 
 
Level design is writing done with walls, light, distance, and movement. 
 
If quest design gives the player purpose, level design gives them context. 
 
In the next class, we move from space to action, and examine how Gameplay Design itself 
becomes a narrative language. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Class 8 - Gameplay Design 
 
8.1 Opening 
 
If narrative design is about meaning, and level design is about space, then gameplay design is 
about action. 
 
Gameplay is where the player stops interpreting and starts expressing. Every input is a 
statement. Every mechanic is a value judgment. What the game allows, encourages, or forbids 
is what it truly believes. Gameplay design is not neutral. It is ideological. 
 

 
 
8.2 Gameplay as Narrative Language 
 
In games, mechanics speak louder than words. A game that rewards patience teaches restraint. 
A game that rewards aggression teaches dominance. A game that punishes curiosity teaches 
fear. 
 
Players learn these lessons long before they hear dialogue. This is why narrative designers 
must treat mechanics as sentences, not systems. If your story claims one thing and your 
mechanics reward the opposite, the mechanics win. 
 

 
 
8.3 Player Mechanics and Identity 
 
Player mechanics define who the player is in the world. Movement determines confidence or 
vulnerability. Combat determines power dynamics. Interaction determines agency.  
 
A character who can sprint endlessly feels different from one who tires. A character who can kill 
without consequence feels different from one who must live with the result. 
 
You do not write the player’s role - you design it. 
 

 
 
8.4 Immersion Is Not Realism 
 
Many designers chase realism. This is a mistake. Immersion is not about accuracy. It is about 
consistency. 
 
A stylized world with consistent rules feels more immersive than a realistic world with arbitrary 
exceptions. Players forgive abstraction. They do not forgive contradictions. 



 

Gameplay must obey the same logic everywhere, or the illusion breaks. 
 

 
 
8.5 Choice Through Mechanics, Not Menus 
 
True choice happens in play, not dialogue wheels. Choosing when to fight, flee, hide, conserve, 
or risk - these are meaningful decisions. They engage the player’s values, not just their 
preferences. 
 
Menus simulate choice. Mechanics embody it. A player who chooses to spare an enemy 
through action experiences morality differently than one who chooses a dialogue option. 
 

 
 
8.6 Feedback and Learning 
 
Gameplay teaches through feedback. Sound, animation, resistance, delay, and failure all 
communicate meaning. A harsh penalty teaches caution. A soft penalty encourages 
experimentation. 
 
Narrative designers must pay attention to how quickly the game teaches and how harshly it 
corrects. These choices shape the emotional arc of play. 
 

 
 
8.7 Tension, Mastery, and Release 
 
Good gameplay alternates between struggle and competence. Constant tension exhausts. 
Constant mastery bores. 
 
Narrative pacing emerges from this balance. Players feel a story unfolding not through 
cutscenes, but through their changing relationship with the mechanics. When mechanics evolve, 
the narrative evolves with them. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

8.8 Why Gameplay Carries the Theme 
 
Theme is not what the game says - it is what the player repeatedly does. 
 
A game about survival should force difficult trade-offs. 
A game about control should reward planning. 
A game about freedom should allow expression. 
If gameplay does not enact the theme, the theme does not exist. 
 

 
 
8.9 Closing 
 
Gameplay design is where narrative stops being observed and starts being lived. 
 
You cannot fake meaning here. You cannot patch it later. 
 
If earlier classes shaped the player’s expectations, gameplay is where those expectations are 
confirmed or betrayed. 
 
In the next class, we examine how in-game Cinematography shapes narrative without stealing 
control from the player. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Class 9 - Cinematography 
 
9.1 Opening 
 
Cinematography in games is not about making games look like films. It is about guiding 
attention without stealing agency. 
 
The moment a player feels the camera is working against them, immersion breaks. The moment 
the camera clarifies intention, emotion, or danger without being noticed, it succeeds. In-game 
cinematography is invisible when done well. 
 

 
 
9.2 The Camera as a Narrative Tool 
 
The camera decides what the player notices or ignores and how close or distant they feel from 
events. 
 
A low angle empowers. A high angle diminishes. A tight frame creates intimacy. A wide frame 
creates isolation. In games, these effects must coexist with player control. That is the central 
challenge. 
 

 
 
9.3 Player Control vs Authored Moments 
 
Games constantly negotiate between two forces: player agency and narrative emphasis. 
 
Cutscenes resolve this by removing control, but they should be used sparingly. Overuse 
encourages players to disengage. 
 
In-game cinematography seeks authored meaning without hard cuts to non-interactive scenes. 
 
This includes: 

●​ Context-sensitive camera shifts 
●​ Framing through level geometry 
●​ Dynamic zoom and focus 
●​ Subtle camera bias during key moments 

 
The goal is not to force a moment, but to invite attention. 
 

 
 
 



 

9.4 Camera Behavior Communicates Tone 
 
Camera motion carries emotional weight. A stable camera feels grounded and controlled. A 
drifting camera feels observational. A shaking camera feels unstable or urgent. 
 
Tone collapses when camera behavior contradicts the emotional intent of the scene. A grim 
moment shot playfully becomes absurd. A triumphant moment framed awkwardly feels hollow. 
 
Cinematography must obey the tonal rules established earlier in the game. 
 

 
 
9.5 Framing, Occlusion, and Revelation 
 
What the camera hides is as important as what it shows. Obscured views create anticipation. 
Delayed reveals create impact. Restricted sightlines create fear. 
 
Narrative designers often work with level designers to place reveals deliberately - corners, 
doorways, elevation changes. The camera completes the sentence that the space begins. 
 

 
 
9.6 Environmental Cinematography 
 
Not all cinematic moments require characters. A slow pan across a ruined city tells a story. A 
distant silhouette framed against light implies threat. A still camera watching the player cross an 
empty space creates loneliness. 
 
Environmental cinematography allows narrative emphasis without exposition or dialogue. It 
respects player autonomy while shaping emotional response. 
 

 
 
9.7 Why Camera Design Is Narrative Design 
 
Players rarely articulate why a moment felt powerful. Often, it was the camera. Good camera 
design does not demand attention. It earns it. It reinforces the theme. It maintains tone. It 
supports mechanics. 
 
When camera systems are treated as narrative tools rather than technical necessities, the entire 
experience gains coherence. 
 

 
 



 

9.8 Closing 
 
In-game cinematography is not about spectacle. It is about clarity, restraint, and trust. 
 
You trust the player to act. Players trust the game to guide without coercion. 
 
In the next class, we move from cameras to systems and examine how AI behavior and world 
logic become narrative forces in their own right. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Class 10 - AI 
 
10.1 Opening 
 
This is where narrative design stops being visible. AI behavior and world systems rarely 
announce themselves as “story,” yet they are often the strongest storytellers in a game. They 
operate continuously, quietly shaping how the world responds to the player. 
 
If earlier classes taught you how to express meaning, this class teaches you how to sustain it. A 
believable world is not one with the most dialogue. It is one that reacts. 
 

 
 
10.2 AI as a Narrative Actor 
 
Non-player characters are not props. They are behavioral signals. 
 
How an NPC moves, hesitates, reacts, remembers, or ignores the player communicates more 
than any monologue ever could. Intelligence in games does not need to be smart - it needs to 
be consistent. 
 
An enemy that retreats when outmatched tells a different story than one that fights to the death. 
A civilian who panics spreads fear through the system. A guard who recognizes the player after 
repeated encounters creates continuity. 
 
These are narrative moments generated by behavior, not script. 
 

 
 
10.3 Believability Over Intelligence 
 
Players do not evaluate AI logically. They evaluate it emotionally. Perfect AI feels unfair. 
Predictable AI feels fake. Believable AI feels alive. 
 
Believability comes from readable intention. The player should understand why an NPC did 
something, even if they didn’t expect it. 
 
Mistakes, delays, and limitations often increase narrative credibility. An NPC that hesitates 
before acting communicates uncertainty. An AI that misjudges the player communicates 
humanity - even if it is not human. 
 

 
 
 



 

10.4 Memory and Consequence 
 
Narrative deepens when systems remember. A world that resets after every encounter feels 
artificial. A world that carries forward small changes feels intentional. Memory turns action into 
consequence. Consequence turns play into narrative. 
 
Memory can be simple: 

●​ NPCs changing behavior after repeated interaction 
●​ Areas becoming safer or more dangerous 
●​ Resources depleting or accumulating 
●​ Factions reacting to player patterns 

 
 

 
10.5 World Systems as Story Engines 
 
World systemic design is the art of creating interlocking rules that produce meaning without 
scripting every outcome. 
 
Weather systems, economies, ecosystems, faction dynamics - when these systems interact, 
stories emerge. A storm that disrupts travel alters tension. A scarcity system changes moral 
decisions. A faction system turns neutrality into risk. These are not background features. They 
are narrative engines. 
 

 
 
10.6 Emergent Storytelling 
 
Emergent storytelling occurs when the player experiences something meaningful that was not 
explicitly authored. A desperate escape caused by overlapping systems. An unexpected 
alliance formed through shared pressure. A moment of loss created by systemic failure. 
 
These stories belong to the player because they were not delivered - they were earned. 
Narrative designers do not control emergent stories. They prepare conditions for them. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

10.7 Systemic Tone and Theme 
 
Systems carry values. A forgiving system communicates safety. A punishing system 
communicates harshness. A flexible system communicates freedom. A rigid system 
communicates authority. 
 
The theme is reinforced every time the system responds. If the system contradicts the intended 
theme, the narrative collapses silently. Players may never articulate this - but they feel it 
immediately. 
 

 
 
10.8 The Danger of Over-Systemization 
 
Not everything should be systemic. Some moments need to be authored. Some behaviors need 
limits. Total simulation often creates noise instead of meaning. 
 
Narrative design is about choosing where systems speak and where silence is more powerful. 
Restraint is part of design maturity. 
 

 
 
10.9 Closing 
 
This class completes the transition. You began this certification learning why stories exist. You 
end it understanding how this world speaks. A player may forget dialogue. They may forget plot 
details. They will not forget how the world treated them. That memory is the narrative. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Capstone Exercises 
 
Exercise 1 - Mechanics Before Words 
Objective: Express narrative and theme through gameplay systems rather than dialogue. 
 
Brief: Design a simple playable scenario where no dialogue or text is allowed. 
The experience must communicate: 

●​ The player’s role 
●​ The tone of the world 
●​ One central theme (e.g. scarcity, control, trust, isolation) 

 
Constraints: Only mechanics, space, feedback, and consequences may be used. Failure must 
communicate meaning, not just punishment. 
 
Evaluation Focus: Clarity of theme, tonal consistency, and how effectively mechanics carry 
narrative intent. 
 
Exercise 2 - Quest Deconstruction 
Objective: Develop analytical skills by breaking down existing game content into narrative 
components. 
 
Brief: Choose a single quest from any narrative-driven game and deconstruct it into: 

●​ Narrative motivation 
●​ Mechanical motivation 
●​ Quest loop 
●​ Four-act mission structure 
●​ Consequences (immediate and implied) 

Then redesign the quest to reinforce theme alignment, without changing the core mechanics. 
 
Evaluation Focus: Understanding of quest structure, ability to identify narrative weaknesses, 
and effectiveness of redesign. 
 
Exercise 3 - Systemic Story Prototype 
Objective: Introduce emergent narrative thinking. 
 
Brief: Design a small world system involving: 

●​ At least one NPC behavior rule 
●​ One resource or state that changes over time 
●​ One player action that creates long-term consequence 
●​ Document how at least three different player stories could emerge from the same 

system. 
 
Evaluation Focus: Believability, systemic coherence, and narrative depth without scripted 
outcomes. 



 

Key Industry Jargon 
 
Narrative Design: The discipline of aligning story, mechanics, systems, and player behavior to 
produce meaning through play. 
 
Game Writing: The creation of dialogue, narrative content, and story documentation specific to 
interactive media. 
 
Player Agency:The degree to which a player’s actions meaningfully affect the game world or 
outcome. 
 
Ludonarrative: The relationship between gameplay (ludo) and narrative. Harmony strengthens 
immersion; dissonance breaks it. 
 
Environmental Storytelling: Narrative information conveyed through space, objects, and visual 
detail rather than text or dialogue. 
 
Quest Loop: The repeatable rhythm of introduction, engagement, resolution, and reflection 
within a mission. 
 
Barks: Short, repeatable lines of NPC dialogue triggered by player proximity or actions. 
 
Systemic Design: The creation of interacting rules that produce outcomes without explicit 
scripting. 
 
Emergent Narrative: Player-created stories that arise from system interactions rather than 
authored sequences. 
 
Tonal Consistency: Maintaining a coherent emotional and thematic feel across all game 
elements. 
 
Failure States: The ways in which a game responds to player failure, often carrying narrative 
meaning. 
 
Narrative Robustness: A narrative’s ability to survive non-linear play, repetition, and player 
unpredictability. 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 

Course Summary 
 
Certification in Game Writing and Narrative Design is a comprehensive exploration of how 
meaning is created in interactive systems. 
 
The course began by grounding you in the human origins of storytelling and the structural 
principles that make stories legible. It then dismantled traditional assumptions by introducing 
game writing as a fragile, interruption-prone discipline that must survive player agency. 
 
From there, the focus shifted to narrative design - where the story becomes systemic rather than 
authored. You learned how tone, quests, levels, gameplay mechanics, camera systems, AI 
behavior, and world rules function as narrative instruments. 
 
Rather than treating story as content layered onto a game, the course trained you to design 
experiences that speak through action, space, and consequence. 
 
By the end of the certification, you are equipped not just to write for games, but to think like 
narrative designers - capable of building worlds that react, remember, and communicate 
meaning without relying on exposition. 
 
This course does not teach how to tell a story. It teaches how to build one that can be lived 
inside. 
 
Game narrative is not writing layered onto mechanics. It is the alignment of: 

●​ Tone 
●​ Space 
●​ Action 
●​ Behavior 
●​ Consequence 

 
When these align, the story emerges naturally - even without words. 
 

-x- 


