
 
 
CTIN 464 Game Studies Seminar: 
Environmental Games 
Units: 2.0 
Spring 2016—Tuesdays 14:00-16:50 
Location: SCA 110 
Course website: CTIN464.com 
 
Instructor: Kiki Benzon 
Office: SCI 101C 
Office Hours: by appointment 
Contact Info: kbenzon@cinema.usc.edu 
 
Student Assistant: Lishan Amde 
Office / Hours: TBD 
Contact Info: amde@usc.edu 

 
 
 

Course Description 
In this course, we will investigate the forms and functions of environmental games – 
invocations to collective or individual play activated across urban, institutional, public/private, 
augmented, and virtual environments. Beginning with canonical alternate reality games of 
1990s and 2000s, we will expand our deliberations to a broad set of curated and emergent 
environmental games, from dispersed fictions to LARPs, and from immersive/interactive 
theatre to augmented reality games. We will discover the historical lineage of environmental 
games in the “happenings” and spectacles of public art interventions of the Situationists, and 
think about the ways in which technological, social, and political realities inspire particular 
kinds of activist and commercial play. A chief goal of the course is to enhance our 
understanding of artists, entertainers, educators, and activists as agents that embolden and 
empower communities to engage in the construction of their realities. 
 
Learning Objectives 
 
Students will emerge from this course with 

•   a refined understanding of the mutually informing discourses of cultural theory and 
game studies 

•   enhanced methods for critically assessing pervasive, locative, dispersed, and ambient 
games 

•   an awareness of and practical experience with the protocols and procedures of 
environmental game design  

•   an appreciation of environmental games as expressions of and resistance to dominant 
cultural and historical narratives 

•   an understanding of genres and narrative modes—mystery, horror, science fiction, 
adventure, etc.—and their expression in environmental games 

•   discuss the creative, technical, and commercial components of environmental games 
with innovators in the industry  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Required Readings and Supplementary Materials 
Readings will be supplied as PDFs or web links. Students should be prepared to spend 
between $30 and $50 on games and other materials.  
 
Description and Assessment of Assignments  
 
On designated weeks, student have the option of submitting a brief critical comment (3% each, 
15% total) related to the assigned readings. Students must submit five such comments over the 
course of the term. These comments, which must be submitted by 17:00 on the day before class 
(i.e., Monday evening), will posted to the course website and referenced in class.  
 
Each student will give a 30-minute presentation (30%) on a theme. The content and critical slant 
of the presentation is will be largely determined by the student, but presentations should use the 
designated theme to analyze a small set of environmental games in terms of their physical, 
structural, social, ideological, technological, and contextual dimensions. Students should let Benzon 
know in advance which game(s) they will be focusing on. 
 
The group project (40%) constitutes the major deliverable for the course, and is itself divided into 
several sub-assignments: project proposal (10%); game test (10%); game design document (15%); 
and peer feedback (5%). 
 
Participation (15%) is an important component of this course, as students will discuss readings, 
share games experience, and provide feedback on presentations and creative work. The 
participation mark will be based on the student’s level of engagement with ideas and themes in the 
course, as demonstrated by thoughtful and constructive contributions to class discussion and 
questions posed to presenters and guest speakers.  
 
Grading Breakdown 
 
Assignment Points % of 

Grade 
5 critical comments 15 15% 
presentation 30 30% 
group project 40 40% 
participation 15 15% 
TOTAL 100 100% 

 
Assignment Submission Policy 
Critical comments may be submitted in the body of an email message to the instructor. The 
project proposal and game deisgn document should be submitted as email attachments in 
PDF form; the PDF must be named by your team names, e.g., KineticLemonade.pdf. 
 
Missing an Assignment Deadline, Incompletes: 
The only acceptable excuses for missing an assignment deadline or taking an incomplete in the 
course are personal illness or a family emergency. Students must inform the instructor before 
the assignment due date and present verifiable evidence in order for a deadline extension to be 
granted. Students who wish to take incompletes must also present documentation of the 
problem to the instructor before final grades are due. 



 
 

 
Syllabus for CTIN 464, Page 3 of 6 

 

 
For assignments turned in after the assignment deadline without prior permission from the 
instructor, a penalty will be imposed equal to 10% of the total available points for the 
assignment, for each day or part of a day that the assignment is late, up to a maximum of 
seven days. 
 
Attendance Policy 
Punctual attendance at all classes is mandatory. Students arriving more than five minutes late 
to three classes, more than ten minutes late to a single class, or leaving early, will be marked as 
having an unexcused absence from class, unless prior permission has been obtained from the 
instructor. The following guidelines are from the Interactive Media & Games Division 
handbook regarding absences and grading and apply to all students. 
 
Guidelines for absences affecting grading 

•   Two unexcused absences: lowers grade one full grade point (for example, from A to B) 
•   Three unexcused absences: lowers grade two full grade points 
•   Four or more unexcused absences: request to withdraw from course (instructor’s 

discretion) 
 
Excused absences are: 

•   Illness (with a doctor’s verification) 
•   Family or personal emergency (with verification) 

 
Social media, including text messaging and internet messaging, are excluded from class unless 
explicitly permitted by the instructor. A 0.5% grade reduction will result from each occurrence 
of a student being found using them. 
 
Diversity 
In making games and interactive media in a professional and ethical way, it is important that 
you consider diversity. When looking at your projects, you should consider who is depicted 
and how this work will impact others. What kinds of individuals and communities are 
represented in your work? What point of view does your work express? This class my assist 
you in learning how to make work that includes diverse viewpoints, and may discuss racial, 
religious, gender and sexual orientation issues in the context of games and interactive media. 
 
Course Schedule: A Weekly Breakdown 
See next page. 
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Week / Date 

 
Topics / Activities 

 
Readings and Homework (game 
titles listed should be played, or 
watched as a play-through, before 
class) 
 

Deliverables 
/Due Dates 
(CCAR = 
critical 
comment on 
assigned 
reading) 

 
Week 1 
August 23 

 
introduction / critical 
approaches to games / 
“environmental 
games”  
 

 
The Institute  (Spencer McCall, 2013) 92 

min 

 

 
Week 2 
August 30 
 

 
space, play and politics   

 
Markus Montola, et al. Chapter 

1. Pervasive Games: Theory and Design. 
2009. 3-22. 

 

 
CCAR 
evening 
before (3%) 
 

 
Week 3 
September 6 
 

 
ARGs I: the 
contemporary canon 
 
presentation 1.  
presentation 2.  
 

McGonigal, Jane. “This is Not a Game: 
Immersive Aesthetics and Collective 
Play.” Digital Arts and Culture 
Conference, 2003. 

—. “Why I Love Bees: A Case Study in 
Collective Intelligence Gaming.”The 
Ecology of Games: Connecting Youth, 
Games, and Learning. Katie Salen, ed. 
Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 
2008. 199–228. 
 

 
CCAR 
evening 
before (3%) 

 
Week 4 
September 13 

 
ARGs II: independent 
innovation 
 
presentation 3. 
 
Guest Speaker: TBD 
 

 
Dena, Christy. “Emerging Participatory 

Culture Practices: Player-Created 
Tiers in Alternate Reality 
Games.” Convergence. The International 
Journal of Research into New Media 
Technologies. 14.1. (2008): 41-57. 

 

 
CCAR due 
evening 
before (3%) 

 
Week 5 
September 20 

 
digitality, transmedia, 
and convergence 
culture 
 
presentation 4.  
presentation 5.  
 

 

Henry Jenkins, “Transmedia 
Storytelling 101.” 

Pearce, Celia, et al. “Sustainable Play: 
Towards A New Games Movement 
for the Digital Age.” Games and 
Culture. 7. (2007): 261-278. 
 

 
CCAR due 
evening 
before (3%) 
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Week 6 
September 27 

 
resistance, activism, 
disruption 
 
presentation 6. 
presentation 7.  
  

 
Flanagan, Mary. “Locating Play and 

Politics: Real World Games & 
Activism.”Proceedings of the Digital 
Arts and Culture Conference. Perth 
Australia, 2007. 

 

 
CCAR due 
evening 
before (3%) 

 
Week 7 
October 4 
 

 
institutions / 
environments of 
learning  
 
presentation 8. 
 

 
Jagoda, Patrick, et al. “Worlding 

Through Play: Alternate Reality 
Games, Large-Scale Learning, and 
The Source.” American Journal of 
Play. 8.1. (2015): 74-100. 

 

 
CCAR due 
evening 
before (3%) 

 
Week 8 
October 11 

 
narrative and film  
 
presentation 9. 
 
Screening: Running Man 
(Glaser, 1987) or The 
Game (Fincher, 1997) or 
eXistenz (David 
Cronenberg, 1999) 
 

 
Jenkins, Henry. “Game Design as 

Narrative Architecture.” electronic book 
review. 2004. 

 
group project 
proposal due 
(10%) 
 
CCAR due 
evening 
before (3%) 
 

 
Week 9 
October 18 
 

 
capitalism / the player-
consumer  
 
presentation 10. 
 

 
Dyer Witheford, Nick and Greig de 

Peuter. “Introduction.” Games of 
Empire.” Minnesota: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2009. xi-xxxv. 

Manovich, Lev. “The Poetics of 
Augmented Space.” Visual 
Communication. 5.2 (2006): 219-240. 

 

 
CCAR due 
evening 
before (3%) 
 

 
Week 10 
October 25 
 

 
escape room field trip 
 
 

  

 
Week 11 
November 1  

 
facilitated work-
shopping of group 
projects 
 

 
 

 

 
Week 12 
November 8 
 

  
flex day 
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Week 13 
November 15 
 

 
game testing  

  

 
Week 14 
November 22 
 

 
game testing 

  
game test 
(10%) 

 
Week 15 
November 29 

 
discussion / peer 
feedback 
 

  
peer feedback 
(5%) 

 
FINALS 
WEEK 

   
game design 
document due 
(15%) 
 

 
Statement on Academic Conduct and Support Systems 

  
Academic Conduct 
Plagiarism – presenting someone else’s ideas as your own, either verbatim or recast in your 
own words – is a serious academic offense with serious consequences.  Please familiarize 
yourself with the discussion of plagiarism in SCampus in Section 11, Behavior Violating 
University Standardshttps://scampus.usc.edu/1100-behavior-violating-university-standards-
and-appropriate-sanctions/. Other forms of academic dishonesty are equally unacceptable. See 
additional information in SCampus and university policies on scientific misconduct, 
http://policy.usc.edu/scientific-misconduct/. 
 
Discrimination, sexual assault, and harassment are not tolerated by the university. You are 
encouraged to report any incidents to the Office of Equity and Diversity 
http://equity.usc.edu/ or to the Department of Public Safety 
http://capsnet.usc.edu/department/department-public-safety/online-forms/contact-us.  This 
is important for the safety whole USC community. Another member of the university 
community – such as a friend, classmate, advisor, or faculty member – can help initiate the 
report, or can initiate the report on behalf of another person. The Center for Women and 
Men http://www.usc.edu/student-affairs/cwm/ provides 24/7 confidential support, and the 
sexual assault resource center webpage sarc@usc.edu describes reporting options and other 
resources. 
 
Support Systems 
A number of USC’s schools provide support for students who need help with scholarly 
writing.  Check with your advisor or program staff to find out more.  Students whose primary 
language is not English should check with the American Language Institute 
http://dornsife.usc.edu/ali, which sponsors courses and workshops specifically for 
international graduate students. The Office of Disability Services and Programs 
http://sait.usc.edu/academicsupport/centerprograms/dsp/home_index.htmlprovides 
certification for students with disabilities and helps arrange the relevant accommodations. If 
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an officially declared emergency makes travel to campus infeasible, USC Emergency 
Information http://emergency.usc.edu/will provide safety and other updates, including ways 
in which instruction will be continued by means of blackboard, teleconferencing, and other 
technology. 
 
Disruptive Student Behavior:  
Behavior that persistently or grossly interferes with classroom activities is considered 
disruptive behavior and may be subject to disciplinary action. Such behavior inhibits other 
students' ability to learn and an instructor's ability to teach. A student responsible for 
disruptive behavior may be required to leave class pending discussion and resolution of the 
problem and may be reported to the Office of Student Judicial Affairs for disciplinary action. 
 
Syllabus Updates:  
This syllabus is liable to change up to the beginning of class and possibly over the semester. 
Please check the posted syllabus regularly, and note all changes that are shared by the 
instructor in class. 
 
 


