PRE-GCSE INSPIRE PROGRAMME
HOW TO DESIGN A SUCCESSFUL
VIDEO GAME
CLASS 4: LANGUAGE & LINGUISTICS
Welcome to our fourth class on how to design a successful video game!
In a previous class we discussed how story structure and history can help
to make a game more immersive; today we look at how languages and
linguistics can impact games in similar ways. We will also look at games
as a means for learning language. Keep in mind you are not expected to
read every class cover to cover: we’ve provided lots of links to further
reading and extra material, but you are welcome to focus on what is most
interesting to you!
subjects covered: Modern Languages, Linguistics
release date: 10 June 2020
competition deadline: 24 June 2020

COMPETITIONS
IN THIS CLASS:
Using language to build characters and worlds............................................ 2
Competition 9: A characteristic voice........................................................... 3
Studying languages and linguistics............................................................... 4
LINGO: Where words are a matter of life and death.................................... 5
Competition 10: LINGO................................................................................ 5
Are Elvish, Klingon, Dothraki and Na’vi real languages?............................... 6
How I’m using LEGO to teach Arabic............................................................ 6
Competition 11: Would it be better if we all spoke the same language?..... 7
Vote results: Is video game addiction a mental disorder?............................ 7

We encourage you to participate in as many competitions as you can, but
they are not compulsory. Once all entries have been received, we will
publish the top five entries for each competition on Inspire Digital, and
students who submitted the top two entries will be awarded Amazon
vouchers.
How to submit your entry:
• Complete your competition entry and make sure it follows the guidelines
listed for that competition
• Fill out the competition cover sheet
• Email your entry and your cover sheet to us at inspire@sjc.ox.ac.uk

The deadline for all competition entries for Class 4 is 5pm on Wednesday
24 June 2020.
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USING LANGUAGE TO BUILD
CHARACTERS AND WORLDS
Designing an immersive world is all
about getting the details right. In a video
game, the world consists of a number
of elements, including the visual space,
the characters that navigate it and the
soundscape (music, sound effects and
speech). It is in the finer details of these
elements that the most immersive and
fascinating worlds are built, and one of
these details is language. Linguistics,
the study of language, investigates

Click here to read this
article on Inspire Digital!

say. This involves, for example, the
study of accents and their associated
stereotypes. While such stereotypes
are not always accurate, they are
extremely well-known, so they are
useful character-building resources.
The voice a character speaks with
provides clues about their allegiance,
their motivation, their identity and
much more, without ever stating this
information outright. Grand Theft
Auto makes use of such stereotypes
by portraying mobsters as ItalianAmerican; while Italian-Americans are
not always mobsters in real life, this
stereotypical association allows the
player to easily interpret the role the
character is meant to play in the game.
Accents are composed of many linguistic
resources, from the sounds involved in
speech to the particular words used,
but some of these resources are more

obvious than others. The r-sound, for
example, is strongly associated with a
West Country accent, while words like
“fam” and “cuz” are associated with
British street slang. Carefully designing
voices to capitalise on these resources
makes for more authentic-sounding
characters. This can be as simple as
sprinkling a few words of a foreign
language into a game set in that country
(Max Payne 3 is set in Brazil and features
Portuguese), or as complicated as giving
groups of characters different accents
through which they can be distinguished
(as in the Thief series). This article about
linguistic experiments in video games
offers more detailed discussion of these
examples.
But what about fantasy worlds?
Linguistics also comes into play in game
design through conlangs (constructed

subjects like grammatical structures,
sound systems and semantic meaning,
and its subfield sociolinguistics is
concerned with the social meaning that
language conveys. Video games make
use of linguistic principles in a number
of different ways.

The player
encounters
the Dragon
Language in
Skyrim by
learning chants.
(Image from
https://www.
nexusmods.
com/skyrim/
mods/32821/)

Sociolinguistics is concerned with
the social meaning of language—
how you say it, rather than what you
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languages), languages which are
invented for a particular purpose
rather than developing naturally
over time. Conlangs are popular in
other fantasy and sci-fi media as well
(for example, Dothraki in Game of
Thrones, Elvish in Lord of the Rings
and Klingon in Star Trek)—they are
an excellent world-building device
because they lend authenticity to
an invented people while also being
unfamiliar and alien. Designing a
conlang requires an understanding
of all of the basic principles of
linguistics—phonetics (the study of
sounds), phonology (the study of
sound systems), syntax (the study of
sentence structures) and semantics

(the study of meaning)—and it can
involve inventing a writing system and
even developing the lore of a world or
a people. Fleshing out a world with this
kind of detail makes it more believable
and immersive because there is always
more for players to discover—Skyrim
fans have developed a website devoted
to the Dragon Language which includes
dictionaries, a translator, lessons and
much more. Other examples of conlangs
in video games are the famous Simlish
(less a constructed language than
precisely designed gibberish) and the
very carefully reconstructed Proto-IndoEuropean varieties of Far Cry Primal.

or grammatical systems or systems of
social meaning. These are the details we
use to make sense of the world around
us every day, and successful game
design must employ these principles to
replicate that process in character- and
world-building.

Linguistics is all about understanding the
way language works, be it sound systems

EXPLORE FURTHER...
For more academic discussion of how
linguistic meaning is conveyed in video
games, and how we talk about video
games, see The Language of Gaming
(Astrid Ensslin) or Unified Discourse
Analysis (James Paul Gee).

Maren Fichter, Project Support
Officer for the St John’s College
Inspire Programme

Far Cry Primal features three different
versions of Proto-Indo-European spoken
by the different tribes. (Image from
https://www.usgamer.net/articles/farcry-primal-how-to-increase-population)

COMPETITION 9: A CHARACTERISTIC VOICE
Each class will have a photo, art or short video competition with a prompt based on the topic
we are studying in that class. In Class 4, we have been looking at the importance of language
in video games, so for this competition we want you to feature a game character whose
voice is particularly iconic. What features are particularly noticeable about the character’s
voice and why? Try to illustrate why the distinctive features of this character’s voice or accent
matter, and what they indicate about your character in context of the game.
Entries can be photographs, visual art or short (<10 seconds) videos. You should also
include a short written explanation of your entry (maximum 100 words). To prepare for this
competition, you should have read “Using language to build characters and worlds.”
CLICK HERE TO SUBMIT
YOUR ANSWER
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STUDYING LANGUAGES AND LINGUISTICS
If you’re enjoying this class, you
might want to find out more about
studying languages or Linguistics at
Oxford! You can study any language
on its own, or in combination with
other languages or Linguistics more
broadly. Learn more about these
different options here:
• Modern Languages & Linguistics
• Psychology, Philosophy and
Linguistics

You can also click on the languages
to the left to find out more about
specific language courses!

OPPORTUNITIES FOR YOU TO GET INVOLVED
The Modern Languages Faculty is involved in a range of events and activities to
promote the value of language study in its own right, as well as illuminate the
broader horizons of opportunities and careers opened up by a degree in languages.
Opportunities include language competitions, video book clubs, interviews with
students and many more! Click here to explore the Modern Languages Faculty’s
digital resources, and click the link below to check out the LinguaMania Podcast, a
series exploring some big questions around language.
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Linguistics
Click here to read this
article on Inspire Digital!
The following links are
useful if you want to
continue to explore
languages through
games:
• Kahoot!
• Duolingo

LINGO: WHERE WORDS ARE A MAT TER OF LIFE
AND DEATH
Learning a language is very much like playing a game: you need to be
strategic, know how to identify what’s important and what’s not so
essential. You must assess probability and take risks. Sometimes you
must make do with little (your word bank, your range of structures)
but you must also try to be accurate. You also need to be open to the
unexpected and use different sources of information (not just verbal,
but also visual, musical, etc) not to mention a large dose of intuition.
There are grammar rules for you to work out, but otherwise, like a
computer game, imagination and resourcefulness are key, not forgetting
a willingness to have a go and occasionally to get it wrong.
Click the link below to play through a scenario in which you are
unexpectedly dropped in a land whose language you need to learn as
quickly as possible. Then, once you’ve played through the game and
learned some basic principles in this language, have a go at Competition
10 on the right!

COMPETITION 10: LINGO
To prepare for this competition, you should play
through LINGO: Where words are a matter of life and
death, linked to the left.
From the conversation in this game, you have learnt
quite a lot of words of different kinds, and you can
now test yourself with some more complicated
questions:
1. Can you identify two verbs, and give their
meanings?
2. Can you identify two nouns?
3. Can you find three ways of indicating possession
(my, your, his/her)?
4. What’s the most likely meaning of primstick in the
conversation?
5. How do you say “to drink” in this language?
6. What are the 1st, 2nd and 3rd person singular
endings of verbs?
7. If “home” = heimo, “in” = o, how would you say:
“I want to go to my country”?
Your competition entry should attempt to answer as
many of these questions as possible, and if relevant
explain the reasoning behind your answers. Your
competition entry can be in the form of a short essay,
or you can address each question in a numbered list,
and it should be between 300-500 words in length.

Marie Elven, Tutor in French at St John’s College

CLICK HERE TO
SUBMIT YOUR
ANSWER
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ARE ELVISH, KLINGON, DOTHRAKI AND
NA’VI REAL LANGUAGES?
In “Using language to build characters and worlds” on Page 2,
we learned about conlangs, or constructed languages, which
are devised specifically for use in fantasy worlds. Linguist
John McWhorter discusses the complexity of conlangs, from
vocabulary and grammar to language change, and explains why
they are so captivating.

HOW I’M USING LEGO TO TEACH ARABIC
We have learned that games can be an excellent way to facilitate
language learning. In this TED Talk, Ghada Wali, an Egyptian
graphic designer, does just that: Wadi has developed a colourful
and engaging way to teach the Arabic script using LEGO blocks.
“Effective communication and education is the road to more
tolerant communities,” Wali says. You can find out more about
the Let’s Play project on her website here.
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COMPETITION 11: WOULD IT BE
BET TER IF WE ALL SPOKE THE
SAME LANGUAGE?

VOTE RESULTS: IS VIDEO GAME ADDICTION
A MENTAL DISORDER?

Oxplore is an innovative digital outreach portal from the University of
Oxford that tackles big questions across a wide range of subjects and
draw on the latest research undertaken at Oxford. Click the link below
to explore today’s big question: Would it be better if we all spoke the
same language? Then, considering what you have learned in this class
and on Oxplore, as well as in previous after-school clubs on Esperanto
and other languages, answer the question: Would it be better if we all
spoke the same language? Your answer should be in the form of a short
essay (maximum 500 words).

In the last class we asked you to consider whether or not video
game addiction is actually a mental disorder. You can see the
results of that vote in the chart below! If you missed out last
time, you can still cast your vote here.
Is video game addiction a mental disorder?
I’m not sure: 8.33%

No: 36.11%

Yes: 55.56%

CLICK HERE TO
SUBMIT YOUR
ANSWER
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