PRE-GCSE INSPIRE PROGRAMME
HOW TO DESIGN A SUCCESSFUL
VIDEO GAME
CLASS 2: ENGLISH AND HISTORY
Welcome to our second class looking at how to make a successful
video game! In this edition we’re focussing on English and History,
with a splash of Classics. You’ll be able to find out more about the
importance of story structure in video games, as well as what video
games can tell us about the past! There are also more competitions
to get involved in, including turning your favourite story into a video
game.
subjects covered: Classics, English, History
release date: 6 May 2020
competition deadline: 20 May 2020
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or ‘narremes’ as they are sometimes
called – smaller items that are used to
build up a whole narrative. If you were
writing a computer-game plot, which
ones would you want to use? And what
kinds of people would you create to
fulfil the different functions of Hero,
Villain, Sender, Donor and so on?

Subjects covered:
English
Click here to read this
article on Inspire Digital!

A GOOD STORY IS KEY
The most successful kind of plot for
computer games – and indeed for all
kinds of other stories, from international
folk-tale, to medieval romance, to the
great fantasy works of the twentiethand twenty-first centuries, is the quest.
The hero sets out from home on a quest
to find something or with a mission to
do something imposed upon him. So in
J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings,
Frodo is tasked by Gandalf and Bilbo
with destroying the Ring by casting
it into Mount Doom. On the way the
hero acquires companions, encounters
helpers or donors who give them the
special, often magical, means to achieve

A really successful computer game –
like a really successful fantasy world
– will very likely consist of more than
one single and linear plot. There may
be more than one hero, many different
villains, and several different storylines
and quests being narrated at the same
time, taking place in different parts
of the imagined world. So, as well as

Frodo’s quest to rid himself of the Ring
in The Lord of the Rings, we have the
adventures of the other Companions,
the story of Aragorn’s winning the
throne of Gondor, and the rise of the
Ents to overthrow Saruman.
Likewise, in the Harry Potter series,
while Harry’s quest to defeat Lord
Voldemort drives the main plot of
all seven books, there are numerous
other plotlines, a major one of which is
Harry’s school experience: he attends
class, completes (or doesn’t complete)
his homework and participates in
school sports. In parallel to this are
his, Ron and Hermione’s coming-ofage experiences as teenagers, in which

the adventure, they are threatened
by villains and quite often they fall in
love. The Russian folklorist Vladimir
Propp analysed his country’s folktales
and identified the chief ‘functions’
as he called the characters’ roles as:
Hero, Sender, Donor, Villain, and False
Hero – who pops up to claim the credit.
Propp also suggested that stories often
started with a need or a lack; the hero
might have to face many challenges in
gaining the means to succeed; when
the hero has defeated the villain
there may be still more obstacles –
like the False Hero to face. Here’s a
link that lists Propp’s story-elements,
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Click here to learn
more about English
at Oxford!

they make friends, have arguments
and fall in love for the first time. But
the focus is not always on Harry, Ron
and Hermione—other plotlines also
involve different characters, locations
and even time periods. In Harry Potter
and the Order of the Phoenix, a political
resistance takes centre stage, changing
the course of the main plot significantly.
Then, in Harry Potter and the HalfBlood Prince, we relive a series of
memories from various characters that
intersect to explain Voldemort’s past,
and we even briefly see Voldemort’s
rise to power from the point of view of
the UK’s Prime Minister. While these
plotlines all contribute to the overall
effort to vanquish Voldemort, they

do so through intersections between
characters in different time periods and
in different parts of the world. It is not
until the final book that Harry sets out
on a quest in the traditional narrative
sense, highlighting the importance of
alternative plotlines and story elements
in this series.
You don’t have to stick to the quest
plot – though it will help to structure
and move your game forward – you can
bring other kinds of story-telling in too.
Fantasy and other kinds of story set in
imaginary universes aren’t just escapist
or simply made-up; they often find ways
of talking about the contemporary.
Professor Carolyne Larrington,
Tutorial Fellow in English Literature
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COMPETITION 4: STORY STRUCTURE
When game designers make a game, they often create a useful
story structure (just like the one pictured to the right).
A designer uses important story plot-points as obstacles,
disasters and crises in their game, making them into enemies or
object-finding quests for the protagonist (and player) to solve
in order to continue the story. An obstacle in a game could be a
conversation, a combat sequence or a puzzle.
Climaxes at the end of acts are known as ‘Boss’ levels, very
important checkpoints in the gameplay and story where the
main character adapts and changes in a very significant way.
Using the ‘three act structure’ on the right, take your favourite
story and turn it into a video game.

CLICK HERE TO
SUBMIT YOUR
ANSWER

EXPLORE OUR LIBRARIES...

Check out the St John’s College library
website to explore our Special Collections
virtually! In addition to an exhibition on all
things royal, there are quizzes, colouring
sheets and so much more!

You can also explore the University of Oxford’s extraordinary
library collections from home! Click here to get started.
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Subjects covered:
History

WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM VIDEO GAMES?
What’s the point of a historical video
game? What do you get from setting
a battle in ancient Rome or on the
battlefields of the Second World War,
rather than in space, the far distant
future, or an imaginary world? From a
historian’s perspective, we might gain
a number of new insights by playing
through historical events on our
computers, consoles or phones.
Think of Call of Duty: World War Two
or Assassin’s Creed Unity (a game set
during the French Revolution). Both of
these are games where the player takes
on a character and moves through
various battles and historical events,
tries to avoid being injured, to preserve
their supplies, and even attempts to
capture enemy soldiers. These games

Click here to read this
article on Inspire Digital!

can give players a chance to imagine
what participating in major historical
events might have felt like. World
War Two, for example, saw a massive
mobilisation of soldiers – ordinary
men and women who were sent
across the globe to fight. Playing
these games might give us a sense
of what it felt like to be dropped
into an unfamiliar landscape, to
find yourself as one person in a
much bigger military unit, and to be
faced with powerful and frightening
forces far beyond your own control.
These aren’t experiences we tend to
get in everyday life in 2020. In that
sense, playing a first-person game is
similar to reading a historical novel
or a memoir: it might give you an

understanding of events which you
can’t access through a textbook.

better to fight and risk defeat or to flee
and rebuild your forces?

On the other hand, it is worth noting
that there’s been considerable public
debate about what is an appropriate
setting for a video game. Some people
have asked whether conflicts in which
thousands or even millions of people
lost their lives should be used for the
purposes of entertainment. Whether
some battles are so bloody and horrific
that they should be ‘off limits’ to games
developers is a discussion taking place
today, especially with reference to
games set in World War One.

From the perspective of a historian,
these strategy games can also teach us
something. They can make us reflect
on how easily the course of history
might have been different: could the
ancient Britons have defeated the
Roman Empire if they had adopted
a different strategy? Could the Aztec
Empire have conquered the world?
Asking this sort of question is referred
to as ‘counter-factual history’, and is a
useful way of challenging our historical
assumptions. Strategy games can also
make us aware of exactly how much
effort and expense was involved in
historical warfare. Battles aren’t just
won with soldiers: you need supply
lines, efficient messengers, and ways
to maintain the morale of your troops.
Military victories depend both on
careful planning and an element of
chance: historical losers might easily
have been winners (and vice-versa).

The other type of ‘battlefield game’
is the kind based around strategy.
Examples of this include games like
Civilization and Age of Empires. You
are put in charge of a historical group,
nation or civilisation and can lead them
into battle (if you wish) in order to
build up your resources and power. The
player has to make command decisions
on the battlefield: which enemy will
you decide to fight; which weapons will
you develop to arm your soldiers; is it

It goes without saying that not all
‘historical’ video games are historically

Click here to learn
more about History
at Oxford!
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accurate. Many take historical scenarios and add into them elements of
magic, invent their own characters, or play with chronology and timelines.
But that doesn’t mean they can’t be historically useful. Many of these games
take historical accuracy very seriously, and developers employ ‘historical
consultants’ (history graduates) to help them get the details right – even
down to the background scenery and the buttons on soldiers’ uniforms.
Dr Philippa Byrne, British Academy Post-Doctoral Fellow
in Medieval History

FURTHER READING:
Playing with history: what Sid Meier’s video game empire got right and
wrong about ‘Civilization’
Video games based on history should teach us about the past – not just use
it as a backdrop

COMPETITION 5: LET’S PLAY IN
ANCIENT GREECE

Imagine you are a member of the Athenian Assembly in Ancient Greece. In the
future, the University of Oxford’s Classics Department has been successful in its
attempt to send back in time its commentated play-through of the game ‘Assassin’s
Creed: Odyssey’ which takes place in your lifetime, just for you to watch.
Using at least one episode of the Oxford Classics Department’s ‘Let’s Play Assassin’s
Creed: Odyssey’ series as your basis (and your own experience with the game if
you have played it) write a 300-word piece from the Athenian’s point of view. In
particular, consider what you would notice, learn or be outraged by in watching
your history played as a game. Click on the video below to watch the first episode!

The Assassin’s Creed curriculum: can video games teach us history?
What if historians started taking the what if seriously?

TORCH GOES DIGITAL
The Oxford Research Centre in the Humanities (TORCH) is currently hosting
a variety of exciting competitions, articles, flash-fiction contests, podcasts
and live events on a different theme each week. Anyone is welcome to
participate in the contests and live events, and you can find the schedule
here. Last week’s theme was reading - check out the recent live events ‘This
is Shakespeare’ and ‘The social life of books’ by clicking the links below!

CLICK HERE TO
SUBMIT YOUR
ANSWER
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OXPLORE: IS FANTASY BET TER THAN
REAL LIFE?

Oxplore is an innovative digital outreach
portal from the University of Oxford. As the
‘Home of Big Questions’ it aims to engage
those from 11 to 18 years with debates and
ideas that go beyond what is covered in the
classroom. Big questions tackle complex
ideas across a wide range of subjects and
draw on the latest research undertaken at
Oxford. Click the question on the left to start
exploring some Big Questions...

WHAT ARE THE STUDENTS SAYING?
If you enjoy this class, you might want to
find out more about studying English and
History! You can study both subjects either
on their own, or with other subjects.
English and joint schools
History and joint schools
Classics and joint schools

COMPETITION 6: YOUR FAVOURITE STORY
Each class will have a photo, art or short video competition with a
prompt based on the topic we are studying in that class. For Class 2, we
want you to feature the best storyline you have ever encountered in a
game, whether in a video game, card game, board game or something
else! Entries can be photographs or short (<10 seconds) videos. You
should also include a short written explanation of your entry (maximum
100 words).

CLICK HERE TO SUBMIT
YOUR ANSWER
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