
Justin Plowman Graduate Internship: DAGD 300 Level Design Curriculum 

Backwards Design Template 
Stage 1-Desired Results 

Established Goals: 
 

1. Students will show understanding of the process of developing game 
environments. 

2. Students will study and critique contemporary game designs. 
3. Students will demonstrate the skills necessary to design interactive game 

environments. 
4. Students will write and understand the need for game design documents. 

Understanding(s): 
Students will understand. . . 
 

1. Students will understand the design 
thinking process and how it can 
improve game and level design 
thinking. ( Start with why, then for 
who, then how, then what) 

2. Students will understand 
programming logic and how it 
applies to level scripting 

3. Students will understand the game 
development process and how it 
applies to level design 

4. Students will understand basic 
architectural design principles and 
how they apply to game 
environments. 

5. Students will understand 
environmental lighting principles 
and how lighting can be used to 
create gameplay. 

6. Students will understand what 
makes a good complete 
environment and what that 
communicates to the player. 

 

Essential Question(s): 
 

1. How does understanding Why 
we are making a level and for 
Who matter and why can 
knowing these things improve 
our designs? 

2. What makes an exciting game 
level unforgettable? 

3. Why do the best games mimic 
the real world, even sci fi and 
fantasy games? 

4. How does a good environment 
speak/communicate with the 
player? 

5. What makes a good team 
member on a project? How 
about a team leader? 

Students will know . . .                                                    
1. Students will know how to use level 

scripting to create dynamic action 
sequences within their 
environments 

2. Students will know how to use 
basic geometry and 3d models; and 
when it is appropriate to use each. 

3. Students will know how to import 

 Students will be able to . . . 
1. Understand the goal of the level 

they are designing and who their 
players are 

2. Use modular design techniques to 
create levels using a limited range 
of art assets. 

3. Create lighting schemes that convey 
mood and provide directional 
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custom 2d and 3d art from other 
programs into a game engine and 
how to utilize them to create 
custom environments. 

4. Students will know how to create a 
basic lighting schemes for their 
levels and how to use them to 
enhance gameplay. 

5. Students will know design thinking 
processes and how they work in the 
context of game design. 

6. Students will know basic 
architectural principles and how 
they enhance level design 

7. Students will know how to create 
basic visual effects within a game 
engine 

queues to players 
4. Design and build a range of custom 

environments using both their own 
designs and designs that have been 
provided for them. 

5. Use reference art and real world 
examples to create believable 
environments. 

6. Create a complete environment 
using geometry, props, sounds, 
visual effects, and level scripting. 

7. Create in-level interface elements 
that enhance level gameplay 

Stage 2-Assessment Evidence 
 

Performance Task(s) 
1. Setting the Scene: Students are 

given the specifics for a scene, 
such as a spooky ancient ruin. 
Using a 2048 x 2048 space, 
students will build a small level 
using basic geometry, 3d models, 
materials, and lighting options that 
are present in the game engine that 
convey the desired mood. (1week) 

2. Review A Game Doc: Using the 
web, find a game design document 
for a game you enjoy. Review the 
document and determine whether 
or not it worked well with the 
intended audience. Write a 3-5 
page paper explaining your views. 

3. The Cabin: Students will be 
provided with a level file. They 
must light the level to convey a 
type of mood selected from a 
provided with the file. 

4. The Elemental Temple: Students 
will create a small level celebrating 
one of the 4 elements (Earth, Fire, 
Water, Air) The scene must contain 
only custom textures and materials. 

Other Evidence: 
 

1. Work Samples 
2. In Class Discussions 
3. Self-Assessment and reflection 

through in class critique 
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At least one material must be a 
rune designed to be emissive. 

5. Game Level Critique: Students will 
take a critical look at their favorite 
game level in a 3-5 page paper. 

6. Real World Sim: Students will 
create a level that simulates a real 
world location. The level should 
show knowledge of basic 
architectural design principles. 

7. Playing Legos: Students will create 
a set of 6-8 modular design 
building pieces that can be used to 
create at least 3 different buildings 
in a custom environment. 

8. Story Time: Students will write a 
story with an action scene in it. 
They will create a level where the 
story is communicated to the 
player through lighting, skeletal 
mesh animation, and scripted 
events. 

9. Midterm Project (explained below) 
10. Final Project (explained below) 

Student Self-Assessment and Reflection 
Students will have the opportunity for self-assessment and reflection through weekly 
class critiques. Students will have the opportunity to receive and provide constructive 
feedback that they can use to improve their understanding and techniques. 
 
Assessment Task #1 Blueprint (Midterm Project) Built To Spec 
What Understandings or Goals will be assessed through this task? 
Goals: 1, 3 
Understandings: 1, 3, 5 
What qualities must the student work demonstrate to signify that the standards 
were met? The project must display knowledge of the desired user in the form of design 
elements that would be appealing to that user. The level should be built to the 
specifications provided and show proper use of basic geometry, custom made game 
assets, and lighting that conveys mood and improves gameplay. 
Through what authentic performance task will students demonstrate 
understanding? (Task Overview) 
     A game developer has outsourced the development of a few of their levels for their hot 
new game. Students groups are given access to their design documentation and can pick 
the level they wish to create from the list. Each design describes the location, mood, and 
how the level fits into the story. Player demographic information for the game is also 
given. Each group must construct the level to spec while creating the correct mood for the 
location and the story. The level must meet the requirements set out by the client as far as 
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action sequences go and must be exciting to the target group of players. 
What student products and performances will provide evidence of desired 
understanding? Students will provide the level file and package file(s). Students will 
also provide the files for the required custom assets, such as Photoshop files for textures, 
or 3ds Max files for 3d models. Each team member will fill out a brief survey regarding 
the experience they had with their team members during the project. 
By what criteria will student products and performances be evaluated? 
Student levels will be judged on how closely they met the design criteria specified by the 
“client.” They will also be judged on whether I received all the files at turn in, that the 
level works, that the work was turned in on time, that the files used the required naming 
convention, and that it was built prior to turning in. Lastly, there will be points given for 
how well the student worked in their team. 
Assessment Task #2 Blueprint (Final Project) Entertain Me! 
What Understandings or Goals will be assessed through this task? 
Goals: 1, 2, 3, 4 
Understandings: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 
What qualities must the student work demonstrate to signify that the standards 
were met? The student must display mastery of the course content by creating a 
complete custom environment based on their game design. Documentation will be 
provided to show that the students went through the design process. This environment 
will use only custom game assets created by the team. The level geometry will display 
knowledge of architectural principles and that it was designed with the intended user in 
mind. The level will contain appropriate scripted events that create interesting gameplay. 
The environment will have a lighting scheme that conveys mood and enhances gameplay. 
 
Through what authentic performance task will students demonstrate 
understanding? (Task Overview) 
     The students are part of a design competition in which they are trying to entertain a 
picky panel of judges. The students are given the title for their game, such as "Jumping 
Crane", and must provide the panel with a brief concept document explaining the game 
and showing the design for the demo level. The student group must then build the demo 
level for their game. 
What student products and performances will provide evidence of desired 
understanding? Students will provide the level file and package file(s). Students will 
also provide the files for the required custom assets, such as Photoshop files for textures, 
or 3ds Max files for 3d models. Design documentation must be provided as well. Each 
team member will fill out a brief survey regarding the experience they had with their 
team members during the project. 
By what criteria will student products and performances be evaluated? 
Student levels will be judged on how complete the custom environment is and how 
closely it follows the plan laid out in the design document. Student levels must show 
consideration for the end user and that architectural principles were considered. The level 
must contain only custom level assets created by the team. The level must have scripted 
elements, sound, visual effects, and lighting that both sets a mood and enhances 
gameplay. They will also be judged on whether I received all the files at turn in, that the 
level works, that the work was turned in on time, that the files used the required naming 
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convention, and that it was built prior to turning in. Lastly, there will be points given for 
how well the student worked in their team. 

Stage 3- Learning Plan 
 

Learning Activities #1: students will learn the basics of using CSG geometry, materials, 
static meshes, and adding lights 
 
Learning Activities #2: students will review game design documentation and how level 
design docs fit into the process. We will also take a look at the idea of designing with the 
player in mind and what types of players are out there. 
 
Learning Activities #3: students will take a look at professional lighting schemes and 
learn the specifics of what toes of lights are available in UDK. They will also learn how 
to manipulate the properties of those lights to convey mood of affect gameplay 
 
Learning Activities #4: students will take a look at the material editor and the process 
for importing their own 2d and 3d art. They will learn how to create animating and 
compound materials that take advantage of the tools to the fullest. 
 
Learning Activities #5: students will take a look at what creates a complete environment 
through critiques of current game titles. 
 
Learning Activities #6: Students will be introduced to Unreal Kismet and how it is used 
to create scripted events in levels, such as doors, elevators, and triggered events that add a 
dynamic element to their environments. Students will then discuss how to pull all the 
elements we have discussed over the last several weeks into a cohesive design. Students 
will be introduced to the midterm project in the form of a real world challenge, They will 
then have the next to two class periods to work in class to create the specified 
environment. 
 
Learning Activities #7: Students will have the first round of critique on their midterm 
assignments, showing progress and receiving peer feedback. They will have the rest of 
the class time to work on their projects. 
 
Learning Activities #8: students will have the second round of critique on their in 
progress midterm projects, again showing progress and receiving peer feedback. They 
will have the rest of the class period to work on their projects 
 
Learning Activities #9: last round of Midterm project critique and peer review. Students 
will turn their projects in at this time 
 
Learning Activities #10: Students will take a look at architectural principles and how 
they apply to good level design. Students will look at current game titles and how these 
and other real world influences had an effect on their design. 
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Learning Activities #11: Again thinking about design and real world influences, 
students will take a look at modular design principles and how doing more with less is 
important to level building 
 
Learning Activities #12: Students will revisit Unreal Kismet and discuss how different 
Kismet nodes can be assembled to create new gameplay. Students will also be introduced 
to using Kismet to script dynamic combat sequences using the deathmatch AI. Students 
will then be allowed to select their groups for the final project. They will be introduced to 
the project through a simulated situation and given the rest of the class time to begin the 
design stage of the project. 
 
Learning Activities #13: 2nd week of the final project. First round of student critique 
and feedback. Students will be required to turn in the first milestone of the final. They 
will be given the rest of the time to work within their groups. 
 
Learning Activities #14: 3rd week of the final project. Second round of student critique 
and feedback. Students will be required to turn in the second milestone of their final. 
They will be given the rest of the time to work within their groups 
 
Learning Activities #15: 4th week of the final project and last class time period to meet 
with their groups. Third round of student critique and feedback. Students will be given 
this last class period to work within their groups. 
 
Learning Activities #16: Last day of class. Students will have final round of critique on 
their final projects and the projects will be turned in. Students will fill out their team 
member surveys and be dismissed 
 
 
Adapted from Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe-Understanding by Design 


