
Indiana University - High School Game Design Preparatory Curriculum (revised August 2017) 
 
Game designers have to know something about just about everything. As a field, it’s one of the most inclusive and 
demanding in terms of breadth and depth of knowledge.  
 
So how do you prepare as a high school student? We’ve broken this down into the kinds of courses you need to 
take, others that are important or valuable if you can take them, and the other non-course activities you should 
invest in. 
 
Note: most of these are not about playing games. Playing games is important, but playing a lot of games, or being 
really good at a particular game does NOT mean you’ll be a good game designer, any more than enjoying eating 
makes you a good chef. 
 
For another look at this question, we recommend the “Extra Credits” video on “So You Want to Be a Game 
Designer” (see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zQvWMdWhFCc). 
 
Core: Take these courses and do well in them 

• English (4 years): you should be able to write and speak well. This includes technical/non-fiction writing, 
fiction writing, and oral presentation. You should take four years of English in high school. 

• Math (4 years): at least as far as trigonometry, and get through calculus if you can.  
• Science & Engineering: take four years of laboratory science and/or engineering if you can: biology, 

chemistry, physics, and applied engineering courses (electronics, robotics, even welding or similar) will be 
extremely helpful to you as a game designer. 

 
Important: Take these courses if you can 

• Programming: Javascript, C#, or even C++ are all good choices, but learn whatever you can. Tools like 
Construct 2, GameMaker, and GameSalad are also good places to start. Unity is free, a growing industry 
standard, and excellent once you know a little programming. 

• Studio art: drawing, painting, or sculpting: even if you don’t have any real ability, understanding how art is 
made and how to express yourself this way is important for a game designer. 

• Music: singing or instrument. If you can participate in this it will make you a better designer. 
 
Valuable: Take some of these courses based on your interests 

• Psychology: having an introduction to psychology and some familiarity with motivation, perception, 
cognition, and emotion, will be very helpful. 

• History, mythology, philosophy: the more you know, the more you’ll have to use in your games. 
• Linear Algebra: not as scary as it sounds and useful for all sorts of things in game design and programming. 

 
Other activities: follow your interests, but don’t neglect these! 

• Theater, either on-stage or back-stage: a lot of game design takes from theater, so this is definitely helpful! 
• Learn Unity: As mentioned above, Unity is a free 3D game development tool. Knowing this is a big plus. 
• Learn Blender, Maya, or other 3D modeling tools: These tools are free, but can be difficult to learn to use 

well. Knowing how can be a big plus though. 
• Learn Photoshop, Illustrator, or similar tools 
• Get outdoors! Travel far from home! Don’t think that you can be a great game designer if you’re never far 

from your couch. You need a lot of life experience, and the only way to get that is to get out there! 
• If you can, join a game development club in your area – or start one! 

 
Finally, apart from any particular course in high school, the #1 thing you can do to prepare to be a game designer is 
to make a game. Everything listed above will help you do so, but just learning all these things isn’t the same as 
actually making – and finishing! – your game. Start small (the smaller the better) so you can have something you 
can actually finish and have others play. Doing so will show you better than anything else the joy you find when 
people play your game… and the humbling nature of listening to their comments when your game falls short (which 
they all do). 
 
Good luck!  


