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AGENDA

▪Why spreadsheets?

▪Why game designers love 
spreadsheets

▪Why we should teach it

▪How I did that

▪How you can include 
spreadsheets in your own 
classes
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NOMENCLATURE CLARIFICATION !

▪ The thing we’re talking about is “spreadsheet 
software” or “spreadsheets”

▪ Excel is a specific instance of  spreadsheet software

▪ I’m avoiding saying “Excel” unless I mean that 
specifically

▪ Google Sheets, Open Office, LibreOffice, 
Numbers, Lotus 1-2-3, and so on, are each and 
all “spreadsheets” and “spreadsheet software”
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can do math
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REASONS WE ALL LOVE SPREADSHEETS

▪It’s magical graph paper that 
can do math

▪Programming without coding

▪Incredibly versatile

▪Surprisingly stable

▪One of  the best tools for easily 
working with “data” (and games 
have a lot of  data)

Superstudio, The Continuous Monument (1969)
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WHY WE SHOULD TEACH IT

Spreadsheets are ubiquitous in games
(and frequently listed as a job requirement)

Games students (who aren’t already familiar 
with spreadsheets) are unlikely to develop 

skills with these tools on their own

Intro materials focus on accounting use-
cases, not how designers use them

Dax Gazaway, Game Systems Design (2021)

Ian Schreiber & Brenda Romero, Game Balance (2021)
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with spreadsheets) are unlikely to develop 

skills with these tools on their own

Intro materials focus on accounting use-
cases, not how designers use them



🜲



🜲

A CLASS ON SPREADSHEETS?

▪ Already using small spreadsheets exercises in 
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▪ Consistently popular
▪ Requests for more coverage, beyond basics
▪ So proposed a class just about spreadsheets

It Makes Sense
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A CLASS ON SPREADSHEETS?

▪ Already using small spreadsheets exercises in 
other classes

▪ Consistently popular
▪ Requests for more coverage, beyond basics
▪ So proposed a class just about spreadsheets

▪ Fundamentals you’d expect

▪ Games-centric material

▪ Making games using spreadsheet software itself.
Both as in-depth exploration of  game design 
under unfamiliar constraints, but also as an 
interrogation of  the nature of  tools to shape the 
art made with them. Situating spreadsheets as a 
platform for games (and all other forms of  art) 
and thus elevating it, from a mistakenly invisible 
and “neutral” seeming tool, to a form unto itself, 
with its own particular affordances, and worthy 
of  thoughtful critique. Moreover, using game-
making as a window to examine the social 
history of  spreadsheet software and its impact 
on computational history,

It Makes Sense Covering…
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AS A RESULT OF THIS COURSE, 
STUDENTS WILL…

▪ Learn how to use spreadsheet software for creative 
expression.

▪ Become familiar with a variety of  spreadsheet tools, 
including Excel, Google Sheets & LibreOffice

▪ Develop skills in traditional uses for spreadsheets, 
and learn how to subvert and play with the software 
to find new uses as well.

▪ See how to use spreadsheet software in other areas 
of  their artistic practice.

▪ Understand the variety of  applications that 
spreadsheets are used for in the context of  creative 
professionals.

Christo & Jean Claude, Wrapped Coast (1969)
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CLASS DETAILS

▪ NYU Game Center, Tisch School of  the Arts

▪ Art school design program, mixed range of  
student backgrounds & skillsets

▪ MFA graduate students, + BFA undergrads

▪ 2 Credit (½ a standard course) Elective

▪ Semester-long, 14 weeks

▪ One 2¾ hour class session per week

▪ Fall semester, annually

Practical Course Details
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CLASS DETAILS

▪ NYU Game Center, Tisch School of  the Arts

▪ Art school design program, mixed range of  
student backgrounds & skillsets

▪ MFA graduate students, + BFA undergrads

▪ 2 Credit (½ a standard course) Elective

▪ Semester-long, 14 weeks

▪ One 2¾ hour class session per week

▪ Fall semester, annually

▪ I know not every games program has the 
capacity available for experimental electives, 
about spreadsheets of  all things

▪ This is more a demonstration there’s more than 
enough material here!

▪ Easy to roll exercises or assignments into an 
existing game dev class, or game design class, or 
(even cooler) game studies class

▪ Even a little bit will go a long way.

Practical Course Details No Room In Your Curriculum? No Problem
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CLASS DETAILS

▪ NYU Game Center: Tisch School of  the Arts

▪ Art school design program, mixed range of  
students

▪ MFA graduate students, + BFA undergrads

▪ 2 Credit (½ a standard course) Elective

▪ Semester-long, 14 weeks

▪ One 2¾ session per week

▪ Fall semester, annually since 2021

▪ I know not every games program has the 
capacity available for experimental electives, 
about spreadsheets of  all things

▪ This is more a demonstration there’s more than 
enough material here!

▪ Easy to roll exercises or assignments into an 
existing game dev class, or game design class, or 
(even cooler) game studies class

▪ Even a little bit will go a long way.

▪ You don’t need to be a spreadsheet aficionado, 
and in fact, it’s probably easier to teach this if  
you aren’t.

Practical Course Details No Room In Your Curriculum? No Problem
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Guillermo López, Modern Life
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COURSE CONTENT

▪ Basic usage & fundamentals

▪ Formulas

▪ Visual Formatting

▪ Pivot Tables

▪ Charts & Graphs

▪ VBA

▪ Project Management

▪ Database

▪ Modeling, Design tuning

▪ Importing data from a sheet 
into a game engine

▪ Exporting data from a game 
build to a spreadsheet

What You’d Expect Typical Uses in Games

▪ Digital Art

▪ Procedural Text

▪ History of  Spreadsheets

▪ Art History of  Grids as a Form

▪ Non-Practical Uses

▪ Making spreadsheet games

What You Wouldn’t Expect
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▪Studio approach, learning by 
doing, critique of  work
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LIKE ANY OTHER DEV CLASS

▪Structured like any other dev 
class would be

▪But the ‘game engine’ being 
used is Spreadsheets

▪Studio approach, learning by 
doing, critique of  work

▪Making a Map

▪Interactive Art

▪Puzzle Workbooks

▪Data Analysis

▪Theory into Praxis

▪Spreadsheet Game

Typical Class, Just About Spreadsheets Major Assignments
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ASSIGNMENT: “PUZZLE” WORKBOOKS

(by Santiago Fernández)
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ASSIGNMENT: “PUZZLE” WORKBOOKS

▪ The puzzle workbooks have hidden tabs posing 
additional challenges, or sometimes just jokes

▪ Hiding additional material in challenges creates a
meaningful moment for those who discover it

▪ Similarly, this slide did not actually appear in the 
talk. Are there any other added slides?

▪ Not everyone will come across a secret, but for
those who do, it creates a unique feeling of  
connection to the material, and as a reward for 
their curiosity.

▪ Curiosity is the personal quality I like and respect 
the most, and try to foster at every opportunity

Secret to Success
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ASSIGNMENT: MAKE A MAP

▪ Working with data in spreadsheets

▪ Using real gameplay data

▪ And how to present it

Learning Objectives

Goblin’s Henchman, Simple Excel Mapper (2018)
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▪ Working with data in spreadsheets

▪ Using real gameplay data

▪ And how to present it

Learning Objectives



🜲(by Miles Esguerra)

ASSIGNMENT: MAKE A MAP

(by Jiahao Guo)



🜲(by Jade Wang)

ASSIGNMENT: MAKE A MAP
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STRATEGIES TO TEACH SPREADSHEETS

Don’t forget the basics

Have students teach each other

Creative Coding, just with spreadsheets

“Impractical” skills, like making pixel art, are 
great ways to learn



🜲

COURSE CONTENT

▪ Basic usage & fundamentals

▪ Formulas

▪ Visual Formatting

▪ Pivot Tables

▪ Charts & Graphs

▪ VBA

▪ Project Management

▪ Database

▪ Modeling, Design tuning

▪ Importing data from a sheet 
into a game engine

▪ Exporting data from a game 
build to a spreadsheet

What You’d Expect Typical Uses in Games

▪ Digital Art

▪ Procedural Text

▪ History of  Spreadsheets

▪ Art History of  Grids as a Form

▪ Non-Practical Uses

▪ Making spreadsheet games

What You Wouldn’t Expect



🜲



🜲

COURSE CONTENT

▪ Basic usage & fundamentals

▪ Formulas

▪ Visual Formatting

▪ Pivot Tables

▪ Charts & Graphs

▪ VBA

▪ Project Management

▪ Database

▪ Modeling, Design tuning

▪ Importing data from a sheet 
into a game engine

▪ Exporting data from a game 
build to a spreadsheet

What You’d Expect Typical Uses in Games

▪ Digital Art

▪ Procedural Text

▪ History of  Spreadsheets

▪ Art History of  Grids as a Form

▪ Non-Practical Uses

▪ Making spreadsheet games

What You Wouldn’t Expect



🜲

COURSE CONTENT

▪ Basic usage & fundamentals

▪ Formulas

▪ Visual Formatting

▪ Pivot Tables

▪ Charts & Graphs

▪ VBA

▪ Project Management

▪ Database

▪ Modeling, Design tuning

▪ Importing data from a sheet 
into a game engine

▪ Exporting data from a game 
build to a spreadsheet

What You’d Expect Typical Uses in Games

▪ Digital Art

▪ Procedural Text

▪ History of  Spreadsheets

▪ Art History of  Grids as a Form

▪ Non-Practical Uses

▪ Making spreadsheet games

What You Wouldn’t Expect



🜲

ASSIGNMENT: DATA ANALYSIS



🜲

ASSIGNMENT: DATA ANALYSIS



🜲
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ASSIGNMENT: DATA ANALYSIS

▪Working with data in 
spreadsheets

▪Using real gameplay data

▪And how to present it to peers

Learning Objectives
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ASSIGNMENT: DATA ANALYSIS

(by Ian Tang)
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STRATEGIES TO TEACH SPREADSHEETS

Don’t forget the basics

Have students teach each other

Creative Coding, just with spreadsheets

“Impractical” skills, like making pixel art, are 
great ways to learn

Use real-life examples from working designers

Open-ended, exploratory approach, even for 
topics like data analysis
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🜲Charles Gaines, Numbers and Faces: Multi-Racial/Ethnic Combinations Series 1 (2020)
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READINGS

Soyun Park, A Collective Booklet for Computational Women (2020)
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Guillermo López, Unexpected
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William Morris, Art Under Plutocracy (1883)
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READINGS

▪Vector for things I think are 
important but that don’t directly 
inform an assignment

▪Critical context, for informed 
users

▪To have something to say, you 
have to know what’s been said!
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STRATEGIES TO TEACH SPREADSHEETS

Don’t forget the basics

Have students teach each other

Creative Coding, just with spreadsheets

“Impractical” skills, like making pixel art, are 
great ways to learn

Use real-life examples from working designers

Open-ended, exploratory approach, even for 
topics like data analysis

Use readings to examine cultural context, 
broaden horizons, and encourage subversion
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ASSIGNMENT: THEORY INTO PRAXIS

▪ Students have to use spreadsheets in any way 
they choose in some other class or project, and 
then report on it

▪ Instant grab bag of  different things-

▪ Project planning

▪ Game dev projects

▪ Personal uses

▪ All real-world example, generated by students

▪ Show & tell
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Superstudio, Vita (Supersuperficie) (1972)
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▪ 4-5 weeks, working individually

▪ Embrace the limitations

▪ Demonstrate mastery

▪ Gives students space to experiment

Details & Learning Objectives
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▪ Final project

▪ 4-5 weeks, working individually

▪ Embrace the limitations

C Bel, Doom.xlsx (2018) 



🜲



🜲

ASSIGNMENT: MAKE A GAME

▪ Final project

▪ 4-5 weeks, working individually

▪ Embrace the limitations

▪ Demonstrate mastery

▪ Gives students space to experiment

Details & Learning Objectives



🜲

ASSIGNMENT: MAKE A GAME

▪ Final project

▪ 4-5 weeks, working individually

▪ Embrace the limitations

▪ Demonstrate mastery

▪ Gives students space to experiment

▪ Freed from the pressure of  making a “real” 
game in a “real” game engine?

Details & Learning Objectives

Guillermo López, Afterlife
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ASSIGNMENT: MAKE A GAME

▪ Final project

▪ 4-5 weeks, working individually

▪ Embrace the limitations

▪ Demonstrate mastery

▪ Gives students space to experiment

▪ Freed from the pressure of  making a “real” 
game in a “real” game engine?

Details & Learning Objectives



🜲(by Joey Schutz)



🜲(by Sawyer Smith)



🜲(by Matt Wang)



🜲(by Jordan Grayson)
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🜲(by Miles Rosenthal)
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STRATEGIES TO TEACH SPREADSHEETS

Don’t forget the basics

Have students teach each other

Creative Coding, just with spreadsheets

“Impractical” skills, like making pixel art, are 
great ways to learn

Use real-life examples from working designers

Open-ended, exploratory approach, even for 
topics like data analysis

Use readings to examine cultural context, 
broaden horizons, and encourage subversion

Make games!

Thoughtfully embrace limitations

Be “Engine”-agnostic (use Excel & Google 
Docs & OpenOffice, anything else)
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GRADES ARE BAD GAME DESIGN

▪ By the way,

▪ Had students self-assess their own grades

▪ Gave feedback but no grades

▪ Students completed all the assignments purely 
for the pleasure of  doing them

▪ Use examples from a professional practice, show 
things that can be done, give students a reason to 
learn
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▪Why we should teach it

▪How I did that

▪How you can include 
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Don’t forget the basics

Have students teach each other

Creative Coding, just with spreadsheets

“Impractical” skills, like making pixel art, are 
great ways to learn

Use real-life examples from working designers

Open-ended, exploratory approach, even for 
topics like data analysis

Use readings to examine cultural context, 
broaden horizons, and encourage subversion

Make games!

Thoughtfully embrace limitations

Be “Engine”-agnostic (use Excel & Google 
Docs & OpenOffice, anything else)
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@LiterallyAKing
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