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This is a critical self-reflective report which reviews the animation and rigging practices used in the student game project ‘Trackers Express’, focusing primarily on the third year and final year of development, with further analysis of the work methodologies and documentation processes used by the Trackers Express development team. This report also reviews the game animation showreel produced using material from Trackers Express, with further analysis into game design roles in the games industry (Richards, 2018). The conclusion of this report suggests that there are areas to improve, particularly in game design direction, when creating a game experience.
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Being an Animator in Trackers Express
One of the most difficult aspects of pursuing a career in 3D animation in games is that the practice is awfully reliant on others to produce work. Animations are produced when certain conditions are met i.e. finished concept art, 3d models, storyboards, and so on. Arguably, animations can be created using a 3d proxy model as soon as concept art is done, however, these animations still rely on concept art, whether it be rough sketches or a final render. If an animator has the artistic skills to produce his/ her own concepts and 3d art, then work can be produced without relying on others. If an animator does not have artistic skills in creating concepts or 3d art, then he/she will always be at a disadvantage, especially when competing with freelance 3d animators. 
In the case of Trackers Express, the animator acts as a middleman between the concept artist, 3d artist, and technical artist, in that the work produced is dependent on what each of these individuals want to see in the game animations. On the one hand, this provides a great opportunity improve communications with other artists by listening to their feedback and learning their methods in producing art. Communicating before creating animations is also a great way to boost confidence in creating animations as they are built from the thoughts and ideas of several creative thinkers. On the other hand, acting as a middleman can feel like very restrictive because the animator must produce animations that coincide closely with thoughts of other artists for artistic or technical purposes, with little freedom to inject any personal creative thoughts. The animations produced do not lose visual quality by depending on others, but this dependency tends to block the animator’s own conceptual thought. The production pipeline in creating animations has been successful from a technical standpoint, in that animations are functionable and created within a timely manner, however, the animator’s artistic growth has been stunted to the point where little creative thought goes into producing animations. In other words, the animator has a strong work ethic to comfortably meet production deadlines, at the cost of removing his own artistic thought from the equation and using the conceptual thoughts of others as a crutch. Without using the conceptual thoughts of others, it would be difficult to determine whether animations could be produced to a reasonable quality.
Managing time for animation production is easy to format in a time management document but can be difficult to measure in terms of time in an accurate manner. The skills acquired from animating in years 1 and 2 allow for typically 2 animations to be produced each week (Monday – Friday). However, the time taken to create each animation can vary drastically. Some animations may be completed as early as Tuesday evening, whereas others may require the full week to finalise. The approach used when creating animations is to complete them within the scheduled time, no matter the quality. This is because gameplay animations are needed to be functional and usable for game implementation. Unlike pure animation projects, the quality of the animation comes second to its usability within the game. This is not an excuse to create bad animations, but a practical approach for creating game-ready animations.
Animations are built through iterative design and are stored within project folders. Iterative design in this case means continuously saving and building the animation until it is complete. This is useful because if the situation arises where the animation-in-progress is not what is desired from a technical or conceptual perspective, the animator can load an earlier rendition of the animation and take a new direction from there. Determining whether the finished animation is desired relies heavily on communication. Animations are created as the result of dialogue between project members. This open dialogue is beneficial for everyone, as non-animators have some say in the creative direction of the animations, and the animator becomes exposed to new ideas that could potentially improve the final product. Communicating ideas is essential for successful collaborative projects, however, there are situations where communication loses its value, especially when mixed with business documentation. For example, the informal discussions of ideas between team members in a café or bar is often far more expressive and ingenious, than that of an office room where a minute meeting would take place. It is understandable that recording those ingenious ideas would be beneficial for project direction, but the ideas discussed within the controlled environment of an office room will never truly capture what was said in that bar or café.
Further business documentation such as the GDD (Game Design Document) comes into question on its genuine effectiveness of planning and reflecting the technical and artistic practices of Trackers Express. The purpose of the GDD is to “express the vision for the game, describe the contents, and present a plan for implementation… A design document is a bible from which the producer preaches the goal, through which the designers champion their ideas, and from which the artists and programmers get their instructions and express their expertise” (Ryan, 1999). The GDD is like a framework for a game. Though there is nothing inherently wrong with having framework, this framework must be regulated by a game designer or it will fall apart. Despite laying out a GDD for Trackers Express in its early stages of development, the document soon lost is meaning as everyone deviated from it. The GDD only works when it is regulated, and regulation requires a regulator i.e. a game designer. The problem is that each person in the Trackers Express development team believed that they were game designers and so they have the right to deviate from the GDD as they know what is best for the game. This creates a flippant approach to directing the game, resulting in poorly implemented mechanics and a failure to achieve a sense of game flow i.e. being captivated by a game experience (Baron, 2012). If course lecturers did not intervene by addressing such issues in the later stages of the game’s development, the game would have failed, not because it did not have conceptual, artistic, or technical merits, but because it lacked game flow. Perhaps it’s the title of the course ‘Creative Computer Games Design’, that leads the assumption that students of the course will become game designers, as if it were an origin point to which roles expand from, but the reality is that game designers have their own independent responsibilities. Game designers are mostly responsible for the game’s theoretical construction and maintaining it throughout the games development. Attributing the success or failure of the GDD (renamed ‘Project Idea Proposal’ in the 3rd year) would be exceedingly difficult to do as not one person takes singular responsibility for Trackers Express’ game design (Trackers Express, 2017).
Difficulties in specialisation
This section of the report will review the struggles pursuing a career in game animation and creating a showreel demonstrating game animation, using ‘Cory Richards - 3rd Year Game Animation Showreel - 2018’ showreel as reference (Richards, 2018). The strongest skillsets that are demonstrated within this showreel are animation and rigging, with a slight touch on lighting and composition. Most artists and animators that use the medium of games to present their skills usually dedicate to one aspect of game development; concepts, textures, animation, rigging, scripting, vfx, and so on. This method is beneficial as it provides a scope of what to demonstrate. However, a specialised showreel is idealistic given the nature of this game design course. The course has provided the freedom for individuals to explore all aspects of game art and design, meaning that many students are multi-skilled. These multi-skilled individuals have the ability and knowledge to work in multiple game design roles but may lack the material to compete with others who have specialised in one role. For example, most of the game animation showreels on YouTube focus on full-body animations of one or multiple characters, without deterring to any other aspects of game animation like composition or locomotion systems. This is not to say that multi-skilled individuals are less valuable than those who specialise, however, their work may appear less than outstanding as it appears to lack refinement. 
Specialisation in this medium can be particularly challenging for some artists because the roles are not easily defined. For example, a texture artist’s role could be to produce textures for 3D models, a 3d environment artist role could be to create models, texture them, and create shaders, and finally a technical artist’s role could be to create textures, shaders, and script game events. The point is that game development skillsets often bleed into other roles, making specialisation a difficult task. With that said, students on this course are in fact advised to specialise in one or two aspects of game design after the first year. However, in the case of Trackers Express, individuals were required to take on multiple roles to reach their game development goals. 
A showreel demonstrating multiple skills may be more attractive to small-scale game companies as the individual shows he/she can take on multiple roles when needed. Playtonic Games, for example (the developers behind Yooka-Laylee), have a small-scale development team of less than 30 people with roles as ambiguous as ‘designer’ (Playtonic Games, 2018). whereas The Last of Us’ development team is comprised of more than 100 individuals with very specific roles like ‘level lighting artist’ and ‘cinematic lighting artist’ (Naughty Dog, 2013). This is just two examples of how roles specification can vary drastically between game studios. On the one hand, game design roles with obscure definitions can make direction difficult to a student preparing for the games industry. On the other hand, these roles could be very fulfilling as it gives the artist the freedom to pursue a wide range of creative responsibilities. For example, an individual with the ambition to rig and animate characters with added visual effects may find the role of ‘animator’ restrictive, whereas a ‘technical artist’ role could allow the individual to do all these tasks and fulfil his/her ambition. The term ‘technical art’ is broad within the medium of games as it bridges art and programming, which is why individuals who create game art can usually fit into this role (Creative Skillset, 2018).
Much of the animation material demonstrated in the showreel is built following a technical pipeline, however it is difficult to pinpoint what material falls under the creative category, and what material falls under the technical category. For example, vertex animation relies on a procedure to which the mesh is morphed into something else. Knowing how to do so could be considered technical, however, the process of morphing the mesh is dependent on the animator’s creative thought. Can this process be considered technical animation, or does animation only become technical when it relies solely on scripting? To acquire the position of a technical animator, it is often a prerequisite to have experience in scripting languages, and this prerequisite is what seems to commonly differentiate this role from that of an animator (Rockstar Games Careers, n.d.). However, some have stated that the process of creating the joints and controls i.e. rigging and having the character functionable for animation is enough to be considered technical animation (HowCast, 2014). Perhaps it is more suitable for the showreel to be considered creative animation with technical elements, but not definitively technical animation.
In truth, the games animation showreel created from the first and second year material of Trackers Express is much more refined due to the materials demonstrated consisting solely of animated characters along with their rigged proxies (Richards, 2017). More time and care went into creating these animations in comparison to the third year because the second year was dedicated to building knowledge in animation principles through practice, whereas the third year was dedicated to the technical pipelines of producing dynamic multi-layered game animations. Third year animation production was highly experimental as it relied on animation methods (vertex animation and retargeting) to which documentation was sparse and no information of these methods in relation to the game engine (Unreal 4) exists before 2014. The documentation provided by Epic Games on these methods only describes its basic functions and the advantages of those basic functions, with little mention of the limitations (Epic Games, n.d.). For example, a limitation of vertex animation in Unreal 4 is that a vertex animation created in the game engine using ‘anim curves’ cannot be exported and used in other animation software like Maya or animation presentation websites like Sketchfab. This is one technical issue among many other technical issues that have occurred in creating animations for Trackers Express. This third year has been an exercise in confronting technical animation issues and developing solutions for such issues by researching the web. The approach used in finding solutions uses enquiry and testing that begins by defining the issue, finding similar issues online, finding solutions for those issues, and testing those solutions until a working solution is found. Arguably, enquiry and testing has been the most valuable skills learnt in this third year as it has been vital building technical animation pipelines.
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Through reflection of work methodologies, team communication, and game design practices, it can be concluded that there are still large areas of improvement in the approach developing a game experience. Trackers Express is a superficial achievement in that it is visually impressive but lacked the direction of a game designer and would have suffered tremendously without intervention. The methods in creating animations were successful in a technical sense as functionality was favoured over conceptual thought, which provides boundaries and a scope to work in, however, this approach is very confining as it relies heavily on the conceptual thoughts of other team members. Furthermore, creating an animation showreel that extends into other skillsets may be beneficial in grabbing the attention of small-scale development teams but may deter or larger developers.
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