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(really short) 

Bio



Belo Horizonte, Brazil



2002



Professional Background:
1999–2010: Web/Graphic Designer, Art Director 

2010–Present: Game Designer, 3D Artist 

Currently: Visiting Assistant Professor at UCSC in the  
Art & Design: Games and Playable Media program



Graphic Design + Game Design



Digital Sculpting



3D Game Art Production
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Speculative Futures: 
Games for a Different World



COSMOS 
California State Summer School  

for Science and Mathematics



What this talk  
is about



My approach seems to work.



“This class was OK.” 

“Too political.” 

“I hate Maya.”



My approach seems to work.



Teaching Game Art: What Really Matters



What has worked for me and my students 
and I hope it will be of some value to you.



What guides 
my teaching



Self-Determination Theory 
Edward L. Deci & Richard Ryan 

3 innate needs:

Autonomy Competence Relatedness
The inner endorsement 

of your own actions
Effectiveness when 
dealing with the 

environment

Close, affectionate 
relationships with  

others



Autonomy Competence Relatedness

Engagement + Motivation



SDT 
+  

Critical pedagogy



In the classroom:

Autonomy Confidence Community
Endorsement of 

proposed activities 
or control over them

Feeling of self-efficacy 
and comfort with tools, 

techniques, and 
context

Mentors and peers 
one can trust and 

relate to



decisions



1. Developing a creative practice 

2.Craft does matter 

3.Training art directors 

4.Connecting at eye-level 

5.Fostering a creative community



1. 
Developing a creative practice  
is more important than mastering  

tools and techniques.



The #1 focus of my art courses is to help each 
student understand their individual process 
and develop a sustainable, healthy relationship 
with work.



I think we tend to take it for granted that 
students will figure out their process, eventually.



We teach them how to make art, how to think 
about art, and that practice stuff is on them.



Learn how to make good work 

Get good at making work consistently



But many students struggle to learn skills and 
produce work because they haven’t developed 
a sustained practice yet.



Learn how to make good work 

Get good at making work consistently



I think we know this but don’t usually teach 
with it in mind.



Create a course structure that is process-
based instead of results-based.



Beginners need a lot of structure.  
But we can’t take all their agency away either. 

(more on this later…)









Intermediate and advanced students need less 
structure and more agency. 
(more on this later…)



Acknowledge that making art is f*cking hard.



Talk about your process, your struggles,  
the things you do in your life that help you 
make work.



Productivity can be a toxic word.



Instead, talk about developing a healthy 
process, managing energy, creating 
spaces for focused work. 

Make this an essential part of your 
curriculum.



2. 
See your students as art directors, 

not craft specialists.



Not every one of our students will make it…



Self-efficacy and leadership skills are 
transferrable to most positions and to life 
in the 21st century, generally.



These skills help them adapt to a fast-
changing, dynamic media landscape.



Specialized technical skills (e.g. UV 
unwrapping, retopology) are not easily 
transferrable and become obsolete fast.



But if they have a healthy practice, they can 
learn The New Hot Thing easily and will 
be excited to do so.



How?



Put them in charge. They can and want to run 
class meetings, critiques, etc. 

Give them the tools to do so.



Design low-stakes activities that ask them to 
see the course itself as part of their work.



Open up your process.  

Revise the syllabus and assignments 
with them.  

Ask for feedback, give them latitude 
to change the class itself.



“Looking back on it, what we made is an 
incredible portfolio piece because it puts 
ourselves (our opinions, thoughts and 
ideas) to the forefront of our work.” 

—Reshma Zachariah



“This was a class where I felt my opinions mattered.  
In other classes the personal touch is more of an afterthought 
and the main study is focused on understanding a technology 
or an ideology.  

Even in most writing and art classes I’ve taken, the focus is 
more on how to most convincingly argue an idea, instead of 
what ideas you actually have.” 

—Roy Cramer



3. 
HOWEVER… Craft is essential.





Without competency over tools and 
techniques, it’s really difficult to develop a 
sense of self-efficacy. 

Without a sense of self-efficacy, work is 
unsustainable.



Most ideas come out of the process, anyway.



Leverage The Internet 

Project-based learning is great 

Share resources 

Peer-to-peer instruction also great 

Value idiosyncrasies 

etc.



Provide a rationale for assignments 
and exercises, especially for repetitive, 
“boring” tasks.



Here, extrinsic rewards can actually help.



4. 
Connect with your students at the  

eye level, not from above.



Being admired, feeling heard and  
being in control is intoxicating, but it can 
create dependency.



If they see you as their boss, director, 
overlord, they won’t feel a sense of 

autonomy, and community is harder to build.





Their culture is important. Their struggles 
are unique. Their backgrounds rich.



Learn from them. Encourage them to put 
what they know in their work.



Trust is hard to build, easy to shatter.



5. 
Foster a creative, inclusive, democratic 

community.



Artists need community to grow.



Make this an integral part of your classes.







Turn critiques into a safe, growth-focused 
environment, even when they have to be tough.



Competition (without consent) poisons 
communities.



Use digital tools and give them control.



Turn your classroom into a refuge. 



Beautiful things will happen.



Thank you! 

Marcelo Viana Neto 

turistainc@gmail.com 

mvn@ucsc.edu 

 Twitter/IG: @manyweare


