
Title: Smash Bros: The Anatomy of a Video Game Success 
Class Facilitators: Shehan Thangaratnam, Luke Hong, Max Bernbeck 
Class Email: thesmashdecal@gmail.com 
Class Times: Cory 405, 7-9 PM 
Office Hours: TBD 
 
About the Course: 

The video game Super Smash Bros Melee by Nintendo was released as a party game for 
the GameCube (GC) console in 2001. In 2016, despite the release of two successor games, the 
game still has a very active fan base. Moreover, the GameCube is now obsolete technology, 
incompatible with current display technologies and designed with peripherals that have been out 
of stock for about a decade - yet there are still professional tournaments and a very serious 
community focused on this game. Nintendo recently remanufactured the original GC controllers 
to cater to this audience. Through the discussion of the technical aspects of the game, the 
community reaction, the history, the original intention of the developers and overall marketing 
aspects, this class investigates the enduring success of the game series. We hope to create 
insights and understanding that inspires the next generation of game designers to repeat a success 
like this.  
 
Goals of the Course: 

We want to investigate the history behind the success of Smash Bros., i.e. how Super 
Smash Bros. Melee (2001) has continued to be a mainstay in competitive fighting games over 
fifteen years later, despite its intended creation as a party game. This encompasses the 
lore/history, mechanics and metagame. We would like to understand Melee in the context of 
other fighting games, both in the Smash Bros. series and compared to other fighting games. To 
this end, we want students to build an understanding and foundation of the mechanics in Smash 
Bros to understand how technique and playstyle has evolved over time. We hope this will be a 
springboard to understanding what makes Smash Bros successful by investigating how people 
play games, and how a community changes the way a game is played.   

While we recommend students have access to Super Smash Bros Melee (Gamecube) or 
even Smash 4 (WiiU/3DS), we invite students who play other games – or even no games – to 
join us in this investigation! You may very well bring in a novel perspective to flesh out our 
discussion that much more. 
 
Class Meetings:  
 We will meet once a week for two hour sessions, beginning with the third week of 
instruction.  
 
Homework: 
 Students are encouraged to practice one to two hours a week to understand how the game 
is played on an intuitive level, as well as understanding how mechanics define gameplay. To 
facilitate this, we encourage students to “buddy up” and practice with each other to learn the 
game, as there is much more to learn from playing with a human opponent than the AI.  
 Videos including (but not limited to) the Smash Bros. Documentary will be assigned, and 
links will be provided. Articles may also be given for supplementary information. Assigned 
reading is to be completed before next week’s meeting. 



 Additionally, http://flowfeedback.com/ (FFB) will be used to annotate games of our 
choice (or potentially your own). This will demonstrate a student’s ability to actively observe 
games and elaborate on techniques and fundamentals. 
 In addition to the listed videos and reading provided each week, some supplemental 
readings will be assigned, such as various youtube videos by creators (MagicScrumpy, 
RushHourSmash, etc.) or a particular match from recent tournaments. While not necessary for 
the weekly topic, they will greatly help in understanding them. 
 
Plagiarism: 
 Don’t do it. We want you to learn in order to appreciate the game(s) and the culture that 
has grown over time.  
 
Grading:  
 Grading will be based on a points system, which consists of participation (class 
attendance and homework) and the final project (a presentation and a class paper). Students must 
have at least 70% of total points to officially pass the class and will be allowed a maximum of 2 
unexcused class absences without penalty. 
 Weekly attendance and homework: 65 points  

(13 weeks x 5pts, 2pts for attendance, 3pts for homework) 
 Final Project: 35 points 
 
 

 

Week Part 1: History and Sociology Part 2: Melee Mechanics HW 

1: Introduction 
to Smash 

Brief history of games: 
64, Melee, Brawl, Sm4sh 
Include fan made derivatives: 
Project M, 20XX, Smash 
Flash? 

Introduction to Smash: 
Fighting game, 
percentage, introduction 
of regular vs special 
move, win conditions 
Character archetypes 

Reading: Things of 
Beauty 
 
Survey! 
 
Begin looking into some 
characters you’re 
interested in studying 

2: Why do 
people play? 

Accessibility/popularity of 
games 
Intro to esports and 
comparison to casual gaming 
“Wii would like to play.” 
For Glory vs For Fun 

A basic offensive: a look 
at ground neutrals, smash 
attacks, and aerials 
 
How to watch a match 

Choose a character in 
class. This will be yours 
for the semester.  
Short Paper #1: Look 
into their normal attacks 
and find at least 3 and 
describe their usefulness.  
Using FFB to find an 
example is encouraged. 

3: Tournaments 
and their lasting 

culture 

Discussion of the rise of 
tournaments 
What about the game 
facilitates tournament style? 

Defensive options: 
Shielding, rolls, 
airdodges, and spot 
dodges 

Reading: Interviews with 
Takahiro Sakurai 
 
Look into defensive 



Basic tournament structure: 
the bracket system and 
winners vs losers, and strategy 
to get to finals 

Options to punish out of 
shield (OOS) 

options for your 
character (no HW) 

4: Nintendo and 
the Competitive 

Scene 

Sakurai’s intentions 
Original vision, reluctance to 
continue producing 
Nintendo’s reaction to 
competitive scene 
Mistake in making Brawl 
casual and transition to Sm4sh 
without compromising own 
vision 

Movement options and 
the approach 
Spacing 
Special moves 

Short Paper #2: Look 
into approach options for 
your character.  Either: 
a. Outline the ability of 
your character to use 
spacing 
b. Talk about movement 
options for your 
character to out-mobility 
or sneak in to combo 
Your choice will depend 
on the character type you 
have. 

5. Foundation 
of Smash 
Culture 

The competitive culture 
eSports compared to Smash 
Notable players’ role in the 
community (5 Gods, Zero) 

Responsiveness: DI, SDI, 
ASDI, Teching, meteor 
cancelling 

Watch the first half of 
the Smash Bros 
Documentary 
 
Reflection #1: Write a 
one page reflection on 
what you watched 

6. Personalities YouTube culture 
Streaming, from both sides of 
the screen 
The focus of “hype” plays and 
the enjoyment of competitive 
spectating 
The role of a commentator 

King of the Hill: 
Recovery and 
edgeguarding 

Watch the second half of 
the Smash Bros 
Documentary 
 
Reflection #2 
 
 

7. Documentary 
Discussion 

Forum-esque discussion of 
topics covered in the 
documentary 

Neutral game: how to 
control the stage 

FFB #1  
Short Paper #3: Pick 2 
stages: what is the ideal 
recovery for your 
character  

1. From above the 
stage edge 

2. From parallel or 
below the edge 

8 
How a Tourney 

Works 

The tournament meta: basic 
rules and experiences of a 
tournament 
Mindset of a player: how to 
get to the top 

Playing Faster: 
Wavedashing, L-
Canceling, SHFFL, etc 

FFB #2 
Understanding A 
Youtuber #1 



9 
You in the 
Tourney 

Competitive mindset: 
Comebacks, sportsmanship, 
and and psychology of a 
player 
“No Johns” 

Stage Selection: How 
does a stage benefit a 
character? 
Counterpicking stages 

FFB #3 
 

10 
Tier Lists and 

Playstyles 

The invention of tier lists 
What makes a character good? 
Why do people not all play the 
top character? 

Knowing the matchup: 
what characters are weak 
to your strengths, and 
what characters play to 
your weaknesses? 

FFB #4 
Understanding a 
Youtuber: #2 

11 Improving yourself: Online 
smash communities 
Tool Assisted Survey 
 
HKN survey  

Advanced techniques: 
frame data, exploits, 
case-by-case studies 
Reading a player 

FFB #5 
Consider Final Project 

12 Guest Lecturer Discussion of 
experiences, including 
guest 

Final Project: Character 
analysis (described 
below) 

13 Final Projects 
  

 
Homework and Final Project notes: 
 After the first few weeks, students will choose a character to focus on during the decal. 
The FFB video annotations will require students to find videos of tourney plays with their 
character and emphasize what techniques were used/decisions and commitments were made 

The final project will be a presentation with a written component. Create a tutorial on 
your character. Having considered your assignments throughout the semester, discuss the 
strengths weaknesses, options, and matchups of your character and describe them to a 
hypothetical aspiring player.  While not necessarily comprehensive, it should highlight the most 
important aspects and most common combos and techniques available to your character. 

In addition, choose a ranked (or otherwise well-known) player. Write a summary of his or 
her career, and describe their playstyle and mains. This ties into how a player influences the 
game people play today. Choose a match, analyze the game, and provide a summary of both the 
players’ actions throughout the match in and out of the game. You can tie this to your previous 
project by highlighting good moves and flubs in the games.   
  
 


