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Game Mastering 101
(Game mastering for beginners)

Version 3.0 (Biff). Copyright Ken Young 2017-2025. All rights reserved. http://www.roaringrockets.org/
Tips for new game masters

The Basics
• There is no right or wrong way to game master
• Everyone is supposed to have fun, including the game master
• Role playing games are cooperative storytelling
• The game master designs the plot and the story unfolds as the

players play
• You donÕt have to memorize this document. Using some of

these tips will make the game more fun, though.

Vocabulary
GM / Game master: The Narrator/Director of the role-playing game.
NPC: Non-player character. The game master will frequently voice the NPC.
Role-Playing: People acting as fictional characters in an imaginary setting.
Encounter: Meeting NPCs (non-player characters). This usually means either a
conversation or a fight.
Sitting: People getting together to play a game. Many adventures require more
than one sitting.
Adventure: A complete episode with a beginning, middle, and end. It may take
more than one sitting.
Campaign: A set of related adventures.
Battle Map: A vinyl or laminated map with either squares or hexagons for
drawing a battle scene or aerial view of the layout. This makes fights much easier
to manage.
Standups / Miniatures: Small statues or cardboard on stands that represent
characters, monsters, and NPCs on the battle map.

Gaming groups
o A GM and 4-6 players each sitting is optimum. 3-8 is workable.
o 2-3 players taking turns GMing works best.
o  One sitting every two weeks is usually best, but once a week is OK. If

you do role-playing games too often you get a burned-out group and if
you do not meet often enough players lose momentum and interest.

o  Keep the players involved (this is role-playing). They should be doing
stuff, not listening to the GM read stuff.
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Preparing for a game
o  Your first adventure should be a simple one, perhaps an introductory

adventure that comes with the game.
o  If the players are new to role-playing games, give them archetype

characters to get started more quickly.
o Every game should start with a good adventure.  Create an adventure, use

one that came with the game, purchase one from a commercial source,
or reuse a friends with their permission. Have a look at
RR_Adventure_design_101.

o Reread the adventure before the game.
o Have miniatures or standups for NPCs they may fight ready ahead of time.
o If you can pre-draw areas where a fight may occur on a battle-mat, do

so. Having several battle-mats can be helpful for this.
o Start with something happening, not with characters hanging out.
o Whenever possible, do mundane bookkeeping offstage so nobody has to

wait for someone to shop for equipment or make a character. Exception:
The first game will have everyone making characters at the same time and
getting standard equipment.

o  If someone shows up late without a character, let them use a loaner
character for that sitting. Help the person make his/her own character
after the game. Loaner characters come with the game (Rex Hammer & Viola
Starr). It is OK if you have two or three loaner characters the same
gender, just give them unique names.

o Explain what equipment does if the player does not know.

General principles of game mastering
o Know the rules. There are only 16 pages. Read them.
o  Know the genre. Roaring Rockets game masters should read RR_Genre

and RR_GM_guide.
o  There is a lot of supplemental material, like this one. Know what is in

them so you can consult them when useful (between games). You donÕt have
to memorize them all, just know what is in them in case you need them.

o Try to keep things high energy. Do not let the game bog down.
o  Do not be afraid to change the plot to match the players and the

mood.
o Do not force the players to do stuff they do not want to do. If their

choices mean most of the adventure will not be used, that is fine. A well-
designed adventure will have material that does not get used.

o Give players options, but do not bury them in too many options.
o  It is OK if the players clever their way around your tricks, traps,

puzzles, or other obstacles. Do not try to force them to deal with it.
Reward them with the easy path they discovered.

o  The players will always do things you do not expect. Go with it but
steer them away from things that will derail the game. If players do
something that shortcuts half your adventure, that is fine. But if they
want to go on a wild goose chase to the wrong planet while the bad
guy destroys the galaxy, advise them that they are on the wrong track
somehow.

o  Some GMs use a screen to hide their notes and die rolls from prying
eyes. Put key information on your side of the screen. A screen comes
with Roaring Rockets (some assembly required).
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o This is storytelling. Sometimes it makes the game better if you roll the die
behind your screen for appearances and then announce the result you
want. This can be really important if the bad guy makes a super lucky
roll that would wipe out the characters on the eve of their victory (the
players hate that). Sometimes the adventure calls for a pretend die roll with
pre-ordained results.

o Props can bring life to a scene but can also be overdone.
o  Background music or sound clips can help set a scene, but can be

distracting if played too loud or not chosen well.
o We all make mistakes. Admit the goofs sooner rather than later.
o Low die rolls mean the bad guys hit. High rolls miss.
o  There is no stat for luck in Roaring Rockets. If you want to smite

someone with something bad, pick the one who uses the most impolite
language.

o  Alternating game masters is a really good idea. Instead of one person
having to GM all the time, it draws other players into the creative
process.

o  Team game-mastering can work well. In one combination a strong
storyteller/role-player is in charge of story and a math-guy/rules-lawyer is
in charge of fights. In another a talented adventure-maker makes the
adventure and acts as assistant to a strong game-master.

o  It is sometimes a good idea to offload certain things onto players. A
math-guy can help run combats. Arrange for a certain player to run a
certain NPC.

o Do not rush the wrap-up at the end, even if it is getting late. They need
feedback from the GM and the characters supervisor. They need awards
and reprimands. They need to say what they are doing during wrap-up.
They need to receive and spend EP.

Character development
o There should be both risk and reward for all players in every adventure.
o Give every character the opportunity to be a hero in every adventure.
o  Characters must be able to make progress toward their goals, gain

skills, accumulate the equipment they want, be decorated, and so forth.
o Characters should not accumulate more stuff than they can carry. How

many movies show action heroes going everywhere with an equipment
cart?

o  Do not record money, experience points, or decoration points on the
back of a character sheet. Use a special form or a sheet of lined paper
for that. They change every game and it is hard to play if the character
sheet is a mess.

o Name placards or badges with character names are helpful. There are lots
of ways to do this.

o  Sheet protectors are good for protecting a character sheet between
games. They help keep the supplementary sheets, name placard, and
cardboard standup with it.

o Help the players develop their characters personality between games, or
send them to someone who is better at it than you.
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Setting a scene
An adventure usually unfolds as a series of scenes. As game master, you set the
scene and the players take it from there. For example:

You see a grassy savannah with no trees or buildings in any
direction. A hovercycle is approaching you at a great rate of
speed.

Give the players time to react, speak, and take whatever actions they wish.
The hovercycle is close, now. It is slowing down. The rider has a
red helmet and is dressed all in red.

Give the players time to react, speak, and take whatever actions they wish. The
characters have less than a minute until the hovercycle arrives.

The hovercycle stops and the rider dismounts. The rider is a
tigerwoman. She removes her helmet and says “Earthmen, the
MotorHorde will come over that rise in minutes. Get us all out of
here and I will share information. “

Give the players time to react, speak, and take whatever actions they wish.
Et Cetera.

This is cooperative storytelling and you are the director
o Always plan what will happen if the characters fail, that way you can keep

the adventure moving.
o Do not information dump on the players. Give enough information to set

the scene and mood, and enough for them to make decisions. Information
dumps can be in handouts before or after games. Handouts are also a
good way to give leaders and travel agents the information they need.

o Roaring Rockets adventures can stall out if the travel agent does not do
her job. She has all the information everyone needs at her fingertips and
either has not looked at it or does not share it. You may need to
prompt her to share or even have an NPC share the information.

o  A story needs dialog. Characters should talk to NPCs instead of the
game master narrating.

o Show, donÕt tell; This is standard storytelling technique. Be the NPC the
players talk to. Put the tactical situation on a pre-drawn battle mat. The
characters find a note: Instead of saying what is on it, give the players a
copy. Et cetera.

o Do not let the game stall. Do not let the players sit around frustrated,
unable to solve the puzzle they need to move on, or get hung up in any
other way. Do what you need to, give them automatic success in a die
roll, or give away information if necessary (suggestions from an NPC is a
standby solution).

o When the players appear to be getting stuck, ask them what they think is
going on. Then find a way to put them back on track. Often what the
players think is going on will be more interesting than what you had in
mind; alter your adventure on the spot if so. Often the players
misconception will be the spark of an encounter that gets the game
moving again (if they are expecting space pirates, have space pirates show
up. The pirates can spill vital information to get the game moving).

o  Do not get distracted, check your phone, start serving dinner, etc. If
you are bored, they are more bored. Get the game moving again.

o No senseless fights. You are bored so monsters pop out of the ground.
The characters won the fight easily, so twice as many bad guys come
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rappelling from the rafters. Senseless fights are not storytelling and get
old fast. Players get mad if their character dies in one.

o  Red herrings and random-seeming events are standard plot devices, but
distracting the players with lots of unnecessary events and plot detours
is not good storytelling.

o  Encourage role-playing. The character’s likes, dislikes, values, speech
patterns, and point of view will be different from the players.

o  Enforce some elements of role-playing: The characters know things the
players do not know (like how to hotwire a spaceship) and the players
know things the characters do not (this GM likes to use a second wave
of bad guys).

o Roaring Rockets may be an unfamiliar genre to younger players. Do not
neglect setting, description, culture, or genre-building.

The GM acts as the referee
o Know the rules. This game has short rules.
o All phones off. Phones are game-killers. Remind everyone at the beginning

of every sitting.
o  The players are a social group like any other. Insist they curb their

misbehaviors while you are GMing. They should treat everyone else with
respect and show common courtesy, not disrupt the game.

o Do not let a player argue with you. Nobody came to watch that. If it is
important to the player, offer to talk to them later. If the player is right
you can fix it later.

o You cannot make everybody happy all the time.
o Sometimes something significant will be forgotten and nobody will realize

until later. The usual solution is to ignore it and keep playing. Sometimes
you should compensate. If a character was killed by a tiger while wearing
tiger repellant, upgrade him to wounded instead of redoing the fight.

o  Try to be consistent with rules interpretations. Players expect this. It is
OK to find out the right way to do something and change, but do it
that way from then on.

o  Do not halt the game to read rules. Wing it and do things right the
next time.

o Do not allow people to shout/talk over each other during a game.
o Make each turn cycle clear to players. Go around the table in order. A

common technique is to make the player seating order be the character
turn order.

o Role-playing is the most effective teaching technique known. Players slowly
become a bit like whatever they role-play. Do not permit people to role-
play doing things that are morally wrong. Encourage them to be heroic
instead.
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Continuity tips
o Many adventures take more than one sitting. Try to end the sitting at a

good stopping point, like the beginning or ending of a day, a journey,
or an encounter.

o Spend a minute or two recapping what happened in the previous sitting
of a multi-sitting adventure.

o A multi-sitting adventure can have sudden changes in personnel. Someone
who was there last time is not there this time, and/or someone new is
there. The usual way to handle this is for everyone to play like the new
person was always there.

o If the adventure requires certain skills, and the character with those skills
is no longer there, just award those skills to someone at a minimal level.
Award them to the most appropriate character, and when in doubt,
award them to the new player.

o  Many Roaring Rockets adventures require a male character played by a
male player, and/or a female character played by a female player. If a key
character is no longer there, lend a male or female loaner character to a
player. One of each comes with the game (Rex Hammer & Viola Starr).

Campaign tips
o Tailor the games to the players. Some groups want to be goofy; send them on

low-risk adventures with plenty of goofiness opportunities. Some want high-
stakes adventures; give them planets to save from dangerous bad guys.

o When using adventures you did not make, alter them to match the players. Raise
or lower the stakes, make it more or less dangerous, add or subtract or
change bad guys, etc.

o A secret running plot that unfolds over many adventures can be fun.
o  Foreshadowing is fun. If appropriate, work something about an upcoming

adventure into this one.
o Give each character some running goals or agendas.
o Do not be a cheapskate with rewards. Do not over-reward either.


