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Figures

Figure 2.1. The diagram is inspired by the “Triple Helix” concept 

introduced by Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff (2000), as an effec-

tive model for reshaping universities. It consists of three strands 

representing university, industry, and government. Diagram: Paola 

Bertola. © Paola Bertola.

Figure 4.1. Zapotec textiles produced in Teotitlán del Valle. 

Photograph: Thomai Papathanasiou.

Figure 4.2. Process of weaving. Photograph: Alessandra Perlatti.

Figure 4.3. The instructor shows a student how to improve her weave.  

Photograph: Alessandra Perlatti.

Figure 4.4. Students weaving on their frame looms. Photograph: 

Alessandra Perlatti.

Figure 4.5. Patterns created by the different techniques taught 

during the workshop. Photograph: Alessandra Perlatti.

Figure 4.6. Some examples of the projects that the students Amanda 

Guardado, Mónica Narváez, Melissa Molina, and Beatriz Cárdenas 

developed after the workshop using the frame loom techniques. 

Photograph: Alessandra Perlatti.

Figure 4.7. Using the frame loom and the weaving techniques to 

create textiles from recycled pieces of fabric. Photograph: Amanda 

Guardado Lomelí.

Figure 5.1. QUT graduate Arkie Barton, 2015, draws inspiration from 

her indigenous heritage using her original artwork as digital print 

on fabric and referencing dreamtime for her modern take on tradi-

tional culture in her final collection. Photograph: Charles Subritzky.  

© The State of Queensland 2017 (bottom).

Figure 5.2. QUT graduate Stephanie Hollis, 2016, explores Australiana 

kitsch in stump-work embroidery and mixed-media appliqué. 

Photograph: Michael Greves.

Figure 5.3. Kombucha Project, 2014–2016. Photograph: QUT Media.

Figure 5.4. Sam Smith, 2016. Photograph: Sam Smith (top & bottom 

left); Natasha Townrow (bottom right). Model: Maya King. 

Figure 5.5. Multiple fabric manipulations, Isabella Jacuzzi, 2016. 

Photography: Natalie Mckain.

Figure 5.6. QUT graduate Louise Chaney, 2016, focuses on the 

ladies undergarments and inmates’ uniforms in the 19th century. 

Photograph: Brodie Charters.

Figure 5.7. Jonathan Rae’s patchwork dress from industrial felting. 

Photograph: Jonathan Rae.

Figure 5.8. Tom Summers, 2015 graduate, uses multiple materials 

including gaffer tape, vinyl, and eyelash yarn knitted with embedded 

plastic balls in his fashion collection. Photograph: Tom Summers.

Figure 5.9. Shannon Lewis, 2016, hand-paints organic shapes onto 

her outerwear made of neoprene (left), and extends these lines 

into three dimensions through handmade mushroom pleating 

which organically curves to the shape of the body inside (right). 

Photograph: Katriena Emmanuel. 

Figure 5.10. Spray-painted Silicon on organza, Lauren Richardson, 

2017.  Photograph: Lauren Richardson.

Figure 5.11. disfiGARMENT use of hand weaving, dyeing, decon-

struction, and hand sewing to create fashion objects that evoke a 

sense of resourceful and thoughtful making, Honors project, Isabel 

Wengert, 2016. Photograph: Savannah van der Niet.

Figure 5.12. Alex Parker-Wilkin’s new surface plays with the notions 

of weaving and embroidery, using laser cutting and straps of fabric 

and cord. Photograph: Alex Parker-Wilkin.

Figure 6.1. I Never Trusted that Butler, He Wears Polka Dots, collec-

tion by Lotta Paananen, 2014 (second year, B.A.), combines different 

techniques. Photograph: Eeva Suorlahti.

Figure 6.2. Portfolio with visual research, woven jacquard experi-

ments and the final collection, Marja Korkeila’s B.A. collection, 2016, 

finalist and Schiparelli special award winner at Festival de Hyères, 

2017. Photograph: Maria Korkeila.

Figure 6.3. Marja Korkeila’s collection in Näytös16 Fashion Show. 

Photograph: Guillaume Roujas. 

Figure 6.4. Rolf Ekroth’s B.A. collection, 2014, Designers’ Nest 

2015 First Prize. Jacquards by Yuki Kawagami. Photograph: Niklas 

Kullström.

Figure 6.5. Anna-Mari-Leppisaari’s M.A. fashion collection, 2014. 

Jacquard on an industrial loom and the final look. Photograph:  

Anna Mari Leppisaari and Sara Riikonen.

Figure 6.6. During “Woven Fabrics—Material and Structure,” the 

first course for woven textiles, students select yarns based on visual 

research. Photograph: Eeva Suorlahti.

Figure 6.7. Weaving in the studio, designing and experimenting on 

the loom. Photograph: Eeva Suorlahti.

Figure 6.8. Interim critiques—exploring possibilities on the different 

set-ups and warps. Photograph: Eeva Suorlahti.

Figure 6.9. Final critiques—presenting collections, telling stories 

through the materials and structures. Photograph: Eeva Suorlahti.

Figure 6.10. Multidisciplinary student team experimenting with 

nanocellulose in the CHEMARTS laboratory during the “Design 

Meets Biomaterials” course, 2017. Photograph: Mikko Raskinen.

Figure 6.11. 3D structures of cellulose printed on cellulose by Pauliina 

Varis and Ilona Damski in collaboration with VTT (DWoC research 

project, 2016). Photograph: Eeva Suorlahti.

Figure 6.12. Cardboard and paper recycled into textiles by Ioncell-F 

technology, designed by Marjaana Tanttu in collaboration with Aalto 

CHEM (DWoC research project, 2014). Photograph: Eeva Suorlahti.
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Figure 7.1. Examples of students’ explorations of pattern, texture, 

and fabric behavior through transformable materials. Photograph: 

Riikka Talman.

Figure 7.2. Color swatches made using static textile pigment paste 

demonstrates the varying colors of thermochromic inks at different 

temperatures. Photograph: Marjan Kooroshnia.

Figure 7.3. Left: The three-dimensional color system—a pyramid with 

a triangular base consisting of fully saturated colors. It is based on 

the three primary colors (yellow, red, and blue), and features color-

less acrylic-based extender (é) at the very top of the pyramid. Right: 

The color transition on the lateral faces of the pyramid. Illustration: 

Marjan Kooroshnia.

Figure 7.4. Svenja Keune’s exploration of seeds as dynamic materials 

for textile design. Photograph: Svenja Keune.

Figure 7.5. It’s Now or Näver by Emma Dahlqvist explores ways of 

applying textile design thinking to birch bark craft, using the tech-

nique of laser cutting. Photograph: Emma Dahlqvist and Jan Berg.

Figure 7.6. Dear Dear by Hanna Bredberg looks at food consump-

tion through textile aesthetics and proposes a way of taking 

care of materials which are commonly looked upon as disposals. 

Photograph: Jan Berg.

Figure 7.7. Inspired by Japanese wood joinery, Giving Textiles Form 

by Lovisa Norsell develops a coating technique for challenging the 

soft character of textiles. Photograph: Jan Berg.

Figure 7.8. Lily Adamsdottir’s Tension Attention! Dancing Emb-

roidery! brings a new perspective on embroidery. The thread tension 

enables playfulness when interacting with the elements on the top 

surface. Photograph: Jan Berg.

Figure 7.9. The Clothes I Live In by Maike Schultz uses weaving to cap-

ture the dynamic expressions of wearing. Photograph: Maike Schultz.

Figure 7.10. Dyeing Diversity by Emy-Rut Voksepp explores the 

expressive potential of plant dyeing and proposes a method for 

working with biodegradable materials and weaving. Photograph: 

Emy-Rut Voksepp and Jan Berg.

Figure 8.1. Lace bark produced by the Lagetta lagetto tree. 

Photograph: Carole Collet.

Figure 8.2. Textile-like bark produced by a coconut tree. Photograph: 

Carole Collet.

Figure 8.3. Strawberry Noir, part of the speculative Biolace series, 

Carole Collet, 2012.

Figure 8.4. Basil˚ 5, part of the speculative Biolace series, Carole 

Collet, 2012.

Figure 8.5. Lace Doily hand-made lace with fresh strawberry roots, 

Carole Collet, 2012.

Figure 8.6. Lace Doily (details), Carole Collet, 2012.

Figure 8.7. Interwoven—Exercises in Rootsystem Domestication, 

Diana Sherer, 2016.

Figure 8.8. Harvest, Diana Sherer, 2016.

Figure 8.9. MarsBoot, a collaboration between Liz Ciokajlo, Rhian 

Solomon, and Maurizio Montalti, 2017. Photograph: George Ellsworth.

Figure 8.10. Mycelium Lace, Design & Living Systems Lab, Carole 

Collet, 2015.

Figure 8.11. Self-Patterning Mycelium Rubber, Design & Living 

Systems Lab, Carole Collet, 2016.

Figure 8.12. Details of Self-Patterning Mycelium Rubber, Design  

& Living Systems Lab, Carole Collet, 2016.

Figure 8.13. From cotton plant to final products; example of key 

manufacturing stages. Diagram: Carole Collet.

Figure 8.14. Using mycelium to grow local products such as a fashion 

collar, using waste substrate for food.

Figure 8.15. Faber Futures | Void (experimental sample),  Natsai 

Audrey Chieza, 2017.

Figure 8.16. Faber Futures | Void, Natsai Audrey Chieza in collabo-

ration with Ginkgo Bioworks, exhibited at Hubweek, Boston, 2017.

Figure 8.17. Regenerated cellulose 3D tests, Miriam Ribul, 2016.

Figure 8.18. Regenerated cellulose print test, Miriam Ribul, 2016.

Figure 9.1. UUDU by Helen Grass and Irina Pommer, 2017. It has 

a soft rotatable wheel for matching exercises and changeable 

material swatches for tactile exercises. Photograph: Helen Grass,  

Irina Pommer. © Helen Grass, Irina Pommer, and Estonian Academy  

of Arts.

Figure 9.2. UUDU has material exploration swatches that can be 

attached to the rollers as well as backside of the prototype with 

Velcro. Photograph: Helen Grass, Irina Pommer. © Helen Grass, Irina 

Pommer, and Estonian Academy of Arts.

Figure 9.3. SHPACO by Maria Teng, 2017. It is an interactive floor game 

that allows children to learn colors, shapes, and patterns. Photograph: 

Maria Teng. © Maria Teng and Estonian Academy of Arts.

Figure 9.4. SHPACO invites the collaborative players to recognize 

different colors, shapes, and patterns. Photograph: Maria Teng.  

© Maria Teng and Estonian Academy of Arts.

Figure 9.5. Overview of how the SHPACO project was made from 

design concept, silk-screen printing, color mixing to embedding 

LED-s into tubes, creating channels for the connection wires, and 

programming its behavior. Photograph: Paul Urbel. © Maria Teng, 

Paul Urbel, and Estonian Academy of Arts.

Figure 9.6. TEKK by Kris Veinberg and Egle Lillemäe is a multifunc-

tional buckwheat blanket, that besides its calming effects, invites 

playful interaction. Photograph: Kris Veiberg. © Kris Veinberg, Egle 

Lillemäe, and Estonian Academy of Arts.

Figure 9.7. The buckwheat sachets filled with additional scented 

herbs in TEKK. Photograph: Kris Veinberg. © Kris Veinberg, Egle 

Lillemäe, and Estonian Academy of Arts.
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Figure 9.8. A child discovering UUDU, matching colors with the soft 

wheel, organizing the swatches on the back of the box, changing 

the roller swatches, and feeling them. Photograph: Helen Grass, 

Irina Pommer. © Helen Grass, Irina Pommer, and Estonian Academy  

of Arts.

Figure 9.9. TEKK and SHPACO in the Children’s Hospital testing 

room and the special needs educator introducing them to the child. 

Photograph: Kris Veinberg. © Kris Veinberg, Egle Lillemäe, Maria 

Teng, and Estonian Academy of Arts.

Figure 10.1. “Five Perspectives of Sustainable Design” model 

(Hasling, 2016).

Figures 10.2. Final fashion image with model Janne. Photograph: Ida 

Dorthea. © Mathilde Bess Fløe Jørgensen.

Figures 10.3. Final fashion image with model Judith. Photograph: Ida 

Dorthea. © Mathilde Bess Fløe Jørgensen.

Figure 10.4. Initial research on feminist history in the 20th century 

and on women and garment icons from each decade. Photograph: 

Pernille Kaab Mosegaard. © Pernille Kaab Mosegaard.

Figure 10.5. The ten silhouettes, each representing a decade, and 

the 11th “now” silhouette using a veil to point to a current, unsettled 

debate on women’s liberation in non-Western cultures. Photograph: 

Pernille Kaab Mosegaard. © Pernille Kaab Mosegaard.

Figure 10.6. At the examination. Photograph: Pernille Kaab 

Mosegaard. © Pernille Kaab Mosegaard.

Figure 10.7. Location photoshoot at the museum and exhibition. 

Photograph: Pernille Kaab Mosegaard. © Pernille Kaab Mosegaard.

Figure 10.8 (left and right). “Friendship-Top” workshops. Photograph: 

Solveig Berg Søndergaard. © Solveig Berg Søndergaard.

Figure 10.9. Customization Workshop with girls aged 9. Workshop 

participants bring their own clothes that they wish to change. They 

then choose “Trashion” methods and conduct the upcycling process 

facilitated by the designer. Photograph: Solveig Berg Søndergaard. 

© Solveig Berg Søndergaard.

Figure 10.10 (left and right). “Collage Your Favorite Outfit” work-

shop with pupils at a local state school. Photograph: Solveig Berg 

Søndergaard. © Solveig Berg Søndergaard.

Figure 10.11. “Weave and Tell” workshop with children aged 10–11. 

Making new textiles and accessories out of cut up discarded gar-

ments, while telling and sharing personal stories attached to the dis-

carded clothes. Photograph: Solveig Berg Søndergaard. © Solveig 

Berg Søndergaard.

Figure 10.12. Søndergaard and the process of developing the 

“Trashion” making methods. Photograph: Solveig Berg Søndergaard. 

© Solveig Berg Søndergaard. 

Figure 10.13. Field observations and chicken behavior experiments. 

Photograph: Louise Permiin and Andreas Solhøj. © Louise Permiin 

and Andreas Solhøj.

Figure 10.14. Data processing through sketching. Photograph: Louise 

Permiin and Andreas Solhøj. © Louise Permiin and Andreas Solhøj.

Figure 10.15. Building understanding through an embodied re-en-

acting of chickens’ movement patterns. Photograph: Louise Permiin 

and Andreas Solhøj. © Louise Permiin and Andreas Solhøj.

Figure 10.16. The subscription as it would be presented in shops, the 

complimentary family apron, and the information folder presenting 

the concept and the app. Photograph: Louise Permiin and Andreas 

Solhøj. © Louise Permiin and Andreas Solhøj.

Figure 11.1. The concept of “textile thinking” in the study pro-

gram of the Textile Art and Design Department of Vilnius 

Academy of Arts. Diagram: Laura Pavilonytė-Ežerskienė. © Laura 

Pavilonytė-Ežerskienė.

Figure 11.2. Laura Kunciu–tė’s bachelor’s degree diploma work, Char-

Cloth (detail), 2017. Supervisor: Laura Pavilonytė-Ežerskienė, Vilnius 

Academy of Arts, Textile Art and Design Department. Photograph: 

Laura Kunciu–tė. © Vilnius Academy of Arts and Laura Kunciūtė.

Figure 11.3. Rasa Jundulaitė’s master’s degree work, XII + I, 2015. 

Supervisor: Eglė Ganda Bogdanienė, Vilnius Academy of Arts, Textile 

Art and Design Department. Photograph: Arnas Anskaitis. © Vilnius 

Academy of Arts and Rasa Jundulaitė.
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Introduction 

Universities are among the oldest and most endur-

ing institutions in Western history. They belong to the 

vision of opening knowledge to a community—uni-

versitas in the Latin term—through open lessons and 

lectures in churches and cloisters during the early 11th 

century. In fact, they were originally medieval institu-

tions, but were reimagined during the Enlightenment 

to serve the industrial era to come. While the indus-

trial revolution has passed and our current world is 

dramatically different from that time, what we know 

today is that higher education is still informed by that 

concept. Therefore, attempts to transform its model 

to better answer our present scientific, cultural, and 

societal challenges are increasingly growing, and signs 

of change are already in place. Within this perspec-

tive, design education has been at the very center of 

this transformation, where design thinking skills have 

been identified as one of the key attributes of millen-

nial leaders. In spite of this, by purpose or by lack of 

interest, fashion has always been a peripheral subject 

within design scientific debate. Fashion design educa-

tion itself has been a small self-referential niche within 

the whole system. This isolation is possibly coming to 

an end, given the acknowledged impact of fashion 

on global economies and society, and the need for 

it to engage, as for all other sectors, in supporting a 

consistent transition of our world towards more sus-

tainable paradigms.

Starting from this assumption and looking at 

the evolution of fashion and at the opportunities and 

threats it is facing, the following sections will try to 

show some guidelines to shape fashion design edu-

cation for the 21st century.

Fashion Industry Between 
Opportunities and Threats

Fashion is one of the most relevant phenomena to 

describe contemporary cultures and societies. It was 

rooted in the history of humankind within the search 

for identity and personal development, whereby cos-

tumes were a fundamental brick of any social system. 

Since then, weaving and clothing habits have followed 

our evolution. They played a crucial role within the 

transition into modernity, where the textile industry 

was one of the major engines of the first industrial 

revolution. More recently, fashion has been at the 

2   Reshaping Fashion 
Education for the 
21st Century World

  Paola Bertola
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very center of mass production and globalization as 

a fully mature industrial field, globally spreading both 

in advanced and emerging countries. For these rea-

sons, it has been going through a process of turbulent 

transformation, affected by endogenous and exoge-

nous factors, which present both opportunities and 

threats for the future of the fashion industry.

It started from an original designer-centered 

business model, where creativity was the leading 

engine for the establishment of the first brands. This 

peculiar path began its development in the late 19th 

century, around the role of the fashion designer, and 

ended with a very specific governance system, which 

still characterizes the fashion industry: a dual leader-

ship of management and design, embodied by the 

CEO and Creative Director couple. This is, in fact, the 

unique formula of the fashion business which, for a 

long time, has been looked at as an eccentric attribute 

of a sector in-between industry and cultural produc-

tion, but is today a real opportunity for its future sur-

vival (Saviolo & Testa, 2001; Bertola & Colombi, 2014; 

Bertola, Vacca, Colombi, Iannilli, & Augello, 2016). This 

hybridization between organizational and creative 

competences found an ideal context in fashion and 

is now reflected across the processes and functions 

of brands and companies. In fact, those able to sur-

vive the recurrent economic crisis found an answer 

for transforming themselves in this recipe. The old 

concentration of responsibility and tasks on a few 

professionals was left in favor of a wider spread of 

functions and activities without losing the integra-

tion of processes. Many connecting roles were crea-

ted, such as brand managers, fashion coordinators, 

merchandisers, product managers, and line builders, 

with the aim of guaranteeing the typical interaction 

between management and creativity. 

Therefore, the fashion organizational model 

appears to be already advanced, given the current 

debate on organizational change management, 

where multidisciplinarity is drawn as a key attribute 

for leaders of the new millennium. The shift from 

industrial economy to knowledge economy already 

underlines the necessity for a new vision of organi-

zations’ hierarchy and process management (Rifkin, 

1995; 2011). More and more parallel, transversal and 

open processes are characterizing the most innova-

tive companies that offer opportunities to new pro-

fessionals holding multidisciplinary competences, 

often merging technical and design skills with man-

agerial skills (Luski, 2001; Florida & Goodnight, 

2005). Reorganizational processes occurring in big 

companies to foster innovation have often reshaped 

relationships among different roles and functions, 

promoting design activities to a strategic level. Once 

seen only as a technical function, design has become 

a key factor in a decision making process, scaling 

the hierarchy of companies and often becoming a 

shared attribute among top leaders (Souter, 2007). 

This is demonstrated by the growing debate on 

“design thinking” as a major requirement in innova-

tion management. It is intended as a creative and 

proactive attitude to filter, transfer, and connect dif-

ferent bodies of knowledge in order to shape inno-

vative solutions (Brown, 2009; Martin, 2009; Kolko, 

2015). Given this premise, fashion and its dual lead-

ership model with creative professionals at the top of 

the organizational hierarchy could be possibly con-

sidered an advanced context informed by “design 

thinking.”

Despite this potential opportunity of being 

already design-centered, as a mature and historical 

context, fashion has also been deeply transformed by 

the impact of globalization processes. Looking at its 

present organization, it is one of the most interna-

tionalized sectors, both on the side of supply chain 

networks and target markets. It has generated mul-

tiple systems of different organizational models and 

approaches to markets and has culminated in the rise 

of the fast-fashion paradigm that has deeply affected 

the whole sector, pushing all companies, from luxury 

and premium to mass market, to reengineer their 

design management and product development 

processes. 

During the first decades of the new century, 

major fashion companies have adopted outsourcing 

and delocalization strategies that follow the supposed 

advantages of globalization and looking for low-cost 

production. Despite the expected short-term advan-

tages, this process is now seen as very controversial 

for many different reasons. Facing the impossibility of 

controlling product quality and reliability, many luxury 

and premium product companies have already started 

extensive and complex reshoring operations. In the 

meantime, the Western regions, originally expert in 

fashion and textile manufacturing, have been impov-

erished and disconnected from their traditional mate-

rial and industrial culture. In many cases, all types of 

companies, with a major involvement of mass market 

ones, have faced dramatic environmental and social 

costs in the countries of their operations, for exam-

ple, the incident of Rana Plaza in Bangladesh in 2013 

which shocked the public. This is feeding a general 

change in the attitudes of customers, who are increas-

ingly looking for “authentic quality,” intended as a 

transparent perception not only of tangible qualities 

of goods, but also of their intangible attributes, such 

as being informed of the context, the people, and the 

process behind them. 
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Given the scenario described above, fashion carries 

both opportunities and threats that should be care-

fully considered in reshaping education to fit into 

emerging professional profiles and to face future 

challenges.

The New Challenges for 
Universities’ Education Model 

The start of the new millennium has been accompa-

nied by a growing focus on universities and the need 

to reshape their role and nature. This is observed in 

all Western countries, both in the North American 

system where highly expensive private education is no 

longer paid back by professional achievements and 

knowledge advancements, and in European countries 

where the heritage and bureaucratization of university 

institutions have slowed down any process of reform. 

Today, dramatic transformation happens in global 

economies and societies. The consequent changes 

that characterize organizations and companies and 

the complexity of problems from a social and environ-

mental point of view put education in the need for a 

transformation itself. In fact, a large majority of univer-

sities around the globe are still based on educational 

models developed under the Enlightenment, where an 

efficient and rational organization of bodies of knowl-

edge into distinguished silos is the red thread that 

rules academies. They emphasize the machine age’s 

ideals such as efficiency, hierarchy, standardization, 

punctuality, quantitatively measurable productivity, 

scientific management, and the compartmentaliza-

tion of knowledge. 

Between the late 19th century and the first quar-

ter of the 20th century, functions were specifically cre-

ated to serve this model and were institutionalized in 

higher education: templates for research universities, 

standardized rules for accreditation, schools serving 

clearly delineated professions recognized by asso-

ciations and governments, rigid systems of grading 

and multiple-choice tests, the unit of credits and the 

quantitative measurement of the “work” of students 

and professors, and highly structured degree require-

ments (Davidson, 2011, Bertola, Hillen, & Swearer, 

2016). 

Therefore, a rich debate on how to drive aca-

demia into new paradigms has been fed with the 

aim of giving universities the capacity to train new 

generations to be able to face the complexity of 

future problems and challenges. Within this discus-

sion, multidisciplinarity is at the very center as a key 

requirement for future leaders who should be able to 

embrace complexity as the inner nature of our world. 

The concept of multidisciplinary study and research 

was first approached in the context of sciences such 

as medicine and microbiology. Within these fields, 

the traditional scientific methods of simplifying prob-

lems into sub-problems and systems into sub-sys-

tems failed, not giving the capacity of envisioning 

the impacts of actions into the full “organism”. This 

awareness is now spreading to all fields of knowl-

edge and contemporary problems at all scales. Social 

communities, companies, and institutions are too 

broad to be faced by a single discipline or profession 

(Hübenthal, 1994; Klein & Newell, 1997; Newell, 2001). 

Acknowledging this evidence, the traditional Western 

approach of organizing knowledge into bounded silos 

is showing its inefficacy, and we are in need of a new 

holistic vision of cognitive processes (Stember, 1991).

Many scholars have been working on studying 

processes of exchanging knowledge, trying to codify 

frameworks and practice to support multidiscipli-

nary cooperation (Pirrie et al., 1998; Graybill, Dooling, 

Vivek, & John, 2006; Lotrecchiano, 2011). But even 

more challenging is to understand how to teach future 

professionals to be able to apply those practices and 

become “agents” of innovation (Banerjee & Ceri, 2016; 

Bertola, Ceri, & Vacca, 2016). They need to be trained 

to create bridges between different disciplines, and 

to understand any problem from their expertise per-

spective and at the same time be able to connect it in 

a dialogue with other skills and competences. 

Overcoming Disciplinary 
Boundaries Within a New 

University Paradigm

The most recent pedagogical studies are challenging 

the traditional educational model based on vertical 

specialization in favor of new hybrid paths of edu-

cation that can merge vertical focus together with 

horizontal skills. A metaphor of the “T Shaped” pro-

fessional given by Tim Brown (2005), the CEO of 

IDEO, a global leading design firm based in Silicon 

Valley, perfectly describes this direction to educa-

tional institutions. 

We look for people who are so inquisitive about 

the world […]. We call them T-shaped people. 

They have a principal skill that describes the ver-

tical leg of the T—they’re mechanical engineers 

or industrial designers. But they are so empa-

thetic that they can branch out into other skills, 

such as anthropology, and do them as well. They 
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are able to explore insights from many different 

perspectives and recognize patterns of behavior 

that point to a universal human need. 

But beyond promoting new multidisciplinary organi-

zational models and learning processes, a second big 

challenge is emerging for universities. Looking at the 

Silicon Valley as an excellent example, academic insti-

tutions have to not only break their own boundaries, 

within disciplines, schools, and departments, but also 

open up their external borders to all actors of econ-

omy, culture, and the civil society. This push comes 

from the evidence that contemporary contexts are 

too complex to be faced by a single discipline and 

that innovation can no longer be isolated within the 

R&D departments of companies or university labora-

tories. The nature of innovation is radically different 

from the past; innovation today arises from actors 

interacting with one another in their knowledge net-

works, which are open and broadly accessible, hence 

breaking the paradigm of the “black box” (Rosenberg, 

1984; Flichy, 2008; Rifkin, 2001). This peculiarity of our 

interconnected world is finally enabling external users 

and experts to take part in innovation processes, often 

driving them in a more effective way and blurring the 

boundaries between companies, institutions, and their 

environment. Therefore, “open innovation” is a goal 

currently pursued by organizations in search for effec-

tive models to react to the maturity and turbulences 

of contemporary markets, and to increase awareness 

of their impact on a larger social, cultural, and environ-

mental scale (Peters, 1999; Weik, 1995; Chesbrough, 

2005). With reference to this transformation, many 

studies have been focusing on the impacts of uni-

versities on their surrounding contexts, showing the 

relevance and positive feedback on the growth of 

regional and even national systems, whereby acade-

mies are able to build connections and interact with 

their external environment (Saxenian, 1995). A vision 

is clearly emerging underlining the need for:

Figure 2.1. The diagram is inspired by the “Triple Helix” concept introduced by Etzkowitz and 

Leydesdorff (2000), as an effective model for reshaping universities. It consists of three strands 

representing university, industry, and government. Diagram: Paola Bertola. © Paola Bertola.  
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a shift from innovation sources confined to a 

single institutional sphere, whether new product 

development in industry, policy making in gov-

ernment or the creation and dissemination of 

knowledge in academia, to the interaction among 

these three institutional spheres as the source of 

new and innovative organizational designs and 

social interactions. (Ranga & Etzkowitz, 2013, p. 

238)

Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff (2000) offer an effective 

model for reshaping university as a dynamic protago-

nist of a larger ecosystem. They propose a metaphor 

coming from biology to draw their Triple Helix scheme, 

which resembles the form of DNA molecules, to carry 

genetic instructions used in the growth, development, 

functioning, and reproduction of all known living 

organisms. In their Triple Helix, university is the third 

additional strand to the common form of DNA, where 

the other two represent industry and government 

(Figure 2.1). In this way, they reject the traditional path 

followed by Western modernization in separating 

applied and unapplied forms of knowledge (Etzkowitz 

& Leydesdorff, 2000; Etzkowitz et al., 2008). The 

model aims to encourage higher education institutions 

to incorporate multidisciplinary research questions 

and problems coming from the real world, interacting 

in a dynamic balance with all external actors, such as 

companies, policy makers, and the social community 

as a whole. The rich business and research relationship 

that interlaces Stanford University with the surround-

ing Silicon Valley and the Boston-Cambridge region 

with Harvard and MIT are excellent examples of Triple 

Helix ecosystems. They already represent universities 

repositioning themselves within a system where they 

are no longer producers of knowledge to be passed 

to industry and governments to be applied, but active 

agents of innovation, interlinked with all other actors 

in a continuous exchange.

It is clear that future generations of professionals 

need to be exposed to different disciplinary domains, 

through learning processes and environments which 

overcome the boundaries of academies themselves to 

become nodes of large constellations of knowledge 

and innovation centers. Higher education institutions 

in post-industrial economies are therefore experienc-

ing a general crisis, expressed in their lack of flexibil-

ity to address these needs. But the most advanced 

among them are clearly engaging in facing two major 

challenges related firstly to support a shift towards the 

integration of traditional disciplinary fields, and sec-

ondly to reshape their organizational model to inter-

act with a larger system of actors (Bertola, Harfoush, 

& Vacca, 2016). 

Transforming the Fashion 
Education System

In consideration of what is explained above, a deep 

transformation of education is needed. This transfor-

mation is actually already in place in some advanced 

institutions, and it can be described as a process of 

transition (Bertola, Hillen, & Swearer, 2016; Bertola, 

Ceri, & Vacca, 2016):

• From educating experts to growing knowledge 

brokers. Higher education should embrace 

the goal of growing individuals intended not 

as “experts” within a specific context, but as 

“knowledge brokers” able to promote knowl-

edge exchange, interacting with other func-

tions in a multidisciplinary context and the 

external eco-system.

• From being knowledge centered to becoming 

problem centered. Higher education should be 

pushed to loosen disciplinary boundaries to 

be able to face systemic, complex, and super 

wicked problems characterizing the contempo-

rary societies.

• From “hard” body of knowledge to “soft” skills. 

Traditional knowledge domains are openly 

accessible by alternative sources (i.e., MOOCs) 

and can be increasingly taken  for granted while 

higher education institutions should addition-

ally provide soft/horizontal skills, exploring 

trans-disciplinary domains of knowledge (e.g., 

decision making, systemic thinking, team-work-

ing, and management, etc.), and feeding new 

cognitive approaches.

• From passive teaching and learning to active 

interaction. Universities are increasingly meant 

to shift from “teaching centered processes” 

to “learning centered processes” designed 

by students themselves within a context of 

open-source knowledge resources and inter-

active/enabling learning environments and 

experiences.

• From producing knowledge to becoming learn-

ing organizations. Universities should become 

learning organisms themselves, building a new 

balance with companies, governments, and 

civil communities to continuously adapt in a 

homeostatic equilibrium to the need of society.

This dramatic paradigmatic shift does not seem to be 

reflected in fashion education practices, where insti-

tutions and universities are still anchored to obsolete 

models, and anachronistic approaches are widely 

Reshaping Fashion Education for the 21st Century World
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diffused. A large majority of design and applied art 

institutions, in fact, focus on the old concept of prod-

uct-centered education, feeding an enduring demand 

in prospective students, who are usually fascinated 

by fashion for its media and social impact, driven by 

individualism and not pragmatically informed by the 

professional context of designing and developing real 

products in a dramatically changing world.

But given the depicted scenario for the evolution 

of fashion and its opportunities and threats, we can 

start to reshape curricula from two important assump-

tions. Firstly, fashion is a complex and multi-layered 

phenomenon, connecting Western traditional mate-

rial culture with its contemporary identity, as well as 

its social and economic organization. It has an inner 

complex nature that needs to be addressed within a 

multidisciplinary teaching and learning environment. 

Secondly, design is a complex process not isolated in 

its own creative attitude but partaking of brands and 

companies strategic planning, and being involved at 

all levels of organization. It can enable the whole cycle 

of research, creation, and distribution of fashion prod-

ucts, fully considering its potential cultural, social, and 

economic impact within a design thinking vision. This 

means that design should be strongly integrated with 

all key processes and functions into reshaped models 

of design management and planning. 

Within this cultural model, design education 

should be oriented towards growing professionals 

who are able to guide fashion into a new paradigm, 

centered on principles harmonized with the collec-

tive aim of pursuing a sustainable development, on a 

social, cultural, and economic point of view. That is to 

say, future generations of designers should participate 

in a transition into new business models, shifting from 

being centered on “products and designer” to focusing 

on “values and design process,” where the phenome-

non of the “mythopoeia of the designer” leaves place 

to the concept of a system of creative professionals. 

They should be able to promote design process inno-

vation, re-linking creative and implementation phases 

into a new value chain. They should pursue processes’ 

transparency, supported by new corporate social 

responsibility policies, in which design could play a 

strategic role. They should consider products’ authen-

ticity as a central value, intended as the clear and 

perceived connection among artifacts, the processes 

underneath their development, and the socio-cultural 

context that enabled their creation.

Such vision can only be implemented within 

the context of a multidisciplinary and project-based 

education system, with an extensive involvement of 

non-design disciplines and non-academic actors, 

as well as novel pedagogical approaches and 

environments. It will aim to train highly qualified pro-

fessionals who are capable of reshaping and leading 

design processes within a reformed fashion business 

model. These highly qualified profiles should be able to: 

• integrate socially responsible principles and 

practices into design and product development 

strategies and processes;

• plan and perform advanced and creative 

research activities, sourced from a multidisci-

plinary set of disciplines, from social science to 

forecasting, to visual and stylistic research;

• synthesize research outcomes into visual and 

material artifacts, mix different tools and tech-

nologies, and clearly define possible innovation 

scenarios and creative products/services devel-

opment guidelines;

• synthesize design strategies and objectives 

(short, medium, and long terms) into brief 

charts and multimedia artifacts, merging quali-

tative and quantitative requirements and goals;

• understand brands/labels portfolio strategies 

reaching different customers groups and be 

able to translate brand identity into an appro-

priate product portfolio;

• plan and manage design processes coherently 

with product development phases, fulfill strict 

timing and balance daily market-driven pro-

cesses with research oriented ones, and feed 

future innovation trajectories;

• plan and manage product portfolio strategies 

to enhance markets’ potential while properly 

dimensioning the brand offer;

• link design and product development pro-

cesses with production management and 

enable supply chain innovation through inno-

vative solution, such as finding new ways of 

integrating craft and advanced manufacturing;

• be able to connect design processes with all 

key functions of the organization such as pro-

duction, retail, and communication; and

• investigate and apply advanced technologies 

such as 3D manufacturing, PLM systems, social 

media, etc. to innovate and to lean the design 

process.

The new complexity of knowledge, skills, and soft 

attributes required by future professionals gives rise 

to the need to reconsider different cycles of educa-

tion and their reciprocal roles. Given its traditional 

“product-designer” focus, fashion design education 

has been for too long bachelor-centered, without real 

innovation developed in the few M.A. and M.Sc. cur-

ricula, offering a very poor attention to postgraduate 
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education. These will probably be the ideal contexts 

to experiment and implement ideas for the future of 

teaching and learning where design can be applied  

as a strategic function integrated across the cycle 

of research, design, development, and distribution. 

Moreover, the efforts in improving and innovating our 

models and approaches will result in better integrating 

fashion education, from its peripheral positioning, into 

the most advanced experiences of design education. 

Only within this framework can fashion education suc-

ceed in growing professionals for the 21st century, nur-

turing this relevant culture-intensive industry and its 

highly globalized organization with rich contributions, 

to foster its potential evolution towards more consist-

ent, sustainable, and efficient products and processes. 
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Introduction: Soft Landing of Fashion and Textile Education



Soft Landing is a collection of essays that pinpoints where 
fashion and textile education is today and where it may 
shift in the future. Initiated by Cumulus’s Fashion and 
Textile Working Group, the essays in this volume address 
critical questions for fashion and textiles. They shed light 
on different ideas, approaches, problems, and solutions 
from teaching and research, as well as contemplating 
the future trajectory and evolution of fashion and textile 
education. Will the landing be soft or with turbulence? 

CUMULUS THINK TANK 
The Cumulus Think Tank publications are created and supported 
by the Cumulus the International Association of Universities and 
Colleges of Art, Design and Media. The Cumulus Think Tank is 
designed to facilitate gathering and sharing of know-how and 
experience of academics, students and staff in collaboration with 
partners and other professionals in art, design and media. 

PUBLICATIONS IN CUMULUS THINK TANK SERIES:
01/2015 Changing Paradigms: Designing for a Sustainable Future 
02/2016 Bearers of Internationalisation 
03/2018 Soft Landing
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