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Background and Purpose: Design thinking as a concept is evolving towards greater 
inclusivity and user-centeredness, with consumers assuming a more prominent and significant 
role in the process (Jekal et al., 2023). Sanders (2002) identified a paradigm shift from designing 
solely for users, characterized by a user-centered design process, to collaborative design and 
creation with users through various levels of participatory experiences. Co-design activities, 
focused on design processes and procedures, rather than mere style or material outcomes, aim to 
foster idea generation and strategic concept design through the active participation of non-
designer stakeholders with designer leadership (Wu et al., 2021). This approach enables 
designers to engage users more actively, potentially leading to a deeper understanding of the 
design process, as users can shape their own design outcomes and explore alternative concepts 
and approaches (Hur, 2015). Moreover, Laitala et al. (2015) suggested that enhancing the user-
centered design process could prolong clothing usage, underscoring the importance of 
understanding user behavior for sustainability. For apparel design students, embracing co-design 
principles offers valuable opportunities to gain real-world insights into consumer preferences, 
market demands, and sustainable practices. Despite the widespread adoption of user-centered 
principles in education and design, pedagogical co-design research remains relatively 
underexplored, particularly in traditional design education settings and in tandem with 
sustainability education. Therefore, this paper explores how co-design principles can be 
integrated into studio-based design courses through conducting a community-engaged 
collaborative project focused on sustainability. 

Project Procedures: A 16-week semester-long design project was conducted in a senior-
level apparel design studio course during Fall 2023 at a U.S. university. The main objective of 
the project was to design and create outfits for morning news show scholars, comprised of third 
to fifth graders at a local elementary school, that could be worn while filming their daily news 
program, as well as on a daily basis, if desired. Nineteen seniors enrolled in the studio course and 
11 morning news show scholars from the elementary school participated in the project. Seniors 
in the studio course were tasked with incorporating the FEA (Functional, Expressive, Aesthetic) 
design approach (Lamb & Kallal, 1992), along with various sustainability-driven methodologies, 
such as versatile, reversible, and upcycled design methods into their design process. They also 
factored in sizing dynamics, inherent to designing for children, by incorporating adjustable 
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features, utilizing stretch and/or flexible materials, and leaving sufficient hem for the skirts, 
pants, or sleeves, enabling adjustments as the children grew. The design process was developed 
based on the framework proposed by Lamb and Kallal (1992) as follows: 
§ Phase I-Problem Identification: Seniors were divided into 9 designer groups, and each group 

was assigned 1-2 elementary school scholars. As members of the morning news team, the 
scholars have different roles, including lead anchor, back-up anchor, weather anchor, special 
announcement anchor, and pledge anchor. While considering their scholars’ role on the news 
team, each designer group also conducted market research to understand their target 
customers. 

§ Phase II-Preliminary Ideas: Seniors were tasked with creating mood and concept boards and 
developing more than 10 initial sketches/design ideas. This was followed by a visit by the 
scholars to the studio class, where the seniors conducted individual interviews to understand 
the preferences, styles, and needs of their clients (i.e., scholars). The designer groups 
obtained their clients’ body measurements and discussed their ideas based on the initial 
design sketches. During the discussion, the scholars were asked to provide feedback and 
share their ideas. 

§ Phase III-Design Refinement: Based on the findings from the interviews and discussions, 
senior designer groups refined and finalized their designs. 

§ Phase IV-Prototype Development: After finalizing their designs, senior designer groups 
drafted garment patterns and created sample garments.   

§ Phase V-Evaluation: The scholars visited the studio class a second time in order for the 
designer groups to conduct sample garment fittings. The scholars shared their feedback to 
improve the fit of the garments. Based on the fitting, modifications were made for the final 
products. Phases IV and V were repeated, and another fit session occurred before the 
completion of the final garments. 

§ Phase VI-Implementation: At the end of the semester, the senior designer groups visited the 
scholars’ elementary school to present the final garments to the scholars. The scholars 
received their garments, along with sewing kits and patches to maintain the use of the 
garments and repair any wear and tear that may occur over time. 

Project Outcomes: After the project ended, the senior designer groups and the morning 
news show scholars participated in a survey to evaluate their products as well as to share their 
overall experiences with the co-design project. The survey included both closed- and open-ended 
questions. Responses to the closed-ended questions used a 5-point Likert scale (e.g., 1=strongly 
disagree and 5=strongly agree). Both the scholars and senior designers indicated satisfaction with 
the final products they created (scholars: 4.44/5; seniors: 4.11/5). They also agreed that the 
garments were functional (scholars: 4.44/5; seniors: 4.53/5), expressive (scholars: 4.33/5; 
seniors: 4.53/5), and aesthetically pleasing (scholars: 4.56/5; seniors: 4.53/5). The benefits 
mentioned by the scholars include (1) interacting with college students, (2) sharing their ideas 
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during the design process, (3) trying on their outfits, and (4) learning more about fashion design. 
They all indicated that being able to be on campus and to see the design process were special and 
meaningful for them. One of them responded, “Being at the university and being able to design 
the clothing [was the best part]. Also, I learned a lot by observing how the clothes were made.”  
The benefits perceived by the seniors were: (1) engaging in a new type of project as a group, (2) 
gaining experience working with actual customers and making an impact on them, (3) enhancing 
their knowledge and skills in apparel design, and (4) advancing their understanding of 
sustainability. The majority of seniors (63.2%) reported that they had never engaged in a co-
design project or worked as a group with actual customers before. The advantages of co-design 
mentioned included “diversifying ideas,” “shared responsibility,” “helpful decision-making,” 
“greater effectiveness,” and “valuable experience for our future careers in the fashion industry.” 
They also believed that the co-design project had an impact on their clients/scholars in various 
ways, including that it made the scholars “feel special,” “more confident,” and “increasingly 
interested in fashion and sustainability.” One senior responded, “[O]ur project made an impact 
on our customers by showing them the step-by-step process of what it takes to make a 
garment…. It also shows them how to be creative and sustainable with their fashion choices.”   

Conclusions: The co-design project in this study exemplifies the shift towards inclusive 
design thinking, engaging both senior-level college students and elementary school scholars. By 
implementing FEA design principles and sustainability-driven methodologies, the project yielded 
satisfactory outcomes for both groups, including enhancing their understanding of the design 
process and awareness of sustainable practices. Notably, it positively influenced young scholars, 
fostering confidence through the co-design process, highlighting the transformative potential of 
community engaged education. Further exploration of pedagogical co-design research promises 
to advance both apparel design education and sustainable practices in the fashion industry.   

 
* This project was funded by a grant from the VF Corporation and UNCG Bryan School of 
Business and Economics Virtual Collaboratory for Sustainable Business Practice. 
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