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ABSTRACT  
The objective of this presentation is to provide a timely and constructive response to 
changes that are taking place in society, including the evolving use of artificial 
intelligence (AI), the shift towards more technology in the classroom, and the growing 
influence of social media.  

 
As a Fashion Designer and Professor at the Fashion Institute of Technology in New 
York City, I have written this paper to explore innovative approaches to fashion design 
education that bridge historical archives, experimental pedagogy, and emerging 
technologies. Drawing on my recent research grant "The French Perspective of Past, 
Present, and Future in Creative Processes" conducted in Paris, I examine how 
engaging with fashion house archives and cultivating personal design archives can 
inspire creativity and critical thinking among students. 
 
The paper discusses methods for challenging established boundaries, reconsidering 
preconceived notions, and venturing beyond comfort zones in the classroom. It also 
explores the ethical balance between digital and physical design processes and how 
social media is reshaping notions of trend-setting and individual expression.  
  
By interweaving archival research, innovative teaching methods, and thoughtful 
integration of technology, my work as an educator and designer aims to equip 
students with the skills and perspectives needed to form more sustainable, inclusive, 
and imaginative fashion futures. Through this approach, students are encouraged to 
develop a critical awareness of their roles in the fashion ecosystem, fostering a 
generation of designers who prioritize creativity, sustainability, and personal 
expression in their work. 
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Fig. 1 Creative Progress, Fashion Institute of Technology, New York City 
 

 
INTRODUCTION  
The fashion industry stands at a critical juncture as it faces urgent calls for greater 
sustainability, inclusivity, and responsible innovation. As educators, we have a vital 
role to play in shaping the next generation of designers who will determine the future 
trajectory of fashion. This paper explores emerging pedagogical approaches aiming 
to foster creativity, critical thinking, and ethical awareness among fashion design 
students. 
 
Drawing on my experiences as a German European who was once an international 
student at the prestigious London Royal College of Art, I have cultivated a diverse 
background in design and education. Having worked in various roles across Europe 
as a designer and instructor, I understand the unique challenges and perspectives that 
international students face. This personal journey led me to migrate to New York City, 
where I continue to embrace and support the rich tapestry of international experiences 
in art and design.  
 
As both a practicing designer and a professor at the Fashion Institute of Technology, 
as well as insights gained from my recent research grant in Paris, I propose a 
multifaceted educational model that bridges historical archives, experimental teaching 
methods, and emerging technologies. This research grant involved primary research 
visits to influential fashion houses such as Schiaparelli, Chloé, and the Alaïa 
Foundation, which provided invaluable insights into the significance of historical 
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practices and their lasting relevance in contemporary design.  
 
Examining these archives sparked immediate discussions with archivists, which later 
informed classroom activities with students. This dialogue prompted reflections that 
translated into practical applications related to cultural identity, individualism, and 
sustainable practices, and the evolution of design philosophies. For instance, one 
specific example involved a coffee stain on a Chloé dress, which served as a real-life 
reference point. This discussion revolved around whether to clean the stain and 
present the dress as pristine or to retain the coffee splash, embracing it as a reflection 
of the customer’s experiences and as part of a broader design research narrative. 
Such conversations encouraged critical thinking about material choices, practicability 
and how design decisions imbue garments with meaning and context.  
 
Central to this approach is nurturing each student's unique creative voice and design 
perspective. Rather than simply training students to meet current industry demands, 
we must empower them to envision and shape alternative fashion futures. This 
requires creating learning environments that value experimentation, critical inquiry, 
and personal reflection. Simultaneously, we must ground students in the invaluable 
knowledge contained in both institutional and personal archives. By studying the work 
of pioneering designers and brands, students can gain inspiration and insight into 
enduring principles of innovative design. Furthermore, cultivating their own archives 
and creative rituals also allows students to document their evolving practice, 
recognize interconnections within their design journeys, and construct a distinctive 
design identity. 
 
Crucially, this paper explores the delicate balance between analog and digital design 
processes. While emerging technologies present numerous opportunities for 
innovation and artistic expression, it is essential to ensure that their creative practices 
serve to enhance, rather than inhibit, human creativity. Technologies can sometimes 
impose limitations on imaginative exploration, leading to a reliance on formulas and 
trends that stifle original thought. For instance, automated design tools may streamline 
certain tasks but can also encourage conformity, as users might gravitate toward pre-
defined templates rather than pursuing unique ideas.  
 
Additionally, the rise of social media has profoundly altered our understanding of 
trend-setting and self-expression. It often creates a landscape where individual 
creativity can be overshadowed by prevailing cultural trends, leading to a 
homogenization of ideas and forms. In this context, educators play a crucial role in 
guiding students to find their unique voices while also understanding the cultural 
influences that shape artistic expression. This involves teaching them to critically 
engage with technology and social media, empowering them to harness these tools 
to amplify their individuality rather than dilute it. Similarly, as social media reshapes 
notions of trend-setting and self-expression, educators must help students navigate 
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the tension between individual vision and cultural Zeitgeist. 
 
Ultimately, my work aims to articulate an educational philosophy and set of practices 
that can help form more imaginative, responsible, and impactful fashion futures. By 
bridging past and present, tradition and innovation, we can empower the next 
generation of designers to create fashion that is not only aesthetically compelling but 
also socially and environmentally conscious. 
 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW  
Rick Rubin (2023) presents a compelling exploration of the creative process, 
emphasizing the significance of observation and presence. He posits that conscious 
awareness during the act of creation allows artists to tap into deeper layers of 
inspiration and meaning. This perspective is particularly relevant in fashion education, 
where understanding the nuances of observing the world can profoundly impact 
design outcomes. Rubin argues that by cultivating an observant mindset, creators can 
better interpret cultural signals and trends, fostering a more meaningful connection 
between their work and the environment around them. 
 
This notion resonates with my advocacy for experimental methodologies. By 
incorporating observational techniques into creative practices, fashion education can 
encourage students to engage with their surroundings in a more profound way. Such 
an approach aligns with emergent educational trends that prioritize experiential 
learning while still embracing contemporary technological advancements. 
Encouraging students to observe their environment - be it through urban exploration, 
cultural events, or even everyday interactions - can enrich their design vocabulary, 
prompting innovative ideas that are grounded in real-world contexts. 
 
Moreover, Rick Rubin’s examination of the creative act highlights the importance of 
reflection in fostering creativity. This aligns with my perspectives on personal archives, 
wherein individual experiences and reflections become essential components of a 
designer's creative toolkit. The synthesis of observation and reflection can empower 
students to shape their artistic identities as they filter their experiences through the 
lens of personal narrative. Integrating opportunities for reflective practice within 
fashion education can nurture individuality while promoting a cohesive understanding 
of collective trends within the industry. 
 
My exploration of digital technologies as catalysts for creativity can also benefit from 
Rubin's insights. While technology serves as a powerful tool in the contemporary 
design landscape, fostering an observational mindset can elevate the way these tools 
are employed. Designers equipped with the ability to observe and contextualize their 
work are likely to use digital resources more thoughtfully, leading to innovative 
solutions that prioritize sustainability and ethical practices in fashion. 
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Explaining the significance of fashion archive research reveals the heightened 
relevance of Rubin’s principles on how to approach them. Valerie Steele’s work on 
fashion archives underscores the importance of thoughtful observation in connecting 
historical influences to contemporary design, reinforcing the value of archival research 
in the proposed methodology.  
 
In recognition of this significance, I have developed and written an international course 
focused on International Fashion Capitals - Design Process Research. This course has 
been supported and approved by both FIT and SUNY and I am excited to teach it next 
summer.  
 
Students who engage deeply with archives - observing not just the artifacts but the 
stories and contexts embedded within them - can derive insights that inform 
innovative designs that respect history while contributing to the future of fashion. 
 
Additionally, during a 2024 conference on New Directions in Fashion Research, Emilie 
Hammen’s presentation highlighted an emerging appreciation for worn garments and 
the growing significance of second hand markets. This development has resulted in 
increased prices for such items at auctions, a trend that was not prevalent in previous 
years. This newfound value not only emphasizes the role of conservation but also 
opens up new avenues for accessing unique items for scholarly research.  
 
Incorporating Rubin's emphasis on observation into the fashion education creates a 
holistic approach that bridges theoretical and practical realms. Encouraging 
observation enriches learning experience, allowing students to draw from a diverse 
array of influences and refine their perspectives. This approach ultimately supports 
innovative leaders in fashion who are not only skilled in their craft but also attuned to 
the cultural contexts and layers that shape them, and their narratives. 
 
As Alain de Botton discusses in The Architecture of Happiness, our environment 
significantly shapes our perceptions and aspirations, making such engagement 
essential for personal and creative growth. My initial encounter with his concept 
highlighted the layers of influence that clothing, interior design, urban landscapes, and 
social interactions exert on us. Each layer - from the garments we wear to the cities 
we inhabit and the people we interact with - plays a crucial role in shaping our 
identities and experience.  
 
Traveling between New York, Berlin, and Hamburg has heightened my awareness of 
how different environments and social context impact my perspective. I cherish these 
journeys and am particularly drawn to cities like Paris and London for research, where 
I observe the evolution of urban landscapes and their inhabitants. These cities retain 
their unique character even as they undergo change. Fashion, as a reflection of 
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society, embodies this dynamic relationship, making it essential to consider it when 
designing for diverse markets with varying perceptions and cultural contexts.   
 
Understanding the interplay between environment and fashion can significantly 
enhance our approach to customer engagement and design. By recognizing how local 
influences shape trends and consumer preferences, we can create more meaningful 
and resonant fashion experiences that honor both the individuality of each market and 
the broader societal narratives at play. This awareness allows designers to craft 
products that not only meet consumer needs but also celebrate the rich tapestry of 
cultural expression found within different locales.  
 
Conclusively, the intersection of Rick Rubin's "The Creative Act" and contemporary 
scholarship on fashion education suggests a transformative potential for pedagogical 
practices. By emphasizing observatory awareness, reflective practices, and the 
integration of both historical and digital resources, fashion education can evolve to 
meet the dynamic demands of the industry while fostering a generation of creative 
thinkers equipped to navigate its most current complexities. 
 
 
METHODOLOGY 
Experiential and Interdisciplinary Exploration 
My research methodology employs an experiential, interdisciplinary approach that 
combines archival practice with innovative pedagogy, weaving together personal and 
historical narratives in the creative education of fashion students. Through project 
briefs and individual mentoring sessions, I encourage students to curate personal 
archives that reflect their inspirations and creative journeys. This structured yet open-
ended exploration involves documenting the creative processes using various 
formats, including visual diaries, sketches, digital photographs, audio recordings, 
videos and smartphone-captured observations during draping exercises. This 
comprehensive "A to Z" approach, provides an in-depth exploration of the creative 
process while integrating multisensory experiences reminiscent of surrealist practices. 

 
A key aspect of this methodology is reflected in the “Impossible Conversations” 
exhibition at The Metropolitan Museum of Art, which highlights the surrealist dialogue 
between Elsa Schiaparelli and Miuccia Prada. By juxtaposing Schiaparelli’s whimsical 
designs with Prada’s innovative looks, the exhibit invites students to delve into how 
multisensory experiences in their primary research can fuel creativity in fashion. This 
interaction encourages critical reflection on the interplay of past and present, pushing 
students to embrace and cultivate and observe happy coincidences and surrealistic 
elements as they navigate their own design processes.   

 
My Paris research grant added another layer to this methodology. Visits to influential 
fashion houses such as Maison Elsa Schiaparelli and exhibitions at the Palais Galliera 
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and Alaïa Foundation allowed me to experience firsthand the artefacts of fashion 
history. These artefacts, which include garments, accessories, and design sketches, 
serve as tangible connections to the past, revealing the intricate narratives and cultural 
contexts that shaped their creation. By engaging with these historical pieces, students 
can explore how innovative techniques and material influenced design evolution, 
bridging the gap between historical practice and contemporary relevance. Such 
encounters illuminate the multidimensional nature of design, where form, light and 
context intermingle, inspiring students to draw upon these explorations as they craft 
their unique artistic identities within the evolving landscape of fashion.  
 
For instance, at Palais Galliera, the retrospective of Paolo Roversi’s photography 
emphasized the roles of process and serendipity, mirroring the principles of surrealism 
that celebrate the unexpected and the emotionality of creative expression. These 
insights inspire me to incorporate similar techniques into my own practices as a 
designer and ultimately also into my teaching, pushing the boundaries of traditional 
fashion design. 
 
Engagement with established fashion houses facilitated discussions on cultural 
identity, sustainable practices, and the evolution of design philosophies. At Alaïa 
Foundation, the exhibition "Alaïa / Grès" highlighted poetry in form and color, 
encouraging people to perceive garments as sculptural entities that communicate 
emotion and context. By immersing in the personal, intimate spaces of notable 
designers, such as Alaïa’s untouched workspace, invites to connect with the tactile 
and personal aspects of design - a vital component of their creative process. 
 
The "A to Z" process (and its aforementioned toolkit) represents a holistic approach 
to project development and archival organization, each letter prompting a unique 
exploration. For instance, "O" signifies "obsession," inviting students to examine a 
specific design element, while "B" could stand for "ballpoint pen," emphasizing the 
spontaneous nature of sketching. This open-ended approach encourages intuitive 
exploration, fostering trust and self-discovery within the creative process. The non-
linear nature of the process supports flexibility and personal interpretation, making the 
creation of a personal archive a fundamental part of students’ artistic journeys and a 
wellspring of inspiration for future projects. 
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Fig. 2 Demonstration of Drawing with Scissors, Fashion Institute of Technology, New 
York City 

 
The eclectic method of gathering inspiration organically aligns with the ideas of 
Germano Celant, an art critic and curator known for his essay “To Cut is to Think” 
(Tagliare e Pensare). Celant’s work emphasizes that collage can transform elements 
from the past into a new language for the present, paving the way for future innovation. 
This conceptual framework also influenced the DIOR Summer 2021 collection, 
illustrating how contemporary designers can draw from historical references to create 
meaningful, forward-thinking fashion.  
 
Pedagogical Approaches and the Role of Technology 
My teaching philosophy centers on challenging conventional boundaries and 
reconsidering preconceived notions. By introducing unconventional color palettes and 
design techniques, I aim to expand students' design vocabulary while fostering their 
understanding of the creative journey. Encouraging mindful decision-making 
processes, combined with techniques for visual and textual journaling, helps students 
cultivate a more profound connection to their creative identities. 
A key aspect of my approach is maintaining an ethical balance between digital and 
physical design processes. Digital tools enhance creativity, offering avenues for 
experimentation and rapid prototyping; however, it is imperative to ensure that 
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technology serves to enhance rather than dictate creativity. Students are encouraged 
to utilize digital tools as aids that complement their unique design voices, avoiding the 
pitfalls of becoming overly reliant on technology. 
 
For instance, in my teaching, I introduce a project centered around Reverse 
Engineering. Students are tasked with sourcing three second-hand-garments, one of 
which may be a trench coat, along with a reference visual from a digital library. 
Throughout the project they document their process and reflect on their thought 
processes and decision-making. The garments can originate from donations, personal 
wardrobes, or thrift stores, while the visual references can be sourced from 
institutional archives. This exercise allows students to explore their heritage, build a 
design research narrative, and begin developing a collection by reinterpreting design 
elements through combination, and reinvention.  
 
At times, students may hesitate to cut into items they own or have been gifted. In such 
cases, employing digital tools to collage or create 3D representations of the items can 
facilitate their creative exploration. Encouraging improvisation and sharpening the 
senses and the eyes and the discovery of unexpected solutions can lead to a 
rewarding journey, fostering an open mindset among students.  
 
The process begins with primary research conducted on a dress form in a 
collaborative environment. Digital tools are instrumental at this stage for taking 
photographs and compiling a collection. Students engage with playing with the body, 
styling new looks, and conceptualizing designs as collages– adding or subtracting 
layers to create meaningful statements. By observing and reflecting on the design 
process, students cultivate a routine of exploration during class, encouraging them to 
take creative risks. This approach leads to the generation of fresh ideas, visionary 
looks, and a personal connection to their research and outcomes.  
 
While building technical skills is important, nurturing a fresh perspective, maintaining 
open eyes for everyday inspiration, and fostering an obsession with ideas are equally 
crucial for achieving the best possible outcomes.  
 
The ethical balance between digital and physical design processes is a crucial focus. 
Digital tools enhance creativity, offering possibilities for experimentation and rapid 
prototyping. However, it is essential to maintain a balance, preventing technology from 
stifling human creativity.  Students are encouraged to use digital tools as aids to 
enhance their unique design voices, not to dictate them. 
 
The Influence of Social Media and the Search for Individuality 
The impact of social media on fashion consumption and trendsetting is profound, 
where consumers increasingly become trendsetters, placing emphasis on self-
expression over industry-driven trends. This dynamic presents a paradox: the 
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pressure to conform to social media expectations can suppress individual expression. 
My research underscores how grounding students in personal archives - along with 
mindful engagement with historical fashion archives - can help them navigate the 
balance between individual identity and broader cultural trends. 
 
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
The "A to Z" approach, coupled with the combined experiential and archival 
methodology, has yielded remarkable results. Students displayed unprecedented 
surges in creativity, drawing on personal experiences and historical contexts to craft 
works that reflect both innovation and tradition. The outcomes varied widely, from 
reimaginings of traditional garments to experimental techniques that defy convention. 
Many students developed a critical awareness of their place within the fashion 
ecosystem, reevaluating their design choices to prioritize sustainability. Additionally, 
the integration of digital tools and AI enhanced their ability to adapt and transform 
ideas in real time, enabling them to leverage technology as an expression of 
individuality rather than a constraint. 
 
In summary, the infusion of multisensory experiences and insights gleaned from the 
Paris grant supports a richer pedagogical framework. By fostering an environment that 
encourages observation, reflection, and the blending of personal and historical 
influences, we prepare students to become innovative and thoughtful creators within 
a dynamic and evolving fashion landscape. 
 
Through projects and individual mentoring sessions, I encourage students to curate 
personal archives reflecting their inspirations and creative journeys.   
 
This combination of personal archival practice and engagement with established 
fashion houses aims to equip students with a balanced perspective, blending 
individual expression with historical context. 

 
 

CONCLUSION 
The future of fashion hinges on a dynamic interplay between technology, personal 
identity, and societal norms. This paper proposes an educational model that 
empowers students to navigate these complexities. By integrating archival research, 
innovative pedagogy, and a balanced approach to technology, we can equip the next 
generation of designers to create fashion that is not only aesthetically compelling but 
also socially and environmentally responsible. The focus should be on nurturing 
individual creative voices while grounding students in the richness of fashion's history 
and leveraging the potential of emerging technologies.  Future research will explore 
the long-term impact of this methodology on student careers and the broader fashion 
industry. 
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