FASHION EDUCATION IN THE KNOWLEDGE BASED GLOBAL ECONOMY

Introduction
Fashion education has had to meet the challenges of a rapidly changing fashion industry.  The rise of international hubs of garment mass production and the involvement of information and communication technologies (ICTs) in every aspect of the industry has dramatically impacted on the way fashion business is carried out.  Some fashion education colleges and universities have responded to the situation by incorporating new fields of study into their curriculum – design and textile technology, marketing and the supply chain, and the establishment of research hubs.  Their students will be better prepared for the new world of work when they graduate but further developments such as e-commerce and quick response manufacture are bringing about yet more structural and operational changes to the fashion industry.

The changes that the fashion industry is undergoing are symptomatic of the emergence of a new knowledge based global economy.  The industrial economy, characterised by the accumulation of land and capital and the use of raw materials, is no longer the main driver of wealth generation in many countries.  Instead, due to the influences of globalisation and the predominance of ICTs, there has been a shift towards the utilisation of knowledge for the creation of wealth.  In response governments have identified changes to education and training as crucial to future success in the knowledge economy.  The idea that creativity can be taught, in order to produce knowledge, has emerged as a core principle for educational adaptation.  

There is concern, however, that education has been subverted for economic use. Indeed this article will argue that the fashion education of the knowledge based economy has been adversely impacted by government policy and global influences in a way that can potentially lead to the production of homogenised fashion.  To provide some context an explanation of the knowledge economy will be firstly given.  The article will then proceed with a discussion of the relationship between the knowledge economy and education.  To conclude there will be an investigation of the homogenising influence of the knowledge economy on fashion education. 

What is the Knowledge Economy?
At the beginning of the twenty first century many countries are transitioning from an industrial based economy to a knowledge economy.  While capital and labour are still necessary for economic activity it is the production and use of knowledge that is becoming the source of wealth creation.  Evidence for the rise of the knowledge economy is in the shift away from manual labour to an increase in demand for workers in knowledge intensive industries such as software, consulting, health care and education (Schwartz, Kelly & Boyer 1999).  There has also been a growth in investment in intangible assets such as research and development, design, human capital and organisational systems.  Possession of tangible investments such as plant, machinery and buildings are no longer the main indicators of company wealth (Hutton 2007).

The key drivers towards a knowledge economy have been globalisation and the growth of ICTs.  The widespread distribution of the internet means that information can be made immediately available twenty four hours a day seven days a week to most places in the world.  Such accessibility has led to the accelerated development, sharing and commodification of knowledge (Schwartz, Kelly & Boyer 1999).  Globalisation has meant that natural cultural and physical boundaries to commerce and ideas have lost their relevance.  An example of this would be a clothing company that has built an international supply chain where garments can be designed in the United Kingdom (UK), made in China and sold in Australia.  Such global companies have increased access to a diverse and wide range of knowledge through their suppliers and customers (Brinkley 2006).

In the knowledge economy “economic growth is constrained only by our ability to create new knowledge” (Schwartz, Kelly & Boyer 1999, 85).  The development of new ideas creates new resources and adds value to existing products.  Nanotechnology is an example.  A nascent technology at the end of last century, within a decade nanotechnology enhanced fabric can be made into garments that are insulating, stain and water repellent, bacteria resistant or offer protection against hazardous chemicals.  One wonders what advances involving nanotechnology and fabric will exist by 2020.   Unlike the finite raw materials of the industrial economy, “knowledge is the ultimate economic renewable – the stock of knowledge is not depleted by use.  Indeed, the value of knowledge comes from sharing with others” (Brinkley 2006, 5).  The challenge then is how to become part of the knowledge economy.

The Knowledge Economy and Education
“The Organisation for Economic and Cultural Development (OECD) and the World Bank have stressed the significance of education and training as keys to participation in the new global knowledge economy” (Peters 2001, 1).  Many western governments have adapted their education systems for the knowledge economy.  The New Zealand government has implemented strategies to produce graduates who would help transform the country into a “high wage knowledge-based economy” (Bill 2009, 7).  In its goal for Europe to become the “number one knowledge economy” not only did European leaders recognise the need for radical change to economic policy but also for Europe to “be the world leader in terms of the quality of its education and training systems” (OECD 2005, 3).  In Australia “there is a wide recognition that the higher education sector has an important role to play in producing graduates with the sorts of skills, aptitudes and understandings that will allow them to contribute effectively to the development and practice of a knowledge based economy” (Davis, Evans & Hickey 2006, 232).

From an economic perspective, education in the knowledge economy should satisfy the human resource, research and worker up-skilling needs of a country (Peters 2001).  It is acknowledged that a higher level of educational qualification is generally required for work in the knowledge economy.  Additional workplace competencies such as communication skills, problem solving skills, the ability to work in a team, ICT skills, and the capacity for self-management are also considered necessary (OECD 2001).  Indeed the knowledge worker need not possess expertise in a specific field because “whatever data are required will be available to them at the touch of a computer key” (OECD 2001, 109).  Further, a UK policy report noted that “to thrive in an economy defined by the innovative application of knowledge, we must be able to do more than absorb and feedback information.  Learners and workers must draw on their entire spectrum of learning experiences and apply what they have learned in new and creative ways” (Seltzer & Bentley 1999, viii).   

The words creative and creativity occur regularly in the discourse of the knowledge economy and education.  The core theory of these discussions is that creativity can be learned so that it may be employed for knowledge making purposes. It is suggested that creativity is not an innate talent but more the ability to use skills in new ways (Seltzer & Bentley 1999).  Subsequently the term ‘creative industries’ has emerged to encompass those activities where the creation of knowledge is central to their function.  The UK has the largest creative sector in the European Union (EU) involving thirteen industries and Australia, New Zealand and East Asia also have well developed creative industries (Cunningham 2006).  The creative industries in the UK have a common core business model – “to originate ideas of expressive value which they commercialise” (Hutton 2007, 19).  In Australia, New Zealand and Britain, fashion education is an element of the creative industries where research qualifications, entrepreneurship courses and studies involving the latest textiles and design technologies are offered with an aim of discovering new knowledge. (APCSummit 2011, Bill 2009, and DCMS 2008).

Homogenised fashion education
Some argue that the doctrine of the creative industries subverts the meaning of the word creative.  The concept of creativity has links with the visual and cultural arts conjuring ideas of imagination and original thought (Glow, Minahan & Gahan 2005), and has associations with intelligence and genius (Osborne 2003).  However critics describe the creativity of the knowledge economy as “little c entrepreneurial creativity” (Bill 2009, 27) that is a construct of psychologists and managers (Osborne 2003).  Thus desirable workplace attributes such as efficiency and competency have morphed into creativity.  It follows that creative skills can be honed through the application of specific techniques (Osborne 2003).  From this perspective fashion education is in danger of becoming an input-output system where the “only forms of creativity to be sponsored would be enterprising, entrepreneurial, competitive” (Bill 2009, 24) and relevant only to the world of work.

Under the creative industries banner, fashion colleges and universities are charging large fees and there is concern that fashion education is entering the field of privilege (McDowell 2011).  In addition fashion education has moved away from a technical emphasis towards the intellectual (Bill 2009).  Diploma, degree and post graduate level qualifications are a feature of large fashion education institutions.  It is not illogical that students would expect a return on their investment of time and money.  However such return is often on the path to conformity (McDowell 2011).  In the ever-changing industry climate it is generally acknowledged that work available to fashion graduates is “highly weighted in the direction of the high street” (McDowell 2011, 1) and towards “stylish, yet affordable clothing for middle class society” (www.w3Education).  “But conformity is not where creativity begins” (McDowell 2011, 1).  

Creativity in the world of fashion is linked to the location of expert fashion knowledge communities in the centres of Paris, Milan, New York and London.  People are attracted to these centres of fashion.  They bring ideas which they exchange with like-minded people – to create new ideas. “Fundamental to this understanding is the idea that fashion knowledge is territorially specific;  learning processes take place via ‘tacit’ knowledge transfers that are promoted by proximity, or by being there” (Weller 2007, 42).  The opposite of tacit knowledge transfer is the process of obtaining information via the internet.  Information prepared for the internet has been codified.  Once information is codified it moves quickly and becomes impersonal and non-specific – and devalued (Weller 2007).  And yet much of the design resources employed by fashion education colleges and universities is digital – it has been codified.  Additionally large companies such as WGSN, Stylesight and Promostyl dominate the forecasting provision so that fashion students the world over are working from the same base of codified design information.

Monopoly of supply is a characteristic of the knowledge economy because of the theory that the possession of knowledge leads to the creation of more knowledge.  Monopolies occur when returns on a successful product are invested into research and development which yields further new ideas and more profit.  A company that has early market share on a new product can set the rules of engagement.  If the company can then lock a customer into their product by requiring them to learn associated processes, then the monopoly is assured “e.g. Microsoft Windows” (Schwartz, Kelly & Boyer 1999, 86).    “Soft promotional work by large multinational companies such as IBM and Microsoft – carried out in the name of business – have penetrated education like no previous media form”  (Peters 2001,6).  In fashion education specifically, Adobe and Optitex  products for design software, Stylecad and Lectra patternmaking and grading software, and Haptic 3D design software are ubiquitous.   Unfortunately “monopolies tend to inhibit innovation” (Schwartz, Kelly & Boyer 1999, 100).

Fashion education, and education generally, is also exposed to the monopoly that the larger universities have on the production and distribution of knowledge.  The major journals and databases are situated at these dominant universities in the United States and UK.  Smaller education institutions with fewer resources tend to be dependent for research and organisational structure.  Additionally the larger universities are often the source of the textbooks and course materials used by other colleges and universities (Altbach 2007).  Further, some universities establish academic programs or campuses in other countries.  Usually local institutions are involved, and course content is adapted to the environment, but generally the qualification structure and curriculum are those of the large university.  Ultimately there is “loss of intellectual and cultural autonomy by those who are less powerful” (Altbach 2007, 5). 

A final example of monopoly that engenders homogenised fashion education is that English is the common language for communication in the knowledge economy.  The English language dominates scholarly websites, academic journals, books and the internet.  This favours the native English speaker.  Conversely, in the publishing arena, the non-native English speaker is disadvantaged.  Not only must they communicate in a foreign language but also manage unfamiliar methodology and academic norms (Altbach 2007).  Further a large number of the students studying outside their own countries do so at English speaking universities and colleges.  The use of English tends to orientate non-native speakers to the main English speaking norms and values and there is “potential for cultural homogenisation” (Schwartz, Kelly & Boyer 1999, 109).    

Fashion education in the knowledge economy is exposed to a number of homogenising influences ranging from the economic focus of government policies to monopoly of the resources that can be accessed by fashion universities and colleges.  This drift towards homogeneity is exacerbated by the current perception of the world as a single place of fashion.  The “fashion media’s reporting of fashion innovations reaches multiple consumer groups across the world almost simultaneously” (Weller 2007, 50).  Also the marketing campaigns of multinational companies present images of styles as “universally most appropriate” regardless of “cultural and geographical boundaries” (Azuma & Fernie 2003, 416).  However, counter to the idea of a global fashion, it is commonly believed that fashion is linked to place and that people use fashion to express social and cultural identity.  There is also evidence that dress preferences are grounded in memories which are also linked to place (Weller 2007).  In this regard a global, homogenised fashion is inappropriate because its links are with what is profitable.  Also, global fashion is becoming yet another monopoly offering “chic modish styles at the right price” (Azuma & Fernie 2003, 419)  that local industry would find hard to compete with.

In Conclusion
Fashion education in the current knowledge based economy has adapted to the changes brought about by increasing reliance on ICTs and globalisation.  New fields of study have been introduced in response to the changed circumstances of fashion – sustainability, fashion entrepreneurship and research programs.  Technology has been embraced so that CAD/CAM, digital printing, body scanning and 3D design and visualisation are available in many fashion colleges and universities.    

In addition, fashion education is evolving in a changed economic climate wherein knowledge has become the source of wealth creation.  Subsequently knowledge is at a premium and any means of producing new knowledge is encouraged.  In many countries education and training have been targeted for restructuring in order to promote an innovative and creative population more able to create knowledge.  Learning to be creative has become the catchcry of many reforms including those for fashion education.    

The argument of this article has been that the changes to fashion education have, in many instances, had a limiting rather than generative influence. There has been an economic agenda to government promotion of creativity; where the loftier concept more pertinent to fashion design has been subsumed by a financial function of creativity to produce knowledge for commercial gain.  A further restricting influence has been the existence of monopolies in the supply of information and technology to fashion education.  And there is no doubt that monopolies only benefit those at the source.  Indeed should fashion education succumb to such negative influences there will exist the ultimate monopoly of a homogenised global fashion that leaves little room for unique fashion to exist.         
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