STUDIOMADE@NTU: A STUDY OF THE IMPACT OF A STUDENT COMMERCIAL ENTERPRISE WITHIN A UNIVERSITY SETTING.
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Introduction

This paper presents a case study of the past 2 years’ experience of establishing a studio within a university setting. It considers how this has contributed to the profile of the progressive thinking graduate, their creative and transferrable skills as well as the impact on the curriculum. 

The study examines how the future direction of the textile design programme is being considered in relation to this experience.  It also identifies the diverse range of student experiences and provides insights into how being part of the studio team benefits students’ understanding of the textile swatch industry and enhances their employability skills.

It also demonstrates the benefits that arise through lecturers and students working together commercially and identifies possible further developments to this venture and other types of enterprise to enhance both the student and staff experience.
Background 

The shift of production of textiles areas where it is more economically viable has forced many UK textile manufacturers to close or specialise in luxury or niche markets, where innovation in design ideas and the use of technology is required to maintain a competitive edge. This demands, more than ever before, that educators provide a curriculum that is real and relevant to the employability of its students by bringing it in line with current industry drivers and parameters. 
At Nottingham Trent University the development of innovation in design is a key part of the learning and teaching within the textile subject. Student work has been regularly showcased at events such as the degree show, MA exposition and New Designers, London and communicated through our relationships with industry in live projects, student work experience placements, graduate destinations and research activities, however the distinctive quality of textile design, from students within the subject, deserved to be visible in an industry facing international forum.  A higher and more international public profile could enable industry to have more insight into the innovation in design that we foster and hopefully result in productive future partnerships with industry. 
The initial idea for a commercial textile studio operating from within the university was that a more visible profile worldwide could be achieved through marketing and selling staff and student designs to international high end fashion manufacturers and retailers. The choice of target market would reflect the innovative design that is produced at Nottingham Trent University and would potentially attract more notable publicity. 

The design layer that is the swatch studio industry is unique to the textile industry. One-off designs are sold (including copyright) to manufacturers and retailers as inspiration for their design collections. Swatch studios often struggle to sustain the constant generation of new designs and have a high turnover of designers. Our educational setting however, comprised of a high number of talented students and a regular influx of new talent, means that this is an ideal and achievable way of generating and selling work, promoting textile design and giving students a real experience of a key aspect of the industry. 

It is not unusual that universities participate in showcasing and selling student design work at industry trade fairs; however few include students in the studio operation. Establishing a commercial studio within the university seemed a good opportunity to add value to the student experience whilst also extending the reach of Textile Design at NTU into a more international forum.
Project aims

The initial aims for the project were to raise the international profile of textile design at NTU and enhance the student learning experience through establishing a textile swatch studio within the university. Third Stream Income could also be generated to fund the studio activity through the sale of student design work. 

The business proposal outlined the possibility for staff and student work to be exhibited at international trade fairs; in the first instance at Salon Indigo Fashion Edition, Première Vision Pluriel. The purpose of exhibiting at trade fairs would be to acquire a presence for the ‘studio’ in the international arena, to establish a customer base through making direct contact with buyers and to make sales. 

The aims of the studiomade@ntu project were:

a) to raise the international profile of textile design at NTU
b) to produce and sell, business to business, innovative textile swatches designed by students, graduates and staff at NTU, to the high fashion market at international trade-fairs

c) to enhance the employability of students through a greater understanding of textile industry, acquisition of business skills, direct interface with industry and networking opportunities

d) to create a community of practice to exist within and alongside the curriculum to stimulate formal and informal opportunities for collaboration and professional and social exchange across staff, students and NTU graduates

e) to extend the internationalisation of the curriculum

f) to provide an alternative forum for textile design research

g) to be self-funding in three years

Project Process

In October 2009 a university grant was awarded to the project as part of the scheme, Champions of Academic Enterprise. This supported research into the viability of running a textile swatch studio at NTU.

The planning year as part of the Champions of Academic Enterprise scheme provided a forum to network with departments across the university to understand how to operate a small business within the university and to produce a business plan to take forward into action. 
Research visits were made to Premiere Vision and Salon Indigo in February 2010 and September 2010. Informal discussions with studio staff took place in the trade show environment as well as more in depth discussions with known contacts. This research showed that there was much evidence of current trends in working across the textile disciplines. This supported the curriculum approach at NTU and suggested that designs involving a variety of cross disciplinary processes and techniques, including the use of digital technologies, would be in demand. 
The innovative nature of the work produced in the textile curriculum at NTU suggested that the studio would be best pitched as an inspirational studio. This market level was deemed appropriate as a vehicle for showcasing research and innovation in the curriculum and would potentially attract more internationally reputable industry partners to work with us in the future. 
Recruitment of the Studio Team

In early October 2009, a recruitment process, similar to those used in industry, was established to identify potential student members of the studiomade@ntu team.  
Expressions of interest to be part of the team were invited via a presentation which discussed the proposed project and outlined the roles and skills that were required of the studiomade@ntu team. 

In October 2010 a small team of 6 students were engaged to manage the studio operation overseen by a member of staff at NTU. 

At the initial meeting of the studio team members were grouped in pairs according to their skills and experience and given tasks to undertake and bring back to meetings. The team then met on a regular basis; approximately once a week to share and discuss progress.

The Designers

Live projects were run from October to December 2010 with final year students of the Textile Design degree and alumni of the course were contacted to contribute designs to the collection to be shown at Salon Indigo in February 2011.  

The Design Collection

The design work was due in for coursework submission and evaluation in early December 2010 at which point the final designs could be reviewed. At this point it was found that many designs were either lacking resolve or poorly finished and presented. The team decided, in discussion with course staff, that advice about completing designs to a satisfactory standard would need to be given to student designers to ensure that the work showcased at Indigo would be of a high enough standard to present in an international industry forum.

Final design swatches were received 2 weeks prior to the trade fair. The studio team received the design work, completed receipts for designers and documented what each designer had submitted.  The collection was edited by the team to ensure that the quality of the design work was high, that our aims of showing a level of innovation were met and that designs contributed to the coherence of the overall body of work. 

The collection was then recorded digitally and collated prior to being presented using the studiomade@ntu branding.  The team discussed display of designs for the trade fair and a simple approach was identified.

The Trade Fair Experience - Salon Indigo February 2011

The first collection of designs from studiomade@ntu was marketed at the Salon Indigo Fashion Edition (Premiere Vision Pluriel) trade fair held in Paris in February 2011. All 6 students and 1 staff studio team members participated in the set up and staffing of the studiomade@ntu stand at the trade fair.

A wide range of companies viewed the studiomade@ntu design work and gave positive feedback on the level of innovation in the collection.

Sales
The forecasted number of sales was exceeded; the work that sold was either digital print or embroidery or a combination of print, laser cut and embroidery processes. Most companies that bought designs were well established medium to large scale companies with good reputations in the industry, such as Nike, Martin and Savage, Target and Orna Farho. 
Design prices were agreed with the buyer at the point of sale with the starting price set per design. Students discovered that the poor business climate meant that the starting price was hard to achieve. Most buyers were unwilling to pay this amount to a new company or university and subsequently the design price was negotiated based on the complexity of the design and number of designs that buyers were interested in.  

On return to university, detailed feedback about the trade fair and customer reactions to the design collection was communicated to student designers, the wider final year cohort and the textile design staff team.

Research aims and methods

As the project progressed it was considered that research could be undertaken to evaluate the impact of the project on students and the curriculum. 

Information and qualitative data was gathered through a variety of methods;

· The studio team met weekly and discussions occurred informally that revealed how participation in the project was enhancing their learning. 

· A focus group discussion was held in the form of a final team meeting to reflect on the process of the project and what this experience had provided. 

· A module questionnaire was used to gather data on the student experience at the end of the course.  

· A further short questionnaire was used to gather data via a social networking site 4 months after graduation.  

· Textile Design team meetings provided a forum for staff discussion of the project throughout its duration. 

The result of this research was then evaluated against an adaptation of the The Student Employability Profiles for Art and Design, Rees, R., Forbes, P., Kubler, B. (2006, pp.28-29).
Research Findings
Impact on students

In today’s environment the transition from graduate to employment in the textile industry can be difficult and subsequently students need a range of transferable skills beyond their subject in order to compete effectively to gain employment at a professional level. 
Students’ employability skills can be enhanced in a variety of ways however direct interaction with employers offers a way of providing industry insight as well as developing the skills required to become a real contender in the market place. 

The Student Employability Profiles for Art and Design, Rees, R., Forbes, P., Kubler, B. (2006, pp.44-45) describes a set of employability skills as being 

“the transferable skills and abilities to:

a) apply their learning in a different contextual framework

b) generate ideas, concepts, proposals, solutions or arguments independently and collaboratively in response to a live set briefs and self-initiated activity

c) apply resourcefulness and entrepreneurial skills to their own practice or that of others

d) study independently, set goals, manage their own workloads and meet deadlines

e) anticipate and accommodate change, and handle ambiguity, uncertainty, and unfamiliarity

f) interact effectively with others through collaboration, collective endeavour and negotiation

g) articulate ideas and information comprehensibly in visual, oral and written forms

h) present ideas and work to audiences in a range of situations

i) source, navigate, select, retrieve, evaluate, manipulate and manage information

j) select and employ communication and information technologies. “

Impact on Studio Team 
The research revealed how much the students had valued being involved in the project and what it had given them.  

‘The experience has definitely enhanced my employability; at interviews companies have all been very impressed with this experience gained. Especially when managed with a final year degree show as well. ‘
‘It has made me aware of my skills outside of just designing; skills that I have come to learn are actually more valuable in getting a job. You could be a really talented designer but without skills that are realistic and suited to a team working environment you won’t be wanted in that team.’
‘Being involved in such a project has set me apart from my rivals in proving that I am willing to work hard.’
‘ The skills I have developed have directly informed my success in my current position. ‘
‘It has given me the confidence to be able to talk to people in the industry. ‘
‘All the skills I gained with studiomade@ntu have directly influenced how I am at work. Being incredibly organised, working with designers to gain the best results, preparing designs and product for launch at trade shows; working well within a team and contributing a valued and appreciated effort.‘
‘I really feel that the studiomade@ntu experience was the most positive to come out of my time at university, I feel I learnt so much and it was a real privilege to work with the girls and our team leader, she was a friend, a tutor, and a personal mentor’ 

a) Apply, consolidate and extend own learning in different contextual frameworks and situations.
‘The studiomade@ntu experience taught me about the running of a textile swatch studio and the structures involved within the business.’
‘I really enjoyed finding out about the logistical and business side to the project more than designing alone. It offered a realistic depiction of a studio environment and all the challenges that come with that.’
‘It gave me a real insight into the fashion swatch industry and how it works, an experience that could not have been achieved through project work alone. It gave me a real experience of what the industry would be like, and found it really beneficial experience. ‘
‘Seeing what is outside of the university bubble before we get there has really informed my approach to work really hard and made me more determined to get there.’
The studio team were engaged in critically evaluating their peers’ work in a real situation which had business consequences; there was no room for consideration of the designer’s feelings, as can be the case in peer evaluation in an educational setting.
All students gained a greater understanding of textile swatch industry and experienced the role of the freelance designer through working to a live brief, understanding design and copyright issues and agreeing a legal contract, working to set deadlines and receiving commercial feedback on their design work, as well as skills and experience in marketing and selling, small business start-up and freelance designing. 
b) generate ideas, concepts, proposals, solutions or arguments independently and/or collaboratively in response to a live set briefs and/or self-initiated activity.

‘We worked well as a team but all had individual roles.’

The studio team generated and discussed ideas and proposals concerning the studio operation and arrived at solutions to realise the project.


c) apply resourcefulness and entrepreneurial skills to their own practice or that of others

‘Great experience – to be able to create a business and see it through to actually selling the work.’
The studiomade@ntu team were required to work flexibly and use their ingenuity to respond to the difficulties that arose throughout the project as well as thinking on their feet when engaged in conversations with customers.

All members of the studio team participated in sales and marketing of the design collection though actively reviewing the designs on display in response to customer interest, engaging potential customers, showing the collection, making sales and recording all interactions.

d) study independently, set goals, manage their own workloads and meet deadlines

‘It has taught me the importance of organisation and self-promotion’.
It was necessary for the studiomade@ntu team to work approximately 3 hours a week on the project in addition to their programme of study at a time when they were engaged in writing their final dissertation.  All team members managed their time effectively and met their deadlines. 

e) anticipate and accommodate change and work within contexts of ambiguity, uncertainty, and unfamiliarity
‘great challenge as it was all completely new’
The studiomade@ntu team had no prior experience of exhibiting at a trade fair however they all prepared well for the experience and adapted well to new situations.

f) interact effectively with others through collaboration, collective endeavour and negotiation; apply interpersonal and social skills to interact with others
‘Learnt about having a critical eye and good judgement when making decisions in the team, it’s not about what I like personally; it’s what’s best for the team.’
The studio team worked collaboratively as a whole group. The team met regularly to review progress where, in contrast to programme group tutorials, the focus was on all team members’ contributions to a common aim. 
Opportunities were initiated to network with customers and competitors whilst at Salon Indigo to investigate the potential for future employment. 
Team members also reviewed student designers’ work and advised their peers.


g) articulate and communicate ideas and information comprehensibly in visual, oral and written forms

The studio team generated marketing copy for promotional material and collated and presented a coherent and successful collection of design work. 

In addition they made presentations to their peers to communicate information relating to the designs and themes.

h) present ideas and work to audiences in a range of situations

Studio team members participated on the stand at the trade fair by reviewing the display of work and rearranging designs on tables in response to customer interest. They also engaged with customers from a various sections of the industry and from a broad range of different countries.

i) Understand the artist's or designer's relationship with audiences, clients, markets, users, consumers, and/or participants
‘The most important thing I felt I learnt was the importance of market awareness’
The studio team received detailed information based on customer reactions to the design work.


j) source, navigate, select, retrieve, evaluate, manipulate and manage information from a variety of sources

‘I learnt how to prepare trend information and collate collections for a trade show launch.’
The studio team all worked well to source and evaluate and manage a range on information for different contexts.
k) select and employ communication and information technologies.

All designers and team members utilised a variety of communication and information technologies

l) Analyse information and experiences, formulate independent judgements, and articulate reasoned arguments through reflection, review and evaluation

The team reflected especially well on the trade fair experience making recommendations for future shows.

Reasoned discussion took place to review and edit the collection prior and during the exhibition.

m) Benefit from the critical judgements of others and recognise their personal strengths and needs
‘It made me see how important delegating tasks and playing to peoples strengths are.’
The studio team engaged in critical discussion about the roles they were engaged in as part of the team as well as critiquing each other’s designs for the collection. They recognised each other’s contributions and were supportive and encouraging of this in team meetings.
n) Identify personal strengths and needs – understanding of self
‘It made me aware of other strengths and capabilities that do not emerge with designing alone.’ 
‘The most important thing I felt I learnt was …coming to understand where I see myself going in my career.’
‘the studiomade@ntu experience has been amazing- really helped me to explore other possible careers/futures, not just as a designer.’
‘The experience highlighted my strengths in time management; team work; but also the ability to be driven and self-motivated…  It made me realise that I am good at working with people, and I always try to get the best out of peers and keeping team morale high.’ 
The opportunity to extend and apply their learning in a real industry scenario (Indicator a) afforded them a deep insight into the swatch studio industry but also provided a forum in which to acquire a variety of transferrable skills and understanding (Indicators b-n)  that they have developed towards and are applying in their current careers.


Impact on Studio Designers 
Many of the designers’ responses demonstrated how much they valued the links with industry that the course has, in particular the experience that studiomade@ntu had afforded them and listed the range of transferrable skills that they had acquired as being most valuable. 
a) Apply, consolidate and extend own learning in different contextual frameworks and situations.
‘I think working for studiomade gave me a greater understanding of creating designs that could actually be potentially sold,’
‘studiomade helped me think more commercially when designing rather than just thinking of innovation’
All students involved in the project had the opportunity to work on a project with a direct interface with industry which provided valuable work experience for students to discuss in job application processes.
All students gained a greater understanding of textile swatch industry and experienced the role of the freelance designer through working to a live brief.

Student designers all received detailed information based on customer reactions to the design work.
b) generate ideas, concepts, proposals, solutions or arguments independently and/or collaboratively in response to a live set briefs and/or self-initiated activity.

Student designers responded to the live briefs set by studiomade@ntu and acted upon feedback from the studio team.

d) study independently, set goals, manage their own workloads and meet deadlines

studio designers managed their time effectively and met their deadlines. 

e) anticipate and accommodate change and work within contexts of ambiguity, uncertainty, and unfamiliarity

Studio designers responded to criticism of their designs.


g) articulate and communicate ideas and information comprehensibly in visual, oral and written forms

h) present ideas and work to audiences in a range of situations
Project ideas were presented to the studio team and an interim evaluation point.

i) Understand the artist's or designer's relationship with audiences, clients, markets, users, consumers, and/or participants
Student designers all received detailed information based on customer reactions to the design work.
j) source, navigate, select, retrieve, evaluate, manipulate and manage information from a variety of sources

Studio designers sourced and managed information in relation to their live design project.

k) select and employ communication and information technologies.

All designers and team members utilised a variety of communication and information technologies

m) Benefit from the critical judgements of others and recognise their personal strengths and needs
Feedback on design work was given to designers by the studio team.
The range of transferrable skills is not as extensive as for the studio team and didn’t allow for the development of skills for categories c, f, l and n however the project still provided a rich real life dimension to the students’’ study.
Impact on the curriculum

Studiomade@ntu has brought a deeper understanding of the textile design course’s relationship to industry in an international context through the external face that this project provided.

Industry’s responses to the design work of our students confirmed the philosophy of the Textile Design course at NTU in a climate where the relevance of education to industry is imperative.
Higher education curricula need to be continually responsive to the changing societies in which graduates will be working. Through this project the textile design staff team received feedback from industry and discussed how the knowledge gained could inform the curriculum in specific sessions related to industry and market awareness, personal development planning, textile swatch design, textile manufacturing and presentation of design work. Much of the experience gained by staff was an updating of existing knowledge about the industry e.g. economics, business practices, new approaches and use of digital technologies in textile manufacturing.  

Networking opportunities were created during client interactions at Salon Indigo to raise the profile of the department in an international forum and seek reputable industry partners for involvement with possible live projects and future work experience opportunities. 

The involvement of students and alumni both in the operational management of the studio and as contributing designers helped to build a community of practice. This is difficult to establish at NTU due to the nomadic existence our students experience without dedicated studio space. 

This served to improve engagement of students, staff and alumni by providing a forum to contribute towards a shared goal, created wider engagement within the student community through the live project and engaged alumni in current NTU curriculum and projects.
Other beneficial aspects arose such as the close working relationship in the studio team which fostered a greater mutual understanding of both the staff and student experience at university and a level of friendship ensued.   

Discussion 

On reflection the project aims were many and could have been developed across a longer time period such as a three year plan.

The project to date has been successful and most of the project aims (a-g) have been met. 

a) b) A variety of reputable international companies and leading global brands have bought designs from or shown interest in studiomade@ntu.
c) Students who participated in the project both as the studio team and designers felt that the experience has enhanced their employability skills. Studio team members benefitted significantly from the experience and found it greatly enhanced their employability skills. 
d) A community of practice was created which existed within and alongside the curriculum. studiomade@ntu stimulated both formal and informal opportunities for collaboration and professional and social exchange across staff, students and NTU graduates. This has lead on to the creation of a social networking group for textile design graduates and staff to communicate through which has now over 150 members. This has generated work experience opportunities for undergraduate and post graduate students, industry job roles have been advertised and interactions have occurred and advice has been given between ex graduates from different years who would otherwise have not connected with each other.

e) The project has provided a more international context for the curriculum with the community of practice feeling part of an international trade fair. Connections have been made with several companies throughout the world which are now being developed into future collaborations. 

f) Textile design research from the university has not yet featured in the project however alternative types of externally facing ventures are being considered that might be more appropriate for research outcomes.

g) The project is not yet self-funding however sales at the tradefairs have exceeded initial expectations.
To build upon the success of the first trade fair a collection of design work for studiomade@ntu was also exhibited at Salon Indigo in September 2011 with similar success. 
Future plans for studiomade@ntu include diversifying the type of market area that designs are sold in to investigate new areas of the industry and develop the range of industry contacts further. To this end current student projects are being undertaken to produce design work for interiors with a view to exhibiting at an interior and or surface textile trade fair in 2012.  
Other developments to this venture are being considered such as a scheme to promote and sell students design work in product form through online forums. 
Conclusion
studiomade@ntu has been an extremely valuable experience for students and staff in a variety of different ways and on different levels.  Findings suggest that externally facing industry events support students and staff in their understanding of their subject, significantly develop employability skills in students and contribute to the development of curricula in Higher Education.

The study provides a starting point for more extended research in relation to the development of employability skills in students in art and design subjects through direct engagement with industry activities.
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