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Introduction

This paper outlines the findings of recent research exploring workplace learning activities that currently take place on the BA (Hons) Fashion Design and BA (Hons) Fashion Media and Promotion courses at Northbrook College, Sussex. In addition to outlining the methodology employed, the article also presents the student experience of work-related and work-based learning in the fashion sector and some of the benefits and challenges faced by students when undertaking a placement.

Purpose of this study

· To understand more about the student experience of vocational learning on the BA (Hons) Fashion Design and BA (Hons) Fashion Media and Promotion courses

· To work more closely with employers who provide work placements and graduate opportunities 

· To obtain accurate information pertaining to training requirements, in order to nurture a more collaborative approach to curriculum design that responds directly to industry needs

Context

There is increasing pressure on FE and HE providers to train undergraduates who will be immediately effective in a range of roles within the workplace. HE institutions must be constantly up to date on practices and developments within rapidly changing industries
 such as the clothing and textile design sector.

Over the past two years, the BA (Hons) Fashion Design and Fashion Media and Promotion students at Northbrook have all secured placements with either high-profile London-based companies, such as Alexander McQueen, Vivienne Westwood, Arcadia Group, or locally based companies in Sussex, such as Redmutha, JJ Noki (both recycling specialists), Ciel, and the London Graduate Fashion Week organisers Lynmouth Events, based in Arundel.

The majority of these placements have been hugely successful, with students gaining excellent feedback on their professionalism and technical skills, while increasing the profile and reputation of Northbrook as a credible provider of quality recruits to this demanding and competitive industry.

Due to limitations of time, funding and resources, direct liaison and collaboration between the fashion course teams and placement providers has not previously been possible. It was felt that a piece of small-scale practice-based research could:

· improve our understanding of students’ learning experiences while on placement

· improve the employability aspects of the course content and of curriculum-based skills development

· increase the profile and employability of Northbrook BA (Hons) Fashion graduates for future progression opportunities and to provide the industry sector with a reliable workforce

Methodology

First, it was necessary to identify potential companies, professional and trade organisations, and individuals willing to support and contribute to the development of industrial involvement and liaison activities. The companies that have provided work experience opportunities to date supplied a good basis for early networking activities and, in addition, we approached alumni currently working in the sector.

The design and development of a short, descriptive questionnaire or survey relating to sector requirements, industrial and HE collaborations and placement opportunities aimed to help forge new links and assess future opportunities for curriculum development.

In addition to a small-scale literature review, the primary research methods aimed to capture the experiences of students preparing for or undertaking a period of work experience.

A total of 29 undergraduates took part and the research methodology focused upon gathering qualitative data through semi-structured interviews and a paper-based questionnaire. In addition, and in some ways the richest source of data, a number of the student participants were also willing to share their experiences in the form of their online reflective placement journals using the professional networking site www.fashionspace.com, work experience reports, and through focus group discussions on return from a period of work-based learning.

Companies that were willing to get more involved in the development of curricular activities were invited to contribute to collaborative, industry-led live projects based at the college, such as competitions and sponsorship opportunities or, on a smaller scale, to deliver specialist one-off workshops or interview simulations, or talks on topics such as portfolio building and career planning.

Developments

At an early stage of the research, a similar call for proposals was published by the Higher Education Academy Subject Centre for Art, Design and Media (ADM-HEA) in collaboration with Skillfast-UK, the Sector Skills Council for Fashion and Textiles. 

Their brief was to investigate how successful relationships between HE and employers in the fashion and textiles sector are initiated, developed and sustained, and to investigate how staff and students perceive current opportunities and their experiences of work-related learning. These research questions aligned well with the aims of our SLN research project and we decided to apply for further funding to extend the project to a national scale, which was awarded.

The research paper outlining the findings of the Skillfast-UK/ ADM-HEA funded project will soon be available on the ADM-HEA website http://www.adm.heacademy.ac.uk/ and a summary will be published in Networks magazine, issue 05.

Subsequent approved project funding from the Centre for Excellence in Professional Placement Learning (Ceppl) will allow the extensive data that has now been gathered from the two projects to be formalised and shared with others interested in placement learning in this and other disciplines. It will also enable the development of learner-, employer (designer–maker)- and academic staff-facing materials aimed at enhancing the placement experience for each of the stakeholders involved. More information about this Innovation Fund project will be available on the Ceppl website http://www.placementlearning.org/ in due course.

Project findings

The semi-structured interviews that took place with students on a range of courses provided some insightful qualitative data relating to their experiences of work-based learning, and it was possible to identify how these experiences fit with Knight and Yorke’s (2000) recommendations, cited in Moreland (2005), for the development of understanding about work, skilful practices, efficacy beliefs and metacognitive capabilities. The following is a small selection of quotes offered by the Fashion Design and Fashion Media and Promotion students.

“Everything was going good, because strangely enough I remembered what my tutor had said about being organised and the best way was to write everything down in a notebook. So yes organisation skills are very important” 

“… [I] carried on doing some graphic work for the Vera Moda t-shirts. Louise is sending off one of my designs to them along with the other designers work so that they can pick and choose which ones to be sampled. Exciting that a company like that is going to be looking at my work.”

“I have learnt to have better communication with the people I work with and to use my initiative in all situations when there is no one there to help me. Having to communicate with a team of all ages and seniority and having to meet people from other companies has been valuable in developing my professionalism.” 

“I have learnt how the industry works and it has confirmed that this career choice is something I want to dedicate myself to. However, I don’t think that I want to be a fashion designer as this is not my main strength.”

In addition, access to students’ reflective journals gave a thoroughly insightful view of students’ experiences in the workplace, suggesting that the range of placements available to students is variable, and that responsibilities that students are given in the workplace cannot always be described as equitable.

Students encounter a number of difficulties when arranging and carrying out placements, such as financial constraints, travel arrangements, family commitments and managing additional part-time work. The following are excerpts from the students’ journals and interviews.

"The commute is killing me physically […] and financially.... £82 just to Victoria [from Brighton]! I am working on finding somewhere to stay … to ease the purse strings."

"I have made many sacrifices during my placement, on things such as travel expenses, long distance journeys and long hours, and they have all been worth it. My experience has been very intense but enjoyable."

"My placement was able to accommodate my flexible working hours, as I have a young child I need to be able to pick him up from school."

The quotes included above are just a small representation of the quality of insights that students can provide about placement working in the industry. Many of the issues that students face relate to: 

· finance – for part or all of the placement depending on what the host company can offer in terms of remuneration (ie subsistence, travel, accommodation, child care) 

· expectations – either by the student or the host company in relation to the types of task students will be able to undertake or the responsibility that is accepted

· well-being – the working hours, conditions and physical tasks that students are expected to adhere to – often they are not sufficiently mentally or physically prepared 

· supervision – the amount of mentorship varies considerably between companies

Conclusions and future work

This piece of small-scale research was able to form the basis for a larger scale project that drew informed conclusions and recommendations from a national picture.

Findings from the student perspective evidence a general satisfaction with work-related and work-based learning opportunities in the fashion sector, but some struggle to personally fund placements, find an appropriate work–life balance sometimes, and find it difficult to ask employers about pay and hours of work.

A key recommendation resulting from the overall investigations was to acknowledge the need for learning agreements and explore opportunities for a sector placement charter, learning contracts (for both student and employer), statement of responsibilities, and health and safety compliance. In addition, employers should be encouraged to offer payment and information about working hours up-front of any period of work experience. 

These recommendations will be directly responded to in the forthcoming Ceppl project, whereby the development of learner-, employer (designer–maker)- and academic staff-facing materials will aim to enhance the placement experience for each of the stakeholders involved.

For more information about the projects summarised in this paper, please contact Catherine McConnell, Centre for Learning and Teaching, University of Brighton – c.mcconnell@brighton.ac.uk.
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