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How can a visual toolkit designed to help students better understand 
submission requirements in practice improve attainment within the 
PPD unit of the BA Fashion Design Technology course at LCF?

Research Question



I am Joao Maraschin, and I am a fashion designer and educator. 

Since 2021, I have been teaching on the BA Fashion Design 
Technology Womenswear course at London College of Fashion. 
Currently, I am a design lecturer and the Design Unit Leader for 
two Year 2 units. 

Prior to this, I gained experience teaching and leading design in 
two Year 1 units over two years.

I am interested in building connections across textiles, craft, 
community building, knowledge exchange, skill preservation, all 
intertwined with education.

Background
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When I stepped into this role, I encountered several contextual challenges. 

Year 2 design had been led by my current counterpart for four years, with 
various practitioners stepping in periodically, leading to a lack of 
consistency and frequent renegotiations of the unit’s vision and purpose. 

The brief felt disjointed, students expressed concerns about workload, pass 
rates were low, and morale among both students and staff was affected. 
This created a perception that these units were the "trouble child" of the 
course.

Year 2 is a pivotal stage for students, requiring them to consolidate the 
tools and methods learned to produce thoughtful, critical, and forward-
thinking projects. This is compounded by the pressure to secure industry 
internships and manage a demanding academic workload, which includes 
skills development and substantial content delivery. 

The high demand for close support from students was also unintentionally 
straining staff, creating additional challenges in ensuring a balanced and 
effective learning environment.

Context

Work by Keying Zhang



The core problem addressed by this action participatory research project 
lies in supporting students as they navigate the complexities of balancing 
personal and academic life, particularly in one of the units I teach in Year 2 
of the BA WW course at LCF, PPD (Professional Product Development) and 
looking specifically at students from B.A.M.E or IMD backgrounds.

The intervention aims to create a space where students can feel 
empowered to explore their creative potential while also managing the 
pressures of academic demands and supporting staff.

The project focuses on reducing stress within the unit by addressing 
students' challenges in meeting assessment requirements and enhancing 
tutors' support. The aim is to improve well-being, enhance collaboration, 
and achieve higher pass rates and better attainment.

Rationale – Bigger Picture
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Pass rates were low.
Objective: achieve higher pass rates with the majority of cohort attaining A or B grades.

Attainment fell significantly below the university’s target.
Objective: meet university’s target.

The unit was flagged by the Quality Assurance Committee.
Objective: achieve results that will prevent this from being triggered.

Student satisfaction, as reflected in the NSS and CSS, was insufficient to meet targets. The unit was perceived 
as overly complicated, packed with multiple tasks, unattainable and not inclusive for some students, and lacking 
a structure that catered to diverse needs. 
Objective: improve student survey results.

Significant disparity in outcomes between students from B.A.M.E, IMD and home students outside these 
groups.
Objective: enable students to achieve better results, both in terms of grades and overall visual outcomes..

Rationale – Unit Specific



Research Methods to develop the intervention



Engagement with participants

Initial surveys were conducted with current Year 2 students studying the unit and Year 3 students who had 
previously completed it. 

A broader survey was distributed to London College of Fashion students to gauge stress levels related to 
assessments. 

A "Fashion Break" workshop pilot was delivered to two groups within the PPD unit during design classes. 

A "Design Surgery" workshop pilot was conducted with selected students to test the toolkit and gather feedback 
via surveys and feedback forms available in the session.

The toolkit was made available for independent use by students who attended the workshops. 

Two students were closely monitored to evaluate their progress and include their experiences in the full study. 



Journey



Studying unit, UAL resources, 
literature review, running surveys 
and further understanding useful 
research methods.
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Unpacking the unit with colleagues and teaching team

I organized a couple of meetings with all eight members of the teaching team and the course leader to 
open a dialogue and create a space where they could anonymously voice their concerns, suggestions, 
successes, and challenges within the unit. We then reconvened to individually map out our vision of the 
"ideal" unit, which proved invaluable in renegotiating and revising the assessment brief approved for this 
academic year.
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Framing the Intervention

Brainstorming and mind mapping were essential in 
clarifying my vision for the intervention and assessing its 
feasibility in engaging students without adding to their 
workload. Additionally, figuring out how to integrate this 
initiative into my existing commitments was another 
challenge to address. These methods provided valuable 
perspective and aided in effective planning.
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Fashion Break – Workshop 1 Pilot

Delivered in class to two groups of students.

Looking at the impact of stress and well-
being in higher education was crucial for the 
research. Ashwin (2020) explores reflective 
teaching as a means to address student 
needs, and Brookfield (2015) emphasizes 
responsive teaching practices. Additionally, 
Creswell & Plano Clark (2017) provide 
insight into mixed-methods research that 
blends quantitative and qualitative 
approaches, much like the surveys and 
feedback employed in my project. 

The findings on stress levels and the positive 
effect of the “Fashion Break” session align 
with well-established research on student 
well-being. Reducing stress through 
responsive teaching and reflective practices 
can mitigate anxiety and support academic 
achievement.
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Reframing – studying the assessment brief and unit deliverables for design pathway
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Design Surgery – Workshop 2 Pilot

Delivered to 36 students who were selected within the groups of study 
(B.A.M.E, IMD, and any low-achieving students)
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Toolkit – Card Development

I analysed a variety of students’ portfolio pages across a wide range of grades (from A to E, including fails) to 
understand how they approach visual layouts and how to create pages that successfully communicate their work 

and meet the unit’s learning outcomes while being visually engaging and narrative-driven. 

The use of visual tools such as the Toolkit connects to co-design and the idea of creative exploration in 
learning. Gauntlett’s work on creativity and the social meaning of making shows how design, especially when 
it’s connected to personal identity and collective experiences, can foster engagement and understanding. Co-
creation (Sanders & Stappers, 2008) in design further stresses collaboration and shared knowledge-building, 

which the Toolkit embodies by involving students in the creation and testing process.

The toolkit serves as a visual methodology that allows students to interact with the content in tangible ways. It 
reflects principles from Universal Design for Learning (UDL), ensuring accessibility and engagement for a 

diverse student body. The iterative nature of the back-and-forth of the project also aligns with design 
experiments, as suggested by Brown (1992), where tools are developed and refined through real-world 

application.

Evidence of some of the pages studied is provided in the following slides.
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The following slides provide evidence of working alongside students, highlighting the initial 1-2-1 support 
provided and how their work developed using the cards.

The selection of students was not random. Initially, I worked with another co-unit leader to identify students 
at risk of failing or achieving low grades. We mapped out 36 students and invited them all to the first 
workshop, which 18 attended. 

After that, I delivered the Design Surgery (Workshop 2), which was attended by 12 students. Finally, two 
students were selected for this pilot: one who was repeating the unit and another who had repeated Year 1, 
and we were working closely as a team to avoid that from happening again in Year 2. Strategically, these 
students were chosen as strong case studies, and both agreed to participate.

Further details on how one of the students evolved will be provided in the next slides.

Application



This is what the 
work looked like 
before engaging 
with the Design 

Surgery and Toolkit.



This is what the 
work looked like 

after engaging with 
the Design Surgery 

and Toolkit.



The work showed significant improvement within just three weeks, 
particularly for this highlighted student who attended all sessions 
and was introduced to the toolkit. They then used the toolkit at 
their own pace, with two check-in points to review their progress 
and regain confidence to move forward.

Although the toolkit was tested with only a small group of students 
due to time constraints, it demonstrated potential to support not 
just attainment but also to build self-confidence, helping students 
believe in their capabilities and thrive. It has the potential to foster 
a sense of belonging and rebalance the dynamics of self-
expression within a competitive environment like a creative 
university. 

Specifically, the student featured here expressed greater 
confidence after submitting their work and receiving their grades. 
They felt more assured in their intentions and encouraged to 
approach the next unit, feeling more aligned with their peers.

Reflection - Analysis

Work by Chloe Johnson



Fashion Break (Stage 1)
Students often experience significant stress leading up to 
submission deadlines and assessments.
This session included questions to gauge stress levels, with 
results showing high levels of anxiety. 
Students found it helpful to connect with peers, realizing they 
share similar struggles and concerns. 

Design Surgery (Stage 2)
A highly effective session that allowed students to catch up on 
work with supervised, open office time.
This was the first pilot test for the toolkit, where students 
quickly responded positively and demonstrated immediate 
results. 

Toolkit (Stage 3)
The toolkit reflects a commitment to social justice by:
Creating equitable learning opportunities. 
Fostering a sense of belonging. 
Addressing systemic barriers that impact attainment, 
particularly for students from underrepresented or 
disadvantaged backgrounds. 

Findings

Final publication of assessment feedback (stage 4)



Summary
The project went through significant changes, incorporating feedback from tutors, peers, students, and staff. 
Initially rigid, it evolved into a flexible process as new ideas reshaped the focus toward a more specific, impactful 
outcome. The methods effectively transitioned from broad concepts to targeted decisions, delivering tangible 
results.

A key strength was the shared commitment to addressing inequities in a supportive but competitive environment 
that can hinder student potential. While engaging all students remains a challenge, those who fully participated 
achieved excellent grades, felt empowered and more aligned with other students which also helped them to feel 
like they belong. 

Building community and a sense of belonging is also crucial in higher education and one of the focus of this 
study. Bell Hooks (1994) highlights the importance of love, care, and compassion in teaching practices to 
create a nurturing environment. The Belonging through Compassion initiative also explores how students feel 
supported by peers and faculty, something I tried to directly apply in the “Fashion Break” workshop where 
students could openly share and acknowledge common struggles – thinking of generous pedagogy here.

This connects well to the toolkit’s goals of enhancing collaboration and creating a supportive space.

The unit’s performance improved significantly, surpassing targets and addressing prior concerns.

Challenges included skepticism from staff, balancing the project with existing responsibilities, and ensuring 
sufficient time with students - areas to improve in future iterations.



Summary

The social justice impact was particularly rewarding, as the 
targeted group of students benefited greatly, and the tutorials 

provided sharp, generous, and effective feedback. 

The focus on students from B.A.M.E. or IMD backgrounds 
directly connects with social justice pedagogy, especially in how 
marginalized groups experience higher education. Paulo Freire’s 

pedagogy centres on the concept of education as liberation, 
which fosters critical thinking and empowers students to act on 

social injustices. The toolkit and the participatory approach seek to 
bridge systemic barriers and provide equitable learning 

opportunities.

Rachel’s expertise was instrumental in refining the project. Time 
management was a personal hurdle, but I managed to balance 
competing commitments. The experience provided space for 

experimentation and helped me develop skills I’ll carry forward.
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1. Share the toolkit with my immediate team to gather initial feedback 
based on the practical evidence developed in this unit.

2. Create and deliver this as a workshop during the next away day, 
allowing colleagues to experience it from a student's perspective and 
provide feedback for further improvement. This will help refine the 
toolkit before testing it in the next academic year with a larger sample 
of students and diverse tutors.

3. Focus on enhancing the cards with a more visually engaging 
design to make them more stimulating and appealing.

4. Apply the same approach to another deliverable, specifically the 
portfolio edit.

5. Share the toolkit with the wider academic community to further 
refine and develop it.

Next Steps
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