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Abstract

Design for social good refers to the application of design knowledge and skills to solve problems to enable
a better future. From a fashion perspective, design for social good could refer to the pursuit of
environmental sustainability and to uplift communities. Design education, at undergraduate-level aims
to encourage students to apply design knowledge to improve the world and potentially introduce
research methodology. However, literature concerning pedagogical strategies for design for social
good in a South African fashion design higher education context is lacking. To fill this gap, a design for
social good teaching and learning project was presented to third year Fashion Diploma students at a
South African fashion higher education institution. Students had to engage in a personal design for
social good project which required them to teach five community members a sustainable fashion skill
and record their experience. Hence, this paper embeds itself in the research question: How can design
for social good be used within the context of fashion education to enable sustainable knowledge and
skills in communities? To align with the research question, this paper has a two-part aim. First, to
contextualise the design for social good teaching and learning project and second, to present and
discuss the students’ recorded experiences of the project. This paper applied qualitative data
collection. This entailed artefacts, comprising fifteen students’ written reports that documented their
personal experiences about the design for social good teaching and learning project. These artefacts
were analysed through content method of analysis. The findings indicate that students were able to
develop design for social good projects to teach respective community members sustainable fashion
skills. These included skills for clothing longevity and upcycling. Also, the findings show that students
acquired research skills to conduct ethical research, present research logically and reflect on
experiences. This paper aligns with the conference subtheme Design+ Sustainability and Future-
Focused Design, by explicating how fashion education can nurture sustainability through teaching and
learning, design for social good collaborative engagements and community building to foster critical
change and future focused design. In the same light, the paper also contributes to the scholarship of
teaching and learning.
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Introduction

Design for social good refers to the pursuit of solutions to the world’s problems through collaboration with
communities (Manzini 2014; 2015; Ni & Cattaneo 2022; Tromp & Vial 2022). Design for social good requires
those with design expertise to engage with their communities to develop sustainable solutions to foster
positive change (Manzini 2015; Ni & Cattaneo 2022; Peruccio & Bistagnino 2023). From a fashion
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perspective, design for social good could include sharing sustainable fashion knowledge with communities
and equipping them with sustainable fashion skills that could provide environmental, social and economic
benefits.

The pursuit of sustainability is continuous and requires each generation of students to be leaders of
positive change in their communities (Sharma 2024; UNESCO 2023; University of Virginia 2024). Higher
education plays an important role in initiating this positive change by equipping students with
sustainability knowledge, and encouraging the production of new knowledge, that could be utilised
for social good (Centre for Sustainable Fashion 2017; Godano 2023; Mallow, Toman & Land 2020;
Scarff Seatter & Ceulemans 2017; Weiss & Barth 2019).

However, literature concerning pedagogical strategies for design for social good in a South African
fashion design higher education context is lacking. To fill this gap, a design for social good teaching
and learning project was presented to third year Fashion Diploma students at a South African fashion
higher education institution. In this teaching and learning project, students had to engage in a personal
design for social good project to teach five community members a sustainable fashion skill that would
benefit them. Students had to record their experience of their personal design for social good project
in a written report, through the application of basic research methodology skills.

Hence, this paper embeds itself in the research question: How can design for social good be used
within the context of fashion education to enable sustainable knowledge and skills in communities?
To align with the research question, this paper has a two-part aim. First, to contextualise the design
for social good teaching and learning project and second, to present and discuss the students’
recorded experiences of the project.

Literature review

Sustainable knowledge in communities

Sustainable solutions are context specific and must be tailored to the specific needs of each community
(Sharma 2024). Design for social good requires design experts to engage with communities to determine
their needs and then develop sustainable solutions that equip communities with the knowledge and skills
necessary to improve their lives (Sharma 2024; UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning 2017). The youth
play a crucial role in the pursuit of a sustainable future because they are eager to learn, have fresh ideas,
are able to access a wealth of information through technology and are uniquely positioned in their
communities to share their knowledge and be leaders of change (Godano 2023; Sharma 2024; UNESCO
2023; University of Virginia 2024).

Higher education serves as an incubator and catalyst for sustainable transformation (Borojevi¢ et al.
2023; Centre for Sustainable Fashion 2017; Godano 2023; Mallow, Toman & Land 2020; Scarff Seatter
& Ceulemans 2017; Weiss & Barth 2019). Higher education can equip students with discipline specific
knowledge to pursue sustainability whilst creating opportunities for students to apply what they have
learned in real-world scenarios through community engagement (Abo-Khalil 2024; Godano 2023; Leal
Filho et al. 2018). Community engagement in the form of design for social good teaching and learning
projects, is a form of project-based learning, because it requires students to apply their design
knowledge to find an innovative solution to an identified community problem (Orr & Shreeve 2017
Shephard & Pookulangara 2022; Tovey 2018). Design for social good teaching and learning projects
can provide environmental and social benefits for communities, and contribute to the development
of critical and creative thinking skills, leadership skills and responsibility amongst students (Leal Filho
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et al. 2018; Orr & Shreeve 2017; Tovey 2018; University of Virginia 2024; Uzorka, Akiyode & Isa 2024).
The literature further indicates that design for social good teaching and learning projects are more
likely to succeed if students are encouraged to implement their own projects focusing on sustainability
problems that are important to them (Uzorka, Akiyode & Isa 2024).

Design for social good and fashion education

Fashion textile waste consists of bits of textile leftover from garment manufacture and clothing discarded
by consumers at the end of its useful life (Burns 2019; Niinimaki et al. 2020). It is estimated that the fashion
industry produces 92 million tonnes of textile waste annually, with this figure projected to rise to 148
million tonnes by 2030 (Dean 2020; UNEP 2025). This escalating problem is largely due to the popularity
of fast fashion® which encourages the overconsumption of clothing at an ever increasing rate (Remy,
Speelman & Swartz 2016; Shah 2025; Vehmas et al. 2018; Zurich 2024). Discarding clothing is a tremendous
waste of resources, it contributes to landfill sites rapidly reaching capacity and the decomposition of
textiles results in methane gas and microplastic pollution (Connell 2015; DeVoy et al. 2021; Shah 2025;
Silva et al. 2021; Weinstein, Crocker & Gray 2016).

The textile waste problem can potentially be mitigated by students engaging with their local
communities to share sustainable knowledge and skills. Students can share their knowledge of the
negative impact of fast fashion on the environment and encourage community members to reduce
their clothing consumption (Burns 2019; Niinimaki et al. 2020). Students can teach community
members sustainable fashion skills, which in this paper, refers to any skill that can be applied to extend
the useful life of clothing or to recycle clothing into new products, to reduce the amount of textile
waste being discarded. Extending the life of clothing by nine months, reduces its environmental impact
by thirty per cent (Zurich 2024). The useful life of clothing can be extended by mending when they
deteriorate, or altering them to a different size or style (Burns 2019). Recycling clothing involves
deconstructing them and reassembling the pieces into a new product such as a bag (Burns 2019). The
recycled product is referred to as having been upcycled or downcycled if it is viewed to be of greater
or lesser value than the original product (Brown 2010; Burns 2019).

Research methodology in undergraduate education

Higher education institutions aim to produce new knowledge that could be utilised for social good
(Rosowsky 2022; Universities UK 2024; University of Johannesburg 2025; University of Pretoria 2025). New
knowledge is produced through research which is primarily undertaken during post-graduate studies
(Universities UK 2024; University of Johannesburg 2025; University of Pretoria 2025). The completion of
post-graduate studies improves the employability and income potential of graduates, which in turn
contributes to economic growth in communities (BEE News 2025; Nelson Mandela University 2021).

As such, higher education institutions should prepare undergraduate students for post-graduate
studies by introducing them to research methodology (Dominguez-Whitehead 2015; Ipanaqué-Zapata
et al. 2023; Meulen 2017). Research methodology refers to the process through which research
studies are undertaken and includes data collection and analysis (Brink 2022; Potgieter 2025). The
literature suggests that active-learning which requires students to engage in the research process is
an effective pedagogical tool for introducing and developing research methodology skills (Alghamdi &
Deraney 2018; Wahid, Halim & Halim 2023).

1 The fast fashion business model is trend driven and produces large quantities of low-quality, low-priced
clothing that is intended to be replaced after a short period of use by the next fashion trend (Burns 2019;
Fletcher & Grose 2012; Joy & Pefia 2017; Zotte 2023).
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Contextualising the design for social good teaching and learning
project

The design for social good teaching and learning project had two goals: to encourage students to engage
in a personal design for social good project and to introduce research methodology. These goals were
pursued by introducing foundational knowledge of design for social good, fashion sustainability and
research methodology to students through two theoretical lectures. Thereafter, the design for social good
teaching and learning project was presented to the students through a written project brief. The project
brief set out the purpose, instructions and outcome of the project, which was a written report of their
personal experience of their design for social good project.

The written report had to logically present five components of their personal design for social good
project. These components were the aim, invitation of community members, project implementation,
a discussion of observations and critical reflection. The report had to be visually cohesive, well-written
and include accurately captioned photographs of the implementation of their project, as well as in-
text citations and a well-constructed reference list. These technical requirements served to encourage
the development of academic writing and presentation skills, good scholarship and the ethical
acknowledgement of authorship.

Aim

The aim of each students’ design for social good project was to consider the context in which their
community members lived and identify a sustainable fashion skill that they could teach five community
members that would benefit them. To assist in the development of desk research skills, students were
encouraged to include relevant academic literature to explain why their selected fashion skill was
sustainable and the importance of acquiring sustainable fashion knowledge and skills.

Invitation of community members

The community targeted by each student could be any social group that the students regularly interacted
with. The community members were not true participants in a research sense, because the students did
not gather any data from them. However, to encourage the acquisition of research methodology skills,
related to protecting participants and acquiring informed consent, students were required to develop
invitations and consent forms. These documents set out the aim, implementation process, benefits and
risks of participating in the project and measures implemented to ensure the anonymity of their community
members. To protect the identities of community members, students were instructed to hide their faces
in any photographs and to allocate aliases to the community members’ when referring to them in their
written reports.

Implementation of design for social good project

Students had to describe the implementation of their design for social good project, by setting out the
time, location and duration of their project and the method of instruction used to teach their sustainable
fashion skill. Students had to record the implementation of their projects through written notes,
photographs and video recordings, which served to develop data collection skills.

Discussion of observations

Students were required to analyse their written notes, photographs and videos, and discuss their
observations. Students had to evaluate whether all the community members acquired the sustainable
fashion skill, how easily this was achieved, what appeared to challenge community members and whether
in their opinion, the community members had enjoyed acquiring the sustainable fashion skill.
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Critical reflection

Students had to reflect on their experience of implementing their personal design for social good project
by identifying the challenges they experienced, opportunities for future implementation as well as areas
of personal excellence and areas in need of improvement. In addition, students had to discuss what
knowledge they had acquired from the implementation of their projects and whether this resulted in
personal change.

Methodology

This paper employed a qualitative research approach through a secondary data design which involved
analysing artefacts through content analysis. Artefacts are items produced or utilised by humans that can
be examined by researchers to understand the experience of an individual or social group in a specific
context (Hatch 2023; Marshall, Rossman & Blanco 2021). In this paper, the artefacts that were examined
comprised the fifteen students’ written reports that documented their experience of their personal design
for social good projects.

The students’ names as well as the name of the higher education institution where the design for
social good teaching and learning project was implemented are omitted from this paper to protect
their identities. The students’ names have been pseudonymised through the allocation of aliases in
the form of alphabetic letters, for example, Student B.

The students’ written reports were in the form of text, but included a few supporting photographs,
and could therefore be analysed through content analysis. Content analysis is the process of analysing
data to find repetitions of words, phrases or ideas that are then extracted from the artefacts and
grouped into themes to gain meaning from the data (Cyr 2019; Hatch 2023; Stanley 2023). In this
paper, the five components of the written reports and the technical requirements served as the
themes into which the data was organised.

Findings

Most reports were visually cohesive and well-written. Fourteen students were able to present the
components of their written reports logically and included photographs of the implementation of their
design for social good projects, most of which included clear captions. Ten students included in-text
citations and well-constructed reference lists. This indicates that most students developed academic
writing and presentation skills, desktop research skills and were able to effectively acknowledge
authorship of consulted sources.

Aim

All fifteen students effectively identified a sustainable fashion skill to teach their community members
that would result in environmental, social and economic benefits. These sustainable fashion skills
included hand and machine sewing techniques to alter the size of clothing, mend clothing and upcycle
clothing into new products, such as bags and hats, as well as natural dyeing methods to revitalise
clothing and crochet skills using yarn made from old t-shirts, see Figure 1. Nine students explained
that their fashion skill was environmentally sustainable because it aimed to reduce resource
consumption and textile waste. Since all the students taught their community members a sustainable
fashion skill, the omission by six students of an explanation of the sustainable aspect of their fashion
skill does not suggest a lack of sustainable fashion knowledge.
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Figure 1: Sustainable fashion skills taught by students in their design for social good
projects

From a social perspective, students stated that the sustainable knowledge and skills they shared with
community members could be shared by community members with other people to promote
sustainable fashion consumption. Other identified social benefits included the encouragement of
creativity, self-expression and thinking skills, as well as the application of sustainable fashion skills to
upcycle clothing for donation to disadvantaged community members.

From an economic perspective, students explained that their sustainable fashion skill would enable
community members to save money by reducing the need to purchase new clothing, while
empowering them to create products that could be sold to earn an income. These identified benefits
indicate that the students understood the goal of design of social good and the positive impact that it
could have on their communities.

Invitation of community members

Fourteen students described their community, which included male and female family members,
students, roommates, neighbours and people they had met on the bus. Seven students included an
example of their invitation and consent form in their written reports. Six of these students identified
physical injury due the use of needles and scissors as a possible risk of participation and explained that
they would mitigate this risk by providing protective equipment, such as thimbles and ensure constant
supervision of the community members. Student D identified additional risks of participation including
fabric allergies, eye strain and emotional distress due to the challenge of learning a new skill. He stated
that to reduce these risks he would “provide a supportive and encouraging environment”, but
community members should disclose any known allergies and take breaks to avoid fatigue. The
students’ assessment of potential risks indicates knowledge of informed consent and consideration of
the well-being of their community members. Furthermore, all students demonstrated an
understanding of the importance of anonymising participants in academic research, by allocating
aliases and obscuring their community members faces in photographs included in their written
reports.
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Implementation of design for social good project

All students effectively described the implementation of their personal design for social good project.
Nine students taught their sustainable fashion skill through verbal instruction and demonstration,
while Students F and G also provided instructional notes. All students recorded the implementation
of their projects through observation notes, but only fourteen students included photographs in their
written reports. This indicates that the students were able to develop and implement a design for
social good project and systematically collect data for analysis and reflection.

Discussion of observations

All the students effectively discussed their observations of their design for social good projects. They
stated that all community members acquired the sustainable fashion skill, although a few community
members struggled with certain aspects of the sustainable fashion skill, such as sewing in a straight
line. Nine students stated that their community members appeared to enjoy participating in their
project because they smiled, engaged with the learning process and expressed interest in learning
more sustainable fashion skills. However, Student N explained that two community members did not
seem to have a positive experience because they lacked enthusiasm and did not work as diligently as
other community members.

The students’ observations indicate that they understood the context of their community members’
lives because they selected sustainable fashion skills that would benefit community members and be
relatively easy to acquire. The students’ ability to identify the positive and negative aspects of their
community members’ experiences demonstrates the acquisition of analytical skills and efforts to
present their observations objectively.

Critical reflection

Thirteen students identified the challenges of implementing their personal design for social good
projects and future opportunities for their projects. Challenges included accommodating different
schedules, learning speeds and styles, and managing the learning environment to promote a positive
experience, whilst ensuring the jovial atmosphere did not disrupt learning. Opportunities involved
expanding their projects to teach different sustainable fashion skills to people of different ages.

All the students reflected on their areas of excellence and areas that needed improvement. Areas of
excellence included good communication, teaching and leaderships skills as well as exercising patience
when community members made mistakes and providing encouragement when community members
appeared anxious. Overall, students stated that they could have been better prepared and in future
they would provide more equipment and materials for use, provide better instructions to
accommodate different skill levels and learning styles and they would allocate more time to the
project so that community members could practice and master the sustainable fashion skill. Several
students explained that implementing their design for social good project was a positive experience
for them because it gave them confidence, increased their own sustainable fashion knowledge and
they enjoyed seeing their community members acquire a sustainable fashion skill that would benefit
them.

Discussion and recommendations

The students’ written reports indicate that students acquired basic research methodology skills, critical
reflective skills, interpersonal skills and a desire to share their design knowledge to improve society. As
suggested by the literature, encouraging students to design their own projects and teach a sustainable
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fashion skill that appealed to them, appeared to contribute to the success of their design for social good
projects.

Several students stated that their community members wanted to learn more sustainable fashion
skills. This suggests a need for skills development in South Africa and an opportunity for long-term
research into the impact of student-led design for social good projects that focus on sustainable
fashion skills. Furthermore, the potential exists for similar design for social good projects to be
implemented at all levels of undergraduate study, but with an increase in complexity with each
successive year of study. By third year, students would likely be able to develop and implement small
research projects and gather data from participants which would potentially contribute to their
success in post-graduate studies and increase the production of new knowledge at undergraduate
level.

Conclusion

This paper intended to fill the gap in the literature concerning pedagogical strategies for design for
social good in a South African fashion design higher education context. This was pursued by
contextualising a design for social good teaching and learning project that was presented to third year
Fashion Diploma students at a South African fashion higher education institution and by discussing
the students’ recorded experiences of the project. The design for social good teaching and learning
project demonstrates that it is possible to pursue design for social good from a fashion perspective,
through active and project-based learning to encourage community engagement and enable
sustainable fashion knowledge and skills that benefit communities and simultaneously develop
research methodology skills in undergraduates.
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