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Before you start

Welcome to Textiles 2: Contemporary Practice. This course will give you the opportunity to focus 
on your individual approach to art and design in textiles. It will help you to expand and develop 
the skills and knowledge you’ve acquired during your Level 1 studies and prepare you for 
independent learning at Level 3. 

Textiles 2: Contemporary Practice will provide you with the opportunity to engage in in-depth 
research alongside the development of innovative textile ideas. You’ll be guided through the 
process of developing an idea through research, drawing, sample-making and critical reflection, 
with the freedom to develop your own choice of skills and techniques to create design-based 
or fine art pieces. This flexibility will allow you to demonstrate a sense of curiosity, sensitivity to 
materials and a considered approach. 

During the course you’ll write a 2,000-word research essay which will provide evidence that 
you’ve achieved a number of academic skills. This will count for 20% of your final mark at 
assessment. You should base your essay on a topic of your choice that relates to one of the 
areas of study within the course. You’ll find an introduction to the essay and some support in 
essay writing after this introduction to the course and you’ll have a number of opportunities 
throughout the course to gain feedback and guidance from your tutor. You should also evaluate 
your own work at each stage of the course using the course aims, learning outcomes and 
assessment criteria. 

Course aims and learning outcomes
Textiles 2: Contemporary Practice aims to:
• extend work done in Textiles 1 by introducing new and innovative techniques and further 

developing activities of particular interest in greater breadth and depth, both visually and 
technically

• develop your awareness of current issues in textile design and fine art practices
• develop your ability to work autonomously and design your own project work
• improve your ability to research and analyse contemporary artists and art movements. 

On successful completion of the course you’ll be able to: 
• select and evaluate a range of textile media and techniques to develop innovative solutions 

to a set of self-generated projects
• demonstrate a critical awareness of contemporary and emerging textile practitioners, 

understanding the diversity of textiles in both historical and cultural contexts 
• demonstrate increasing independence in the execution of textile work and take greater 

responsibility for widening your own knowledge
• construct a written argument informed by investigative research. 

Before you start
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Assessment criteria
The assessment criteria listed below are central to the assessment process for this course, so 
if you’re going to have your work assessed to gain formal credits, please make sure you take 
note of these criteria and consider how each of the assignments you complete demonstrates 
evidence of each criterion. On completion of each assignment, and before you send your 
assignment to your tutor, test yourself against the criteria; in other words, do a self-assessment 
and see how you think you would do. Note down your findings for each assignment you’ve 
completed in your learning log, noting all your perceived strengths and weaknesses, taking into 
account the criteria every step of the way. This will be helpful for your tutor to see, as well as 
helping you prepare for assessment.

• Demonstration of technical and visual skills – materials, techniques, observational skills, 
visual awareness, design and compositional skill (35%).

• Quality of outcome – content, application of knowledge, presentation of work in a 
coherent manner, discernment, conceptualisation of thoughts, communication of ideas 
(20%).

• Demonstration of creativity – experimentation, invention, development of a personal 
voice (25%).

• Context – reflection, research, critical thinking (20%).

Your attention will be drawn to the assessment criteria as you progress through the course and 
in your feedback from your tutor.

Course structure
This Level 2 course represents 600 hours of learning time so it will take you about a year to 
complete if you work for around 12 hours a week. How you divide your time between the 
five parts of the course is up to you, but allow around 20% of this time for reflection and 
learning log development. During the course, you’ll undertake two major practical projects 
in which you’ll generate textile solutions to imaginative ideas brought about through your 
research and developing textile knowledge. The expectation is that you’ll further develop the 
craftsmanship, mastery and insights gained in the first practical project in the second one. This 
joined-up approach will demonstrate your ability to maintain in-depth study and the extended 
development of ideas. Completing a research essay that relates to an area of study from the 
practical projects will further enhance your understanding of a subject you are interested in. 

The course has six tutor feedback points (the course assignments), two of which are for the 
essay writing (Assignments Three and Six) and four for your practical work. In the practical 
sections you’ll be able to make some choices as to the direction you wish to take your work, 
giving you greater creative freedom. 



7   Textiles 2: Contemporary Practice

In the first half of the course you’ll choose either Exploring Materials or Printed Textiles. You’ll 
then take a break from practical work and spend some time writing a draft of your research 
essay to submit to your tutor for feedback. In the second half of the course you’ll choose 
between Working from Artefacts and Sustainable Textiles. Read through the whole course 
before deciding which options to take and the area you would like to write about in your essay. 
Feel free to annotate the course guide with your thoughts and ideas, highlighting important 
sections and phrases. The course overview table on the next page sets out the course structure, 
showing how the feedback points, practical options and essay writing are organised. You’ll see 
that each of the practical options is divided into four projects.



Course overview 

Feedback 1 Feedback 2 Feedback 3 Feedback 4 Feedback 5 Feedback 6

Part One Part Two Part Three Part Four Part Five

Option 1 Exploring materials Research 
essay

Option 1 Working from artefacts Research 
essay

1. Traditional 
materials 

2. New and 
future 
materials

3. Found materials
4. Transforming 

materials

1. Creating a 
personal archive

2. Portfolio of 
resources 
embellishments

3. Development 
of ideas

4. Messages and 
meanings 
project

Option 2 Printed textiles Option 2 Sustainable textiles

1. Hand print
2. Digital 

print 

3. Repeats and 
embellishments 

4. Designing 
printed textiles

1. Key aspects 
of sustainable 
textiles

2. Portfolio of 
resources

3. Development 
of ideas 

4. Responding 
to sustainable 
textiles 
project

Research essay

Choose, write 
and submit 
essay proposal

Resubmit proposal 
if necessary

Write and 
submit draft 
of essay

Submit a 
second draft 
of essay
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Your tutor
Your tutor is your main point of contact with OCA. If you haven’t already done so, please write 
a paragraph or two about your experience to date (your student profile). Add background 
information that you think may be relevant for your tutor to know – for example your 
experience of textiles and other fine arts, your reasons for starting this course, and what you 
hope to achieve from it. Introduce yourself via email, including your profile, as soon as possible; 
this will help your tutor to understand how best to support you during the course. 

At each feedback point your tutor will need to see your learning log/blog as well as any other 
work you’ve produced. Make sure you label the work you send to your tutor with your name, 
student number and the assignment number along with a contents page. Your tutor will get 
back to you as soon as possible after receiving your assignment but it may take up to two 
weeks to receive feedback so continue with the next part of course while you’re waiting. 

For more information on the tuition system please refer to the Student Handbook. 

Your learning log 
Your learning log is an integral part of your studies, recording your journey through the course, 
documenting the development of skills and knowledge and providing evidence of academic 
thinking. The format can be either handwritten, typed or blogged. You can write informally but 
keep the content professional and focused on your creative practice. You will be expected to 
include three key elements:

• The first element is a record of your research findings. Research underpins the rest of the 
work you’ll carry out, so the wider you explore the better. Along with the images and 
written articles you collect, include in your learning log thoughts, ideas and reflections that 
come to you when conducting your research. 

• The second element is a record of the making you do. This should include technical 
information, the strategies you use to pursue ideas, photographs of work in progress and 
finished samples, and a reflective commentary on your making. 

• Thirdly, your learning log is a place to evaluate your performance and document your 
reflective thinking. Analyse the work you’ve made by making observational drawings, 
recording your thoughts and observing links to wider contemporary textile practices. Your 
evaluation should include the tutor feedback you receive along with your reflections and 
the actions they have prompted.

Your learning log provides your tutor and the course assessors with valuable evidence of your 
ability to evaluate your own work and develop strategies to rectify perceived weaknesses and 
pursue ideas further. 

You’ll find more information on keeping learning logs and setting up an online blog on the 
student website and in the Student Handbook. 
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Sketchbooks and drawing
Drawing is a vital component in art and design and forms an intrinsic part of this course. In 
her article ‘Drawing Conclusions’ (Crafts Sept/Oct 2014) the ceramicist Kyra Cane explains the 
value of drawing in the design process. As well as being one of the fundamental elements 
of decoration, drawing is used to plan, develop and illustrate three-dimensional objects and 
assists the artist or designer to work through and reflect on ideas and communicate them to 
others.

Use your sketchbook work to: 
• generate ideas
• document observations
• solve problems
• record outcomes
• communicate concepts.

As you progress through Textiles 2: Contemporary Practice, you should aim to work in a range 
of media and demonstrate a broad variety of drawing methods. Include inks, charcoal, 
watercolour, gouache, collage, crayon, biro and pencils of different hardness. Work at various 
scales, including large (A2 and above); you can do this cheaply by using rolls of wallpaper liner. 
Consider the surface you mark; work with coloured paper or add a wash, and look for textured 
surfaces. Use a mixture of mark-making methods and drawing techniques to demonstrate 
experimentation; for instance, you could experiment with blind continuous line drawing 
by attaching your pencil to the end of a long stick and capturing moving objects. Aim to 
investigate and be inventive in your drawing to help you develop your own unique style. 

Sample-making
Throughout this course you’ll be expected to make textile samples. The style and materials you 
use will depend on which practical options you follow. The course guide deliberately doesn’t 
specify the number of samples you should make; this will depend on the methods you work 
with. Use the allotted time as a guide to how much time to put into sample-making, bearing in 
mind that the more samples you make the greater the chance of finding something new. 

Think of sample-making as a set of experiments to make new discoveries. Aim to demonstrate 
inventiveness, innovation and risk-taking through your sample-making – in the range of 
techniques you use and in a broad selection of materials. 

Look for the quirky, unusual and downright daft in your work. Remake and tweak samples 
to push their development. Consider scale, colour, composition and texture to ensure you 
produce a comprehensive body of work. 
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Health and safety 
Engaging with textile materials and processes may put you at risk. It’s important that you take 
every precaution to keep yourself safe. Wear protective clothing, take note of safety measures 
and use materials and implements with care. 

Reading and research
Open-minded and extensive investigative research is a crucial part of working towards a degree 
in textiles. Exploring and probing the work of others and related topics will benefit your studies 
in two ways: 

• First, it will inspire and shape your own creativity, opening your mind to the vast range of 
possibilities and encouraging you to make meaningful and exciting work. 

• Second, in digesting, reflecting and forming your own opinions through critical thinking, 
you will succeed in reaching the academic standards necessary to achieve a degree.

Aim to gather your research material from as many different sources as possible – from design 
magazines, exhibitions, books, television programmes, websites, podcasts, etc. Use your 
camera, sketchbook, notebook and computer to record what you see and what it might mean 
to you. Organise this work in your learning log so that you can return to it and reflect on the 
information in order to develop your ideas and knowledge.

You’ll find a recommended reading list at the end of this course guide.

Whenever you read or look at something that you might want to refer to in your projects and 
assignments, get into the habit of taking down the full reference to the book, article or website 
straight away. You must fully reference any work that you draw on if you plan to go for formal 
assessment. To do this you should use the Harvard system of referencing; you’ll find a guide to 
academic referencing on the OCA student website. Getting down the full reference at the time 
will save you the frustration of having to hunt for the details of a half-remembered reference 
long after the event – and ensure that you don’t inadvertently plagiarise someone else’s work. 

Induction course
If you’re new to studying with OCA, you’re strongly advised to work through the free online 
induction course, An Introduction to Studying in HE, before you start work on this course. You’ll 
find this on the OCA student website.
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Formal assessment
For textiles students it is recommended that all work made during the course is seen at 
assessment. This allows assessors to make a fair and full judgement on your work. Unfortunately 
it is not always feasible to send everything to the OCA head office due to the weight, size and 
fragility of some pieces, so make sure you have photographed and placed all your work in your 
learning log. This enables the assessors to see the work and to read the appropriate reflective 
thinking. 

Included in your work for assessment you will have:
• a large collection of textile samples, some more resolved than others
• your learning log, either paper-based or online
• research material within your learning log 
• a techniques file (see Part Four)
• your research essay – one copy printed and included, the second copy as a Word document 

or pdf emailed to assessment@oca.ac.uk 
• research and notes associated with your essay in your learning log. 

Also read the section on assessment in the Student Handbook and the Assessment Guidelines 
for Textiles on the student website at an early stage in the course. 
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The research essay

For this course you are required to write a 2,000-word illustrated research essay. This is an 
academic essay that will provide evidence that you have achieved a number of skills: 
• understanding significant issues in contemporary textile practice
• finding and analysing research material
• articulating your own ideas
• demonstrating an informed engagement with some of the principles that drive 

contemporary textiles practice.

This section introduces you to what a research essay is and provides some guidance on how to 
go about writing this document. You’ll learn: 
• how to choose a topic 
• how and where to source your research material
• how to illustrate your essay
• how to structure your essay
• how to format your essay.

You have the whole of the time you’re studying Textiles 2: Contemporary Practice to complete 
this task, with opportunities to get support and guidance from your tutor. For many people 
writing an academic document that others will judge is a daunting and quite possibly 
frightening prospect. If this sounds like you, the best advice is to take your time, follow the 
guidance carefully and accept your tutor’s support.

What is a research essay?
A research essay is a piece of writing where the author uses the work of others to evidence an 
argument or answer a question. In this instance the statement for the argument or the question 
to be answered will relate to textiles – production, materials, design, sustainability or art.

The following guidance will show you how the research essay fits into the course, help you 
understand what is required and provide advice on how to go about your essay writing.
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When to write your essay
The schedule of events for this piece of work is as follows:
1. Read through the whole course guide, choosing the options you wish to study. During 

Option 1 (Parts One and Two) you will either be studying Exploring Materials or Printed 
Textiles with a view to going onto either Working from Artefacts or Sustainable Textiles in 
Parts Four and Five.

2. As you work on Projects 1 and 2 of your first practical option, you’ll choose a subject that 
relates to the studies you’re embarking on. You’ll write a proposal for your research essay, 
which you’ll submit to your tutor with Assignment One. This will give both of you the 
opportunity to reflect on and discuss your ideas.

3. If you or your tutor believes the proposal needs tweaking or adjusting, you can arrange to 
submit a rewritten proposal to your tutor at Assignment Two.

4. For Assignment Three you’ll submit a draft of your research essay and receive feedback from 
your tutor.

5. You can carry on working on your essay throughout your work on your second practical 
option (Assignments Four and Five).

6. The final stage of this course is assigned to the continued crafting of your essay 
(Assignment Six) and receiving some concluding feedback from your tutor.

OCA student Amarjeet Nandhra
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Writing your essay
Think of this written work in much the same way as you would your practical textile work. There 
will be a foundation of acquiring and digesting research material. This collected information 
will trigger ideas and comments that you’ll need to note down and reflect upon. You’ll develop 
this into a discussion in which you analyse the information and come to some conclusions. This 
final stage will require crafting as you attain the more technical aspects of constructing a well-
written essay.

Once you have a general idea of the subject area you wish to write about, the first stage in the 
process is gathering and analysing research material. You’ll inevitably collect far more research 
material than you’ll use in your essay. This is because research is a journey: when you start, you 
don’t know where you’ll end up! You’ll therefore need to filter out the less useful items as you 
progress. Aim to explore and read widely, being broad-minded in your search. This will help 
you make interesting connections and obtain a more balanced viewpoint. Collate your research 
and your analysis using files, notebooks, post-it notes, etc. if you’re working in analogue. If 
you find it more useful to use digital devices, collect and annotate your information using the 
appropriate software and apps. The intention here is to organise and start to make sense of 
the information you’re gathering. The nature and shape of what emerges will be personal to 
you and will depend on the subject you choose. Selecting a topic that relates to the practical 
options you’ve chosen will cut down on the amount of research you’ll need to do and will also 
expose you to a more in-depth experience of the subject.

From your research notes you’ll construct a discussion or argument in which you’ll use your 
research material as evidence to support the conclusions you come to. Expect this stage to 
take time and thought. Start by writing a plan – a framework within which the content will 
hang. Your plan will help you organise which pieces of information go where to explain the 
subject clearly. From this plan you can go on to write sections or paragraphs in whatever 
sequence works best for you – which probably won’t be the sequence they’ll appear in the 
final document. Expect to spend time reviewing and reworking your writing until the first draft 
emerges. This won’t necessarily be the draft you send your tutor for Assignment Three; use the 
time you have to read and refine the draft you send to your tutor.

Once you have your tutor’s feedback, use this information to make changes and improvements. 
Try not to be disappointed if you’re new to essay writing and find you have a lot to do. Take 
one comment or suggestion at a time and use it to develop your work. You have plenty of time 
during the second half of the course to make changes and receive feedback on them from your 
tutor. At Assignment Six you’ll submit another draft of your essay to your tutor and receive 
their final evaluation of your piece of work. This will give you the opportunity to make any final 
adjustments before sending it along with your other work for assessment.
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To recap, your research essay will involve wide-reaching research that will lead you to some 
ideas and understandings. You’ll analyse, develop and expand these within the framework 
you’ve developed to come up with an evidence-based discussion resulting in a conclusion or 
conclusions.

Choosing a topic
Your essay topic must relate to one of the practical subject areas you’re studying. This might 
be contemporary print, smart textiles, upcycling or how textile artists convey stories. From this 
topic you’ll develop the argument or question that you’ll answer in your essay. For example, 
you may have an interest in contemporary print practitioners and how they are using new 
technology to innovate the medium. A possible essay title could be ‘New technology is 
changing the practice of contemporary print’. This would lead to a piece of illustrative writing 
that explores cutting-edge ideas and how you see these influencing the future of print design. 
Whatever subject you choose, make sure that it will sustain your interest and keep you engaged 
throughout the course.

Writing the proposal
The proposal is a short document of around 500 words outlining the rough area for 
investigation, i.e. your topic, expanding on what this topic means to you and why you think 
it’s worth investigating. Include what you think you might find and where you’re going to start 
looking. Use the preliminary research material you have to evidence these statements, listing 
them as a bibliography at the bottom of your proposal. From this, suggest an essay title; this will 
either be a question or statement. A question could be ‘Does recycling really make a difference 
in the garment industry?’ A statement could be ‘Technology in textiles is going to revolutionise 
the way we wear clothes’. Send your proposal to your tutor with your Assignment One work to 
gain feedback and suggestions from them.

Sourcing your material
As you may know there are two types of research material.
• Primary source material is your own work and the accompanying reflections on your 

practice.
• Secondary source material is the work others have done and their thoughts and ideas.

Your research essay will be mainly made up of secondary source material with a small amount 
possibly coming from your own work. Primary source material could be results from sample-
making, including imagery and any critical reflections that relate to your work and the subject 
area.
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There are a wide number of places to find secondary source material. To achieve a well-
researched essay, aim to cast your net as widely as possible. The internet is a great place to 
find research material, mainly because it is so convenient but also because there is such a rich 
diversity of material available. Explore information from a wide variety of websites to give you 
the best chance of finding interesting and important information, for example artist websites, 
online portfolios, digital magazines, online newspapers, downloadable books, blogs, scholarly 
articles, iPlayer, podcasts, YouTube, etc. When you find an interesting website page, record 
the web address and the date you read it. This is so you can include it in your reference list or 
bibliography. It also means you can go back to it if necessary.

Limit your use of Wikipedia to finding references for further research. Wikipedia is very 
unreliable as a source in its own right as, once they are registered, anyone can change the 
information there. 

To ensure you have an extensive range of research material, include information you’ve found 
in other places. Encompass books, newspaper articles, magazine journalism, exhibitions, artist 
studio visits, television and radio programmes, museum and gallery archives, conference notes, 
interviews, artist talks, etc.

If you’re going to interview someone, always tell them the purpose of your questions and ask 
their permission to include their answers in your essay.

As you can see, there are many places to find the information you need to build a thought-
provoking and knowledgeable piece of writing; use as many as are accessible to you.
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Illustrating your essay
You should use imagery to support and illustrate the points you make in the writing. You’ll 
therefore need to take copies of images you think will be useful in your research essay. If you’re 
on the internet this will mean either taking screen shots or right-clicking and copying the 
image. As with the other information you collect from the web, record the address so you can 
retrace your steps and evidence where you found it. If you’re using images from paper-based 
media, record by scanning or photocopying the work. You must acknowledge the source of 
any imagery you include, just as you would for written material. See the guide to academic 
referencing on the student website for information on how to reference imagery.

Use imagery that is large enough to be properly seen by the reader. Place each image as close 
as possible to the text that refers to it. Label all your images with some basic information; this 
might be the name of the artwork, the artist or designer’s name, the date it was made, the 
name of the photographer and the source of the image, as relevant.

Structuring your essay
In basic terms your writing will need an introduction, the main body and a conclusion. The 
introduction will take up about 10% of your word count and should: 
• explain the topic you’re going to cover
• define the issues
• state where you’ll focus your discussion. 

Your introduction should also touch on what the essay shows and your conclusions. It is usually 
best to write the introduction when you’re happy with main body.

The content of the main body must fulfil the promises made in the introduction in a clear and 
logical way. It will take around 80% of the essay word count, using a sequence of paragraphs 
to explore the topic and develop your ideas. Use paragraphing to divide your subject into 
appropriate sections that aid the understanding of your discussion. Here you will refer to your 
research material as the evidence, explanation or example that supports your idea/s. 

The conclusion of your essay (10% of the word count) should summarise your ideas/argument, 
re-stating the main points. If you’ve posed a question in your essay title, make sure you answer 
it clearly in your conclusion. If you’ve stated an argument in your title, make your position 
clear. DON’T introduce any new material in your concluding paragraph(s). Some students find 
it helpful to write a rough conclusion first so they know where they are going; you can then 
rewrite it when the rest of the essay is complete.
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Formatting your essay
To ensure your essay is clear and professional, follow these guidelines:
• Create a Word document or equivalent.
• Use a single simple font, for example Helvetica, Arial, Geneva or Cambria at font size 12.
• Use 1.15 or 1.5 line spacing. 
• Align the text to the left.
• Orientate your paper to portrait.
• Check your grammar and spelling. Don’t rely on spell check; if you’re not confident about 

your spelling, ask someone else to read it.
• Add a reference list and bibliography (Harvard referencing system).
• Keep within the word count plus or minus 10%.
• Number your pages.

To conclude
If you’re new to essay writing, or a little rusty, this may all seem a bit daunting, but we’ve 
deliberately introduced the research essay early on in the course to give you the best chance 
of composing a well-developed piece of writing. Use and refer to this section regularly, adding 
your own annotation and comments as you go to help you assimilate the information.
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Textiles 2: Contemporary Practice

Part one

OCA student Paola Uberti

Part one
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Use the grid below to keep track of your progress throughout Part One.

Option 1 Exploring materials

Exercise Page Complete

1.1 Defining ‘traditional’ materials 

1.2 Create a list of suppliers 

1.3 Working with traditional materials 

1.4 Compile a list of materials and processes 

1.5 Experimenting with new materials 

28

29

29

36

38

Research point Page Complete

1.1

1.2

1.3

1.4

27

28

33

37

Option 2 Printed textiles

Exercise Page Complete

1.1 Experimenting with drawing 

1.2 Using drawing to develop print designs

1.3 Developing prints from drawings

1.4 Working in a digital format

44

45

45

49

Research point Page Complete

1.1

1.2

1.3

43

44

48
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Introduction

In Parts One and Two of Textiles 2: Contemporary Practice, you’ll pursue ONE of the following 
options for your first set of practical work:

• Option 1 – Exploring materials
• Option 2 – Printed textiles 

Each option consists of four projects. Whichever option you choose, you’ll do Projects 1 and 2 
in Part One and Projects 3 and 4 in Part Two. Read through the whole course guide first, then 
re-read Parts One and Two before deciding which option you’ll choose. 

If you decide to pursue Option 1, start reading below; if you decide to pursue Option 2, turn to 
the second half of Part One and start working through that option now.

Remember that as you work through Part One you should be starting to develop your proposal 
for your research essay. You’ll submit this proposal alongside your practical work as Assignment 
One.

Introduction
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Option 1 Exploring materials

This option will give you the opportunity to extend your knowledge and do some research 
into the vast range of potential and actual textile materials, paying particular attention to 
fresh interpretations of traditional techniques and the innovative or unusual use of materials 
in contemporary textile practice. You’ll look at new uses of traditional textile materials 
and at smart materials. You’ll examine materials that sense and react to outside stimuli or 
environmental conditions and materials that have been developed with particular properties 
and functions in mind, such as UV protection, phosphorescence or impact resistance. You’ll 
source the materials and conduct your own experiments. You won’t be told which materials 
to explore; you can focus on any materials you can get hold of. Look at one material or look at 
many. You don’t have to limit your choice of materials to those traditionally used in textiles – 
the wider your range, the better. 

Whatever materials you use, you should:
• demonstrate curiosity about the qualities of the medium you’re working with
• evaluate the things that worked less well alongside your successes. 

This option is about material qualities and not about the production of a final artefact. Be 
prepared to take risks and attempt activities where you’re uncertain of the results. Challenge 
what you already know and explore unconventional ideas; the failures will shape your learning 
and knowledge every bit as much as the successes. 

Take a considered approach to your work: think deliberately about your creative output, make 
judgements and form opinions in relation to the work you make. This will assist you in making 
decisions on where and how to develop your textiles and ensure that you make well-crafted 
samples with attention to the quality of outcome. 

You’ll evidence your risk-taking, thinking and the decisions you make by documenting them in 
your learning log.

Read through the whole option before you start. There are four projects: 
1. Traditional materials
2. New and future materials
3. Found materials
4. Transforming materials

There are two tutor feedback points. You’ll submit the work for Projects 1 and 2 for Assignment 
One, at the end of Part One, and your work on Projects 3 and 4 for Assignment Two, at the end 
of Part Two. 

Projects 1 to 3 will lead you through a series of exercises that explore ways of using the 
various materials. Project 4 will allow you to use your new knowledge and understanding 
to experiment in your own way. During your work on Option 1 you’ll produce a set of textile 
samples, drawings and supporting research material. Use your learning log to reflect on what 
you’ve achieved and the materials and processes you’ve used. Consider the problems you’ve 
encountered as well as any areas that you feel have been particularly successful. 

Option 1 Exploring materials
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Project 1 Traditional materials

Traditionally, many different fibres, both natural and man-made, have been used to make 
textiles. Natural fibres can be divided into those originating from animal protein, such as wool, 
silk and hair, and those originating from plants. The plant fibres fall into three main groups: 
• seed fibres, of which cotton is the most well-known
• leaf fibres, such as sisal and raffia
• bast fibres, which come from the stem of a plant, including jute, hemp and flax (which is 

known as linen after it has been processed). 

Contemporary textiles designers and practitioners use traditional materials in a wide range of 
new and innovative ways. In recent years textile practitioners have responded to throw-away 
attitudes in fashion and textiles by returning to traditional materials and methods. 

Claire Wellesley-Smith, for example, is part of the Slow Textiles Movement, using hand stitch, 
natural dyes and traditional textile fabrics to explore her environment and promote personal 
wellbeing. She is influenced by traditional techniques that use recycling and mending, 
including American quilting and patchwork and Japanese Boro. Claire examines the rhythms, 
processes and her physical connection with the materials. Her approach leads to textile pieces 
that offer harmony in both appearance and environmental impact. 

Claire Wellesley-Smith, Field Studies, 2012

Project 1 Traditional materials
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In fashion, the Australian knitwear designer Katherine Mavridis explores the textural qualities 
of clothing. In her innovative clothing collection for Mokuba, Katherine examines how rope 
can create textural and sculptural possibilities. Her designs are informed by the rustic art of 
coiled basketry but the rope also has symbolic meaning – of connecting or binding, suggesting 
bonds, safety and communication, but also restraint and constriction.

Traditional materials used in innovative ways also come about when big brands are looking for 
an edge on their competitors. This was the case when the global sports brand Nike used fabrics 
designed and made by Harris Tweed to develop a shoe range. See http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/
business/3756896.stm. 

Using a traditional material like tweed lends heritage and authenticity to a brand. Harris Tweed 
has experienced an explosion in popularity, leading to a growth in both production and the 
number of fabric designs available. At the time of writing there are about 150 self-employed 
islanders who weave in their own homes, including a new generation of independent weavers 
who have free rein to use their own colour ways and designs. This has brought the fabric and 
the Harris Tweed brand up to date and made it newly desirable for consumers. 

Katherine Mavridis, Mokuba Collection, 2014
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Research point 1.1
Set aside some time to examine these examples and three or four others of your choosing. 
You can do this via the internet by putting relevant words into a search engine, but also by 
looking at publications like Fabric for Fashion by Clive Hallett and Amanda Johnston and 
Slow Stitch: Mindful and Contemplative Textile Art by Claire Wellesley-Smith (for full details, 
see the reading list at the end of this course guide). You could also visit an exhibition or 
museum archive, for example Tactile Too at The Whitworth in Manchester. Remember to 
record your findings and judgements in your learning log; these will help you develop your 
own ideas later in the project.
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Exercise 1.1 Defining ‘traditional’ materials
In this exercise you’ll look at the materials available in the marketplace and consider what 
we mean by the word ‘traditional’ within a textile context. Start by noting down some 
thoughts in response to the following questions: 
• What do you think is meant by the word ‘traditional’? Write down a list of words that you 

associate with ‘traditional’. 
• What materials do you consider to be traditional? 
• Are traditional textiles always made of natural fibres? 
• Does the use of traditional material imply traditional processes or design? Think 

carefully about this and use specific examples to illustrate your answers. 

There are no right or wrong answers to these questions; the aim here is to encourage the 
development of your own understanding.

Research point 1.2
This research point involves you doing some market research. 

Looking at either natural or man-made textile materials, research how two or three of these 
materials are manufactured and marketed. Where are they marketed and for whom? How 
does this affect pricing? Use the internet to find relevant companies and information about 
their production and marketing. Contact the companies directly if necessary. For example, 
Lantex, a textile manufacturer based in Accrington, Lancashire, work mainly with woven 
cotton fabrics sourced from mills worldwide and sell the finished articles principally to UK 
companies. British Felt, on the other hand, manufacture their products in Milton Keynes 
in the UK, supplying both individual handicrafters and large manufacturers like the car 
industry. 

Collate the information you acquire and reflect on your findings in your learning log. 
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Exercise 1.2 Create a list of suppliers 
As a resource for now and in the future, create your own list of textile material suppliers, 
including catalogues and samples where possible. If you’ve already made a suppliers’ list 
for a previous textiles course, think about how you could develop this to include a broader 
range of materials from the various categories listed above. 

Collect material samples from trade fairs such as the Knitting and Stitching Show or, via 
your own research, from the high street and the internet. Keep the list live by adding to it as 
you work through the rest of the course. 

Exercise 1.3 Working with traditional materials 
Use what you’ve learnt through researching contemporary practitioners, the work 
you’ve done in defining traditional materials and your suppliers’ list to make a group of 
experimental samples. Use a selection of materials or focus on one material that you 
consider to be traditional. Look back at the list of words you associated with the word 
‘traditional’ and use at least two of these to define the qualities you want to achieve in your 
samples. 

Just because your materials are traditional doesn’t mean you have to explore them in 
conventional ways. Consider and make use of your materials’ properties: shrinkage, 
absorbency, elasticity, strength, warmth, flexibility, resilience, lustre, drape. Familiarity with 
how your materials perform can help you reinterpret them in your samples and suggest 
fresh ideas for further exploration.

In your sketchbook 
Use drawing to make visual notes in response to the idea of ‘traditional’ and your list 
of associated words. Drawing your samples will encourage you to look closely at their 
structure and texture. Include diagrams that illustrate your ideas, for example manipulation 
techniques or stitches you think may be interesting to use. Add images, drawings and 
photographs that inspire you to your visual notes. Annotate your images and photographs 
to illustrate your thinking. Using your sketchbook in this way will help you collect and form 
ideas, and illustrate your thinking to the course assessors. 

Final outcome 
Develop one of your more successful experimental samples into a final sample to represent 
the conclusion of this project. Developing a sample means to remake it with improvements 
that you identified from making the initial sample. Think about scale, texture, colour and 
form, developing aspects of your initial sampling that seem to work well for you. Remember 
to take risks and be experimental. 
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When you’ve completed your final piece write a short evaluation (500 words) outlining: 
• what you set out to do 
• how you developed your samples into your final idea
• any problems you encountered along the way
• what you’d do differently another time
• how well you feel the final piece succeeds
• how you might develop this idea in future. 

OCA student Paola Uberti
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Project 2 New and future materials 

Once again our society is poised to make dramatic changes based upon developments 
in science and technology. Will fashion be able to afford to keep the same methodology? 
... I believe that technology can function only as long as we have the ability to imagine, 
a sense of curiosity and a love of our fellow men. 

(Issey Miyake, quoted in Lee, 2005)

Since the end of the nineteenth century, man-made cellulosic fibres, such as viscose and lyocell, 
have been produced industrially from naturally-occurring cellulosic resources like wood pulp. 
Man-made synthetic polymer fibres, such as polyester and polyamide, which are produced from 
oil or coal, were initially developed in the 1930s to imitate natural fibres, but are now designed 
to meet specific requirements and lie at the forefront of textile innovation. 

Future materials bring together the worlds of art, design and science, crossing boundaries and 
inventing new ways of developing not only new technology but also existing technology. This 
technology may seem remote – something that happens in a laboratory – but the combination 
of traditional techniques and new technology can produce exciting results and it’s evident that 
there’s a role for textile designers and craftspeople in both collaborating with and humanising 
the technology. 

Designers and artists who work with new 
materials and technologies are often at 
the forefront of design research, working 
with engineers, technologists and material 
scientists, often with extraordinary results. For 
example, textile practitioner and researcher 
Sarah Taylor has been exploring the potential 
of light-emitting optical fibres since the 
mid-1990s. She uses traditional craft-based 
processes such as weaving to create novel 
time-based aesthetics. Sarah has worked with 
electronic and lighting specialists, designers 
and scientists in the development of her 
textiles. 

Sarah Taylor, Inner Light, 2007

Project 2 New and future materials 
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Rachel Louise Goldie, a recent graduate from Gray’s School of Art in Aberdeen, has been 
developing heat-reactive textile designs which need the body heat of the wearer to activate 
the various patterns. Goldie believes this improves the design experience. In a statement on 
her website, she suggests that, ‘It is possible to consider the potential of new technology to 
enhance the user’s experience of design and allow more effective representations of identity.’ 
(www.rachellouisegoldie.co.uk/about.html)

From the field of fine art, the contemporary textile artist Frances Greesin uses thermoplastic 
fabrics and fibres as mediums to explore artistic expression. She is interested in upcycling 
materials and the benefits to the environment through reducing landfill. Frances uses discarded 
industrial materials such as the braiding in TV aerial cables to create one-off art pieces that 
explore texture, form and perception. 

In the last 20 years, fibre technology has not only opened up new directions for fashion, 
architecture and interior design but has become one of the fastest-evolving technologies, 
revolutionising conventional thinking and representing some of the most advanced research 
programmes in material science. The range of applications is far-reaching and ever-changing. 
The same high-tech fibres and filaments are no longer limited to the extreme fashion of the 
Paris catwalks but are able to provide comfort for newborn babies, have applications for 
medicine, military clothing, sportswear and equipment, and are robust enough to be used in 
architectural structures and aerospace projects. 

Rachel Louise Goldie, Thermochromic Sample, 2014
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Fibre technology has enabled an advancement in electronic textiles that incorporates bonded 
wire with miniature silicon chips, sensors and circuits, resulting in clothing that can sense its 
own shape and that of the wearer. Fibres are engineered to change colour, capture light sources 
and send signals about the wearer’s health and location. 

Research point 1.3
As a textile practitioner, whether as a fine artist or designer maker, it is important to be 
aware of new developments, even if you’re not planning to engage directly with them. 
Some of the materials and fibres are difficult to obtain but that needn’t restrict you. Find 
those that are available along with viable alternatives. Research the practitioners cited 
above and at least three others. Add images and your written responses to your learning 
log for future reference. Include any ideas you have in relation to your own making; you can 
illustrate these in both written and drawn form. 
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Some useful terms 

Biomimicry 
The use and imitation of biological designs to help solve human problems – for example, 
the design of a solar cell based on a leaf form or a system that copies how a spider spins silk. 

Electro-textiles 
Yarns able to transmit electrical signals or electric currents to create fabrics that have 
conductive properties. 

Engineered design 
A non-repeating digitally-generated design that, when printed, relates to the shape and 
form of the object for which it was designed. 

Fibre optics 
Plastic or glass cables capable of transmitting light from one end of the cable to the other. 
They transmit light, not electricity, so the light source is isolated from the output. 

Haptic sensoring 
Relates to touch rather than sight. 

Laser cutting  
Computer-directed cutting process that uses beam technology and can cut intricate shapes 
into fabrics ranging from silk to leather. 

LEDs (light-emitting diodes) 
Tiny light bulbs that generate the minimum heat and use a small amount of electricity. 
Usually found in display units, they are suitable for use in textiles and clothing. 

Micro fibre 
Very fine yarns of one denier or less. These can be engineered to create high-performance 
fabrics. 

Neoprene 
A synthetic rubber used in the manufacture of wet suits. 

Polymer 
A natural or synthetic substance made from simple repeating chemical molecules, e.g. 
starch, Perspex. 

Sensor 
Electric transducers which, when connected through short-range wireless connectors, 
create a complex network which responds to factors such as heat, light and humidity, so 
enabling people to control more of the physical aspects of their lives. 
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Shape memory 
Materials with special properties that allow them to become distorted but then return to 
their original shape when heat is applied. 

Smart textiles 
Textiles woven with nano technologies that enable interaction with the environment and 
micro computers – used predominantly for sportswear and military clothing. 

Thermoplastic 
Most synthetics are thermoplastic. When heated, the molecular structures break down and 
this allows the fabric to be reshaped by molding, pleating, etc. The shape is fixed by cooling 
and cannot be altered unless it is reheated to a higher temperature than was reached on 
the original shaping. 

Trilobal
Fibres with a rounded cross-section that reflects light. 
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Exercise 1.4 Compile a list of materials and processes
Gather together information on materials and processes in preparation for your sample-
making.

Using the terms above and the research tools at your disposal, compile a comprehensive list 
of new and future materials. Some examples are elastic thread, fine coloured wire, plastic 
tubing, Angelina fibres, scoubidou thread, rubber tubing and sheet rubber, hook and loop 
fastenings, zippers, Tyvek, Xpandaprint, PolyShrink, polyester fabric, reflective fabric, etc. 

Next, make a second list of materials and processes that are accessible to you as a textile 
practitioner/inventor. Look for materials you can get hold of; this could be in the form of 
old clothing or found in DIY stores, toyshops and haberdasheries. Consider approaching 
manufacturers and supply companies to ask for sample swatches.

Finally, list the various processes you enjoy and feel comfortable with. This could be 
weaving, hand embroidery, free machine embroidery, fabric manipulation techniques like 
smocking, or knotting techniques like knitting, crochet and macramé. 

Remember to add any supplier details to the list you started in the previous project. 
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Research point 1.4
Using the recommended reading and your own web searches as a starting point, find an 
example of each of the following: 
• a collaboration between a scientist and a textile designer 
• a fashion designer using high-tech materials. 

For example, inspired by the swine flu pandemic, Swedish textile designer and researcher 
Marjan Kooroshnia developed a medical mask that changes pattern and colour with 
increased breath temperature, a possible indicator of flu infection. She achieved this by 
using thermo-chromic inks printed on to the mask surface. Her initial research has led to 
further investigations into alternative mask designs and allergen detection.

In each case, write up your findings as a short case study in your learning log and reflect on 
how the designer has exploited science and technology to enhance their work and produce 
innovative designs and/or products. 

What are the possible implications for textile designers of working as part of a team with 
technologists, scientists, etc.? 
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Exercise1.5 Experimenting with new materials 
There are two possible approaches here, depending on the focus of your interest and the 
materials available to you. 

Begin by investigating the properties of the new materials you’ve been able to source. 
Do they stretch, shrink, dye easily, melt, etc.? Are they transparent or solid? Do they have 
physical or sensual properties? Make notes on their potential in terms of both function and 
aesthetics. Once you’ve done this, take a more playful approach to the development of your 
ideas into samples. 

Where there is limited availability of materials, an alternative approach might be useful – 
using materials out of context. Using materials designed for an entirely different purpose 
can sometimes unexpectedly generate the spark that leads to a new invention or a new 
aesthetic. 

Create a series of samples that explore either or both of these approaches and record the 
processes and techniques you’ve used to achieve them. 

In your sketchbook make visual notes to inspire your ideas; do some observational drawing 
and/or mark-making. Also note down ideas as diagrams and brief sketches with written 
notes. Your visual notes should include any visual research you’ve collected. This will be a 
combination of images (from magazines, etc. or downloaded from the internet), sketches 
and photographs. 
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Assignment one (Option 1)

Conclude your work by further reflecting on what you’ve learnt during Projects 1 and 2. Write 
about what you’ve gained from exploring and developing these materials. Discuss what 
you feel the strengths of your work are and what you would consider spending more time 
addressing. Write around 500 words and include this commentary, clearly labelled, in your 
learning log. 

In addition to this reflection, use the assessment criteria listed in the introduction to this 
course guide to review your work thus far. This self-assessment will help you understand your 
strengths and highlight any areas you need to develop; include your findings in your learning 
log.

Send all your work, or images of the work, to your tutor, along with your sketchbook and 
learning log or blog url. 

Also send the proposal for your research essay; your tutor will then be able to give you support 
and advice at the earliest opportunity.

Reworking your assignment
Following feedback from your tutor you may wish to rework some of your assignment, 
especially if you are ultimately submitting your work for formal assessment. If you do this, make 
sure you reflect on what you have done, and why, in your learning log.

Assignment one (Option 1)


