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INTRODUCTION TO PROBLEM-BASED LEARNING (PBL)

PBL is a student-centered, rather than instructor-centered, teaching method with the origin in the 
medical field. The teaching strategy has gained wide acknowledgement outside medicine as the 
students gain practical experience applying their content knowledge to solve real-world challenges 
in the safe environment of the classroom. PBL is a good fit for fashion-tech since the methodology 
is very practical. 

When utilizing PBL, students are mostly faced with a problem that practitioners in their industry 
are confronted with on their regular workplace settings. Students should then locate suitable 
information and resources for solving the problem. The teacher has an advisory role throughout the 
process. It is the students’ responsibility to make a choice for the best solution, present findings and 
support for their teamwork. It is often stressed that apparel designers of the future must be strong 
team members, communicators, and problem solvers — all skills that are enhanced by the PBL 
teaching method. 

The benefits of the Problem Based Learning (PBL) approach for the learners are the following:

DEVELOPMENT OF LONG-TERM KNOWLEDGE RETENTION
Students who participate in problem-based learning activities can improve their abilities to retain 
and recall information. It is proven that by sharing facts and ideas through discussion and answering 
question the understanding of the subject matter is reinforced making it easier to remember. Thus, 
the approach promotes long-term knowledge retention by encouraging students to discuss — and 
answer questions about — new concepts as they’re learning them. Small groups are preferred as each 
student gets the chance to participate. Furthermore, memorization is de-emphasized compared 
to traditional teacher-centred classroom settings, while PBL additionally encourages higher and 
critical thinking skills. 

CONTINUOUS ENGAGEMENT
It has been shown that there is increased student attendance and attitude towards courses that 
feature problem-based learning. The increased motivation is based on the will to find the solution, as 
the whole learning process is student-centred, while the instructor acts as a facilitator or learning 
coach.

DEVELOPMENT OF TRANSFERABLE SKILLS
Problem-based learning facilitates skills development that can be transferred to real-world 
scenarios. The tangible contexts and consequences used when applying the PBL teaching method 
allow learning to become more profound and durable. 

IMPROVEMENT OF TEAMWORK AND INTERPERSONAL SKILLS
Successful completion of a problem-based learning hinges on interaction and communication, 
meaning students also build transferable skills based on teamwork and collaboration. It is emphasized 
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that fashion-tech designers of the future must be strong team members, communicators, and 
problem solvers—all skills that are enhanced by the PBL method.

RESOURCES: CASE STUDIES OF PBL IN FASHION AND DESIGN EDUCATION

The following PBL studies within fashion and design education help to further illustrate the efficacy 
and advantages of the PBL approach.

Farr, Ownbey, Branson, Cao, and Starr (2005) used an experiment to analyze 155 students’ responses 
to PBL teaching method. Student groups were introduced to textile science principles regarding 
colorfastness and resistance to light and heavy abrasion. The observations indicated that PBL was 
an aid to learning and comprehension and more beneficial to students than traditional lectures 
alone. Carpenter and Fairhurst (2005) detailed the design and implementation of a capstone course 
using PBL in retail merchandising. Participants were required to design a workable business plan 
using a real business. Participants interacted with the business employees to discover problems, 
create a mission statement, and propose solutions. Evaluation of the program was based on student 
and industry partner comments, which were guided by an assessment rubric. Specific areas in which 
students showed improvement included problem solving, critical thinking, thinking of alternatives, 
and applying previously learned principles to real-world problems. 

In addition, Kimmons and Spruiell (2005) designed a course for interior design, retail merchandising, 
and graphic arts students utilizing PBL. The final group projects were examined by industry 
professionals. Researchers judged the project based on formal and informal evaluations. They 
found it to be highly successful to several pedagogical objectives, including teamwork, practice for 
the real world, problem-solving skills, professional behavior, ‘‘self-directed’’ learning, and written 
communication. Cao, Frey, Farr, and Gam (2006) used a PBL approach in a specific textile design and 
merchandising course emphasizing environmentally friendly apparel design. Case studies and two 
projects were used. It was highlighted that the specific areas of benefits included teaching students 
to think outside the box and broadening the students’ scope of innovation. In addition to the learning 
outcomes, participants indicated the method was inspiring. 

Find further experience of using the PBL approach from the resources below. 

Gam, Hae Jin & Banning, Jennifer (2011) Addressing Sustainable Apparel Design Challenges With 
Problem-Based Learning. Clothing and Textiles Research Journal. [Online] 29 (3), 202–215.

Deborah A. Christel (2016) The efficacy of problem-based learning of plus-size design in the 
fashion curriculum,International Journal of Fashion Design, Technology and Education, 9:1, 1-8, DOI: 
10.1080/17543266.2015.1094518

Business of Fashion: Rewriting the Fashion Education Curriculum at Columbia College Chicago

https://www.businessoffashion.com/articles/education/rewriting-the-fashion-education-curriculum-at-columbia-college-chicago


4

BRIEF [8]
Applying PBL strategy to strengthen sustainability education in textile and apparel curriculum

The Journal of Sustainability Education: A case study in sustainability and fashion education: 
adventures on the green

https://lib.dr.iastate.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2216&context=itaa_proceedings
http://www.susted.com/wordpress/content/a-case-study-in-sustainability-and-fashion-education-adventures-on-the-green_2013_02/
http://www.susted.com/wordpress/content/a-case-study-in-sustainability-and-fashion-education-adventures-on-the-green_2013_02/

