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Context

Refugee crisis and hostile environment.
Textile heritage of minorities subjected to cultural appropriation. 
Culture as an essential component of a sustainability agenda. 
Social designers ‘parachuted’ into marginalised communities. 
Need to decolonise dominant design practices.



Rationale

Building on my Artefact submission (IP Unit)
Delivery within Collaborative Challenge unit,
embedded in the curriculum (MAs at LCF)
Main unit I was teaching this term
Linked to my current research project DFT
Aligned with UAL Climate, Racial and Social
Justice principles (4 & 5)
Contributing to UAL Anti-Racism Action Plan



Positionality

Design educator, researcher, activist
with lived experience of migration –
crafting life journeys



Brief for 30 MA students (from across LCF)
to work in 6 teams and collaborate with 
refugees around the themes: 
artefacts, storytelling, legacy

In what ways can design lecturers
create safe spaces that enable ethical
cross-cultural connections between
students and vulnerable people 
(such as refugees)?

Scope & Question



Methodology

Action research to collect qualitative data

Participant observations (5 masterclasses + 
1 day of workshops + final presentations)
Evaluation questionnaire (1 at project end,
filled in by 26 students + 6 refugees)

Thematic analysis



Intervention

Decolonising Fashion, for Emergency and Emergent Times – F. Mazzarella & H. Storey, 18/10/23
Art / Design / Fashion as Social Practices for Cultural Sustainability – L. Orta & S. Mirza, 01/11/23
Shifting Identities and Perceptions through Ethical Storytelling – T. Stephens, 08/11/23
Intercultural Communication Workshops 1 & 2 – A. Ramejkis, 08-15/11/23
Empowerment and Entrepreneurship with a Social Purpose – S. Escobar & S. Lleshi, 15/11/23
Building Community Power and Campaigning for Policy Change – F. Legaspi, 22/11/23
Final presentations and pop-up showcase – All teams, 06/12/23



Findings

Safe space
Ethical connections across cultures
Shifting perceptions and narratives
Privilege, prejudice, and power dynamics
Decolonising design
Learning https://vimeo.com/891667233



Safe Space

“The project did encourage me to open
up about my vulnerabilities, and allowed 
the refugees to speak about their journeys 
in a safe environment” (student)

“The honesty of the project members in
expressing their feelings made me feel 
very close to them” (collaborator) 

 



Ethical Connections

“Shifting mental spaces towards empathy
rather than being scared of learning
about other cultures” (student)

“Listening with mind, not just with ears”
(student)



Shifting Perceptions

“It removed a lot of stigma I had towards 
refugees. I even forgot people I was 
interacting with were refugees” (student) 

“I learned that refugees are delicate yet 
more resilient than the average human, 
and that their strength is something to learn
from, and embody as individuals” (student) 



Privilege & Power

“As a student at LCF and in life one must
put aside the sense of self and ego, and 
open-mindedly behave like a sponge and 
be welcoming to new perspectives that 
may not be something one is familiar with”
(student)
 

“I found the existing di�erences of opinion 
very natural and the way the team dealt 
with them very mature” (collaborator)



Decolonising Design

“Working in solidarity ‘with’ refugees 
rather than assuming an ‘helper’ attitude”
(student)

“To not centre the English language, 
to not lead as students representing a 
Western institution” (student)



Transformative Learning

“This project is giving me an opportunity 
to get closer to my feelings, and turn my 
pain into something beautiful” 
(collaborator)

 
“A lot of things have changed since this 
Collaborative Challenge has started. 
The main lesson I learned was that we 
should always be thankful for whatever 
we have in our life, and we should work 
towards a better future” (student)



Reflections

Strengths: 
Rich and informative sessions
Variety of engagement methods
Ethical approach, space for listening
Connecting diverse cultures

Challenges: 
Recruitment & retainment of collaborators
Inequality between students & refugees
Using refugee labels
Student disclosing sensible information
Dealing with emotions (ref: Gaza conflict)



Process: 
Only 1 questionnaire, refined the questions
No focus group – enough data
Observations throughout, blogged quite late

Inspiration: 
Transformative experience for all
Meaningful and powerful project outputs
Enhanced flexibility, self-e�cacy, resilience

Next:
Collaboration with LCC students & beyond
Feeding into DESIS cluster & elective unit
Contribution to Social Purpose at UAL
Feature in DFT symposium & exhibition
Sharing resources on digifal platform
Potential journal article
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We cannot ‘save’ other people 
and we should never imagine we can; 
instead, we can fine-tune into reality
as it presents itself and let it determine 
what needs expression, making, changing, 
inventing, or letting be, together
Helen Storey, 2022
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