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[bookmark: _Toc231728073]Experiencing Fashion: A Nonvisual Perspective
Fashion's visual nature creates significant barriers for people who are blind or have vision loss, who can be excluded from participation in fashion. Tactile and sensory experiences of fashion, rather than visual silhouettes, are central for people who are blind or with low vision, paying attention to "textures that send tingling sensations through your fingers" (Czupryna 2025) and an aural experience of textures and fastenings (Brownie 2014).
Accessibility is recognised in other visual culture such as screens (Trevonne 2022), but less so in fashion contexts. Audio Description (AD) remains largely absent from fashion events; an exclusion that is mirrored in fashion education. Students with low vision or blindness remain underrepresented in both inclusive university pedagogy discourse and fashion education, a discipline structured around visual dominance. This reveals a substantial knowledge gap with potential to reshape how fashion is taught, who can access it, and what inclusive disciplinary practice looks like.
[bookmark: _Toc231728074]Image and Audio Describing as a Core Pedagogical Practice
Descriptive skills are critical for removing learning barriers for students with low vision and blindness, and also beneficial in multimodal approaches for students who process information across multiple sensory channels.
Udo and Fels (2010) describe closed captioning and audio description as “[t]he rogue poster-children of universal design”. The incorporation of alt text, image description, and audio description into pedagogical practices demonstrate core UDL principles by supporting multiple ways to perceive information, offering alternatives for visual information, clarifying vocabulary and expanding perceptual access for all learners.
By positioning description as foundational, the project demonstrates how accessibility practices can transform disciplinary pedagogy and enrich learning environments for everyone. It supports an approach that embeds accessibility in the creation of the work, or in this case pedagogical practice, to restructure how visual knowledge is communicated and shared.
[bookmark: _Toc231728075]The Pilot: The Catwalk Speaks
The image on this slide illustrates the pilot study that informed the project. In this photo, Belinda is standing at the end of a make-shift runway in a studio space at RMIT University. She is wearing a silver corset, adorned with a sparkly starfish over a black top and rust-coloured printed pants. She is smiling and speaking into a microphone, offered to her by an audio describer, who is asking her what she is wearing for the benefit of the audience who are seated. In the photo, we can see two audience members looking up at Belinda and smiling.
We organised this pilot workshop for Melbourne Fashion Week in 2025, exploring audio description for fashion in a broad sense. The three-hour workshop was open to anyone interested in Audio Description for fashion, with participants including curious community members, fashion professionals, creative practitioners, and fashion design students. Following this workshop, we discovered the need for tailored skills and content to address specific communities. Educators emerged as priority cohort, relating to our positions as researchers and educators, but also due to the capacity of educators to create impact across courses and student experiences, and ultimately the fashion industry.
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Supported by a CEIQ inclusive education grant, we organised two professional development workshops open to staff members in the School of Fashion and Textiles and School of Art at RMIT University. The aim was to offer educators an opportunity to develop image and audio description skills as part of their accessibility practice. 
The image on this slide shows the workshop participants standing around a white table in a brightly-lit classroom. On the table are pins, scissors and piles of textile swatches. Each person holds a square of fabric, with one educator describing the look of a textile swatch to the lived experience expert as he feels the material.
These educator-focused workshops addressed:
· Image description principles for visual content, which can be applied to course materials and Canvas design when creating alt text and image descriptions for garments, textiles, and sketches 
· Audio description techniques for live classroom demonstrations, for example, verbal description of garments, making techniques, and material properties 
· Development of multisensory vocabulary to accurately convey visual information through multisensory terms related to silhouette, texture, colour, construction, and movement
The workshops were delivered by Vitae Veritas (VV), a specialist arts access organisation in Melbourne. There are no fashion access experts in Melbourne, so partnering with Vitae Veritas leveraged established expertise in the performing arts while developing contextualised best practices for fashion education. The workshop was co-facilitated by a description expert, Nilgun Guven and a lived experience expert Francois Jacobs.
While a professional development opportunity, the workshops were also designed as a research site, with participants informed of the dual purpose. During the workshops, Belinda and I observed the activities and discussion for the purpose of learning more about how image and AD can be adapted to fashion contexts, as well as developing workshop methodology as an accessible pedagogical method. Workshops offer a dynamic environment for collaborative data collection, idea generation, and problem-solving (Ørngreen & Levinsen 2017; Rosner et al 2016). While the public workshop offered insight from the community broadly, the educator workshops offered insights into how fashion expertise can inform the description of fashion, even when educators where not familiar with accessible description principles.
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Now we invite you to have a go at Image Description with one of the images we used as an exercise in the workshops. We will set the timer for one minute. You are welcome to write your ideas in the chat function box.
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Reflecting on this exercise, what were the visual factors you considered: what did you think of first? Colour, shape, material, context, or social meaning?
Some examples from the educator workshop included:
· A model walks down a runway wearing pink and blue geometric dress. The model has yellow hair cropped short.
· Photograph of a runway model wearing a dress made from paper. The dress features large blue and pink organic almost cumulus cloud-like shapes. It has capped sleeves and has an irregular hemline just below the knee. The dress includes a flat front and back and looks as though it has been glued at the edges to trap the model inside. The model has a pale complexion and bright yellow short hair. She is wearing black shiny shoes and white ankle socks. They are lit from the front, the background is black. The mood is edgy, playful and not intended for ready-to-wear.
These two examples (and the examples provided in the chat) reveal different approaches and details. Description by humans is subjective, drawing from personal experiences and vocabularies. The contrast between them also points to a key principle: describers must make active judgements about informational priorities, deciding what is essential, what is evocative, and what serves the audience's understanding. When describing fashion, it is important to convey key visual information, with the describer evaluating informational priorities as well as skill in accurately and evocatively conveying a creative work.
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In drawing together early findings and learnings, the immediate benefits of the project include the professional development of staff members to create reach across multiple courses and programs within the University. 
We observed that, unlike our previous workshop with community members, academics were able to work with short prompts for practical activities and were keen to immediately contextualise the ideas for their classroom practices and scenarios. We found that there was a high degree of comfort with making mistakes as part of the learning process, with participants comfortable expressing questions and different understandings of the ideas or sharing when things did not turn out as expected during the practical exercises.
Workshop activity outcomes and a survey offered insights into skill development and pedagogical applications. Encouragingly, educators reported increased confidence in articulating tacit visual knowledge and greater awareness of how visual bias has structured their teaching. Participants suggested the development of a shared glossary of specific fashion vocabulary that can be linked to and utilised in Canvas, assisting with the development of image description and alt text across courses.
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There two ongoing interrelated outcomes of the project: To test and develop a workshop methodology to teach accessibility skills and to build a guideline of practice for visual description. The guide will include key tips on developing alt text, image description and audio description applicable to creative disciplines, like fashion, art, and design, as well as potential interdisciplinary contexts.
Some key considerations that inform the guide include prioritising which visual information to foreground; choosing the appropriate format for context; recognising that the register of description is always political and situated; and understanding that description benefits from collective approaches, including holding space for what cannot be fully captured or known.
As a collaboration between a fashion and social sciences academic, there is also potential for interdisciplinary transfer of the project learnings. We are conducting a workshop for Social Work and Human Services educators later this year, with the potential for a university-wide workshop.
Throughout this project we have emphasised that description is not an accommodation added at the margins. It is a UDL principle made tangible, asking fashion, arts and creative education to account for how it has communicated visual knowledge and to whom.
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