
CollaborAcademy: co-creating a syllabus for ‘learning to collaborate’. Summary Report.

Summary Report

CollaborAcademy: 
co-creating 
a syllabus for 
‘learning to 
collaborate’

1



CollaborAcademy: co-creating a syllabus for ‘learning to collaborate’. Summary Report.

Authors
Dr Rosie Hornbuckle, Reader in Design, UAL

Dr Seher Mirza, Post-Doctoral Research Fellow, UAL

Funding
The Future Fibres Network Plus works alongside sub-networks; IMPACT+ and Back to Baselines in Circular 
Fashion and Textiles. These three sub-networks are part of the UKRI Circular Fashion and Textile Network 
Plus. This work was funded by the Natural Environment Research Council (NERC) through NE-Y003985-1.

Thank you
We are grateful to the generous participation of our Doctoral Researcher cohort: Elisabeth Allen, Ruth Cherry, 
Gargi Dandegaonkar, Emily Donaghy, Gemma Metheringham, Helen O’Sullivan, Holly Roberts, Sophie 
Rotheram, Olivia Skilbeck, Katherine Soucie, and Liliana Teale. // We would also like to thank our Advisory 
Board: Ishrat Badruddin, Xinyi Guan, Max Kelly, Shelley Kotze and Ben Parker, and all who provided valuable 
feedback through the Academic and Industry Panel and during the FFN+ Town Halls.

All photographs were taken by participants during the research activity and are provided for illustrative 
purposes only, courtesy of CollaborAcademy, University of the Arts London.

2



CollaborAcademy: co-creating a syllabus for ‘learning to collaborate’. Summary Report.

1
Introduction	 4
2
What we did	 6
3
The CollaborAcademy syllabus	 11
	 Core principles	 12

	 Learning units	 14

	 Six learning scenarios	 16

4
Remaining questions and further work	 18
5
Appendix	 20
 

Contents

3



CollaborAcademy: co-creating a syllabus for ‘learning to collaborate’. Summary Report.

1

Introduction
4



CollaborAcademy: co-creating a syllabus for ‘learning to collaborate’. Summary Report.

Collaboration between different disciplines and system actors is becoming increasingly 
important in the face of complex challenges. The future sustainability of textiles and 
clothing is one complex challenge that can benefit from improved collaboration across 
the value chain.

The Future Fibres Network+ (FFN+) was established 
with a UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) grant to 
improve collaboration between the environmental 
sciences, social sciences, textiles and clothing 
design, and with the textiles and clothing industry.

CollaborAcademy is a research study initiated with 
an FFN+ mini project grant to develop a short course 
syllabus for ‘learning to collaborate’. The study took 
a participatory design approach, where 12 doctoral 
researchers from the environmental sciences, textiles 
and clothing design worked together to test, explore 
and propose the features of the syllabus. An industry 
and academic panel were convened to critique the 
draft syllabus and provide further direction for its 
development.

This summary report outlines the key features of 
the prototype syllabus comprising: 

	� Six Core Principles

	� Five Learning Units 

	� Six Learning Scenarios 

The prototype syllabus can be a starting point for 
anyone wishing to build collaborative capacity 
within their institution or organisation. This research 
will support further pedagogic development within 
the Complex Collaborations Design Research Hub 
(Complex Collaborations Hub) at University of the 
Arts London.
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P H A S E  1

P H A S E  2

P H A S E  3

Our Glossary

Identifying
Opportunities

Our Collaborative
Manifesto &

Collaboration Cards

Before / During / After
Your Field Trip 

(Reflective Diary)

S Y N T H E S I S  O F  T H E  D R A F T  S Y L L A B U S
I N C L U D E D  I N  T H E  A P P E N D I X

T R A V E L  B O O K I N G

K E Y
Research team-led activities
Co-design online workshops
Participant-led activities
Toolkit: Included in the appendix

P R E P A R A T I O N  F O R
C O L L A B O R A T I O N  ( O N L I N E )

P L A N N I N G  T H E  F I E L D  T R I P Activity planner
W

eekly check-ins

B R I E F I N G  W O R K S H O P S  1 & 2

P A R T I C I P A N T  R E C R U I T M E N T

G R O U P  F O R M I N G

T H E  F I E L D  T R I P

I N S I G H T S  &  S Y L L A B U S  
C O - D E S I G N  W O R K S H O P

C O - C R E A T E  P R E S E N T A T I O N

I N D U S T R Y  &  A C A D E M I C  P A N E L

D E V E L O P M E N T  O F
L E A R N I N G  S C E N A R I O S
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The CollaborAcademy approach is based on our experiences of supporting 
collaborative research and teaching collaborative practice in the Complex 
Collaborations Hub at UAL.

We have found that creating opportunities for 
‘experiential dialogue’ (talking whilst experiencing 
something together) is central to enabling people with 
different perspectives to learn how to collaborate. 
We brought this aspect into the CollaborAcademy 
study by introducing ‘field trips’ as the main site for 
learning. We ran workshops before and after the 
field trip to support the participants in preparing to 
collaborate, to share their experiences and co-design 
the syllabus. 

In summary, these were the main steps:

	� Participant recruitment: We recruited 12 doctoral 
researchers from environmental science, textiles 
and clothing design to take part in the study.

	� Toolkit development: We developed a tool kit 
to support the participants while they learned to 
collaborate (included in the Appendix). 

	� Online briefing: We ran an online briefing 
workshop to introduce the study process and the 
toolkit, and to get to know one another.

	� Group-forming: Four mixed discipline groups 
were defined, each with three participants. 
The selection was largely made according to 
geographic location, to make it easier to travel 
to a common location for the field trip. Other 
factors considered were common interests and 
disciplinary mix.

	� Preparing to collaborate: Over six weeks, the 
participants met online to select a field trip location 
and prepare to collaborate using the toolkit. 

	� Field trip: During the field trip the groups 
completed two tasks using the toolkit. 

	� Syllabus co-design: The teams co-presented 
their experience in an online workshop, where they 
also co-designed the key features of a ‘learning to 
collaborate’ syllabus. 

	� Industry and academic feedback: A ‘draft 
syllabus’ was synthesised from the findings and 
presented to an industry and academic panel. 

	� Refinement: Core principles, learning units 
and scenarios were developed in response to 
participant and panel feedback.

	� Analysis: At each stage the data was reviewed 
and discussed by the research team to inform the 
next stage.
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“We spent the best part 

of maybe one and a half to 
two hours filling out the manifesto 
and just discussing in real detail 

everything we kind of do and think 
about on a day-to-day. We then took 

a tour around the many different 
labs and kind of spread across the 

campus at Leeds”

PARTICIPANT H

Through the participants reflections the study 
showed that:

1.	Preparing well for their collaboration enabled the 
students to be more open to different perspectives 
when meeting in-person. 

2.	Attending an in-person field trip enabled the 
participants to not only learn about one another but 
also learn about themselves and about the topic 
from different perspectives. 

3.	The focus on language allowed participants to 
break down barriers to understanding and they 
found the glossary was important to their learning 
experience. 

4.	The site of the field trip was important, and the 
participant reflections suggested that some 
participant/site combinations fostered collaborative 
learning more than others. Diverse teams visiting 
everyday sites, such as one another’s workspaces 
or museums appeared to lead to a greater focus  
on collaboration.

“We had a very 
sort of fluid outlook 

of other disciplines and 
I think that that was to do 

with meeting up so frequently 
beforehand, we tended to  

be more accepting to  
others viewpoints”

PARTICIPANT C

“There were a lot 
of different wordings 

that we didn’t understand. 
So we had to ask Participant 
C quite a lot. Because there’s 

different like anagrams  
and different words for 

different things.”

PARTICIPANT B

“And likewise, 
lots of scientific 

terms that I had no 
idea about either.”

PARTICIPANT C

Participant Reflections
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Academic & Industry 
Review Reflections
The combined feedback from the academic and 
industry panel and the FFN+ Town Hall event 
suggested:

	� Collaboration could (and should) be learnt at 
various life stages from early years right through to 
professional training 

	� Different learning modes could be used for 
educational stages, with challenges arising from 
different educational contexts.

	� There needs to be a clear distinction between this 
training and existing offers.

	� An alignment between ‘learning to collaborate’, 
the subject (sustainable clothing and textiles), 
and participants’ other normative disciplinary and 
career priorities needs to be incorporated. 

	� The uncertainty over cohort formation and synergy 
for meeting the learning outcomes is a key 
challenge. 

	� Time and cost could be a significant barrier to 
participation. 

	� Intellectual Property (IP) was cited as a key 
challenge for industry participants.

	� The difficulty of cohort-forming and immaturity for 
‘teamwork’ is a barrier to implementation at school 
and undergraduate level. 

	� The unpredictability of the disciplinary ‘recipe’ in 
course iterations is a major risk factor with some 
incompatible combinations.

“I’m walking 
into Participant G’s 

workspace. I was just 
blown away by the sheer 
scale of sock waste from 
manufacturing. That was 
something that I hadn’t 
necessarily considered.”

PARTICIPANT H

“We have very 
different day-to-day 

lives. So, from working 
in a lab, an office and 

then working outreach and 
communities of schools, it 

was all very different.”

PARTICIPANT B

“We found that 
this experience really 

helped us to breakdown 
those stereotypes. So, I think 

often design is seen as a more 
creative subject, whereas science 

is more factual. However, we 
found that that that’s not 
actually always the case.”

PARTICIPANT C
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Core principles
The study reinforced some of our foundational research at Complex Collaborations 
Hub, where systems thinking, focusing on language and creating space for 
experiential co-learning have been a central feature. CollaborAcademy allowed us 
to understand these principles within the context of a ‘learning to collaborate’ short 
course. The research also revealed three additional core principles that guide the 
learning experience.

Diversity of knowledges
Having a mix of distinct knowledges elevates 
collaborative learning. Clear differences within the 
groups makes it easier to define roles, understand 
position and place within the group. This leads to 
more productive dialogue and allows the team to 
identify interesting collaborative opportunities. 

Systemic co-creation of 
topic knowledge
Systems awareness and collaboration are 
codependent in transformative research. Achieving 
a better understanding of the system and its 
complexities improves collaborative literacy and 
drives people to invest in collaborative work, often 
involving compromise.

 

Experiential co-learning 
Hands-on situated experience provides rich and 
varied reference points for participant discussion. 
The dialogues that emerge when experiencing an 
exhibition, a lab, a factory or a studio with someone 
who has a different viewpoint, surfaces assumptions, 
position, terminology, parts of the system and 
opportunities, that would otherwise remain hidden.  

Focus on language
Effective communication is central to achieving good 
collaboration. When people with different knowledges 
come together for the first time, the diverse meanings 
of key terms often lead to misunderstandings. When 
collaborators are encouraged to pay attention to 
language, alternative concepts and viewpoints as well 
as technical values can be revealed and negotiated. 
Giving license to participants to ask for language 
clarification is an important starting point for  
building trust.

12
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Flexible learning units 
‘Learning to collaborate’ is important at all 
educational levels from primary right through 
to ‘continual professional development’. While 
it was beyond the scope of this project to tailor 
CollaborAcademy to younger learners, the learning 
approach is sufficiently transferable to make it 
relevant for a variety of life stages, sectors and 
contexts. By creating flexible learning units, the 
syllabus can be more easily adapted to different 
learning scenarios. 

Individual practice 
blueprint
CollaborAcademy recognizes the importance of 
developing an approach to collaborative practice 
that is appropriate and relevant to individual 
positionality, discipline, context and culture. The 
‘Individual Practice Blueprint’ is the main vehicle for 
learning, assessment and legacy beyond the short 
course. The blueprint allows learners to develop their 
own practice during the course, and continue their 
practice within their real-world context.

13
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However, the study also revealed additional areas of support that participants think are important to catalyse 
learning and ensure it is useful in their individual contexts of research and practice. We defined three further 
stages of the learning journey: subject understanding, project application and mentoring to support project 
delivery. 

Together these stages form the five learning units of CollaborAcademy.

Systems +  
Collaboration 
Providing learners with the opportunity to position 
themselves within the system they want to change, 
helps them to understand the importance of 
collaborating with other actors.

This unit is proposed as either the first step in a 
learning course, or as a free online introductory 
session of 1-2 hours that can cater to those who 
are interested, but not yet committed, to the course. 
This unit could also be offered as part of free training 
platforms such as ERIC that cater to younger learners 
and make learning more accessible.

Subject Deep-dive
Gaining a deeper understanding of the subject area 
is a key benefit of the CollaborAcademy approach, 
where learners from different positions are brought 
together and encouraged to explore their different 
perspectives. 

In this unit, learners can draw on one another’s’ 
knowledge to co-create a unique collaborative 
knowledge of the subject that wouldn’t be possible 
to achieve individually. This approach reinforces 
the value of collaboration and its relevance to the 
interests and priorities of the learners. Visual mapping 
techniques help learners to build a unique picture of 
their collaborative knowledge in a half day online or 
in-person workshop.

Learning Units
The CollaborAcademy study involved two main learning stages: ‘learning to collaborate’ 
(including an introduction to systems and collaboration theory and practice) and ‘the 
field trip’. Participants confirmed that these two stages were important in developing 
their collaboration.

14
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Field Trip
The field trip is central to the CollaborAcademy 
methodology and gives learners the opportunity to 
build collaborative language skills and practices by 
experiencing something together. In the study, two 
types of field trip were particularly successful: 

	� Visiting a central exhibition related to the subject 

	� Visiting one another’s’ workspaces (when these are 
quite distinct, such as a science lab and a design 
studio) 

Learners are provided with a toolkit to help them 
prepare and reflect during the field trip, this is 
included at the end of the report.

Project Launch
Not all CollaborAcademy journeys will continue to a 
real project, but for those that do, this unit provides 
ongoing guidance and support to collaborators 
to start their project in the best way to keep 
the collaboration alive. This involves mentoring 
CollaborAcademy alumni as they apply their learning 
for the first time in a real project, which inevitably 
will involve their transition from learner to teacher-
facilitator as they bring people together to prepare for 
collaboration on their project.

Project Build
In some scenarios the field trip may lead to 
learners to identify opportunities that they would 
like to develop further in their current team, or in 
an expanded team. This unit aims to provide the 
support and facilitation for the team to understand 
how they can take an opportunity and turn it into a 
collaborative research project, based in academia, 
within a community, in industry or a combination. 
This includes how to maintain and expand the 
collaboration to ensure the project succeeds.

15



CollaborAcademy: co-creating a syllabus for ‘learning to collaborate’. Summary Report.

Six Learning Scenarios
Learning to collaborate is important at all educational levels from primary right 
through to ‘continual professional development’ and there are many contexts where 
the CollaborAcademy syllabus can be applied. As a means to ‘test’ the proposed 
syllabus and develop further detail, we defined six ‘draft’ scenarios. These serve as a 
starting point for determining next steps, possible partners and opportunities to pilot 
CollaborAcademy.

1: Introduction to Systemic Collaboration
Units  

Free online ‘taster’ for entry-level understanding of how systems-thinking and collaboration are 
interconnected, how collaboration can benefit from a systems-view and visa-versa.

FREE 1-2 hours online. For everyone age 16+.

2: Doctoral Training
Units  

Training for PhD Researchers in approaches to interdisciplinary collaboration. Delivered through a partnership 
between several academic institutions who benefit from complimentary disciplinary expertise to a common 
topic (such as environmental sustainability of textiles and fashion).

12 months online & in-person. Research funding. Through a formal inter-institutional partnership.

3: Partnership-building for Emerging Researchers 
Units  

Focusing on collaboration as a means to understand how to build and sustain partnerships for inter- or trans-
disciplinary research funding bids.

6 months online & in-person. From within one or more universities who commission the training to support 
CPD, (i.e. Concordat or HREiR accreditation in the UK).

16



CollaborAcademy: co-creating a syllabus for ‘learning to collaborate’. Summary Report.

4: Intra-Institutional Training (academia)
Units  

Training to support inter- and trans- disciplinary collaborative skills and culture within an academic institution.

3-6 months online & in-person. Institution internal funding. Commissioned and recruited by the institution to 
support their KE, Impact and fundraising capacity.

5: Industry-Academic Partnerships
Units  

Focused on supporting established KE partnerships between an academic institution and an industrial / 
community partner.

3+ months online & in-person. Research / KE / industry funding. Commissioned and recruited by the 
institution or industry partner to support their KE and impact activity, to help identify new collaborative 
opportunities.

6: Advanced Tailored Partnerships
Units  

Tailored collaboration to support specific needs of a multistakeholder project, idea or research for local 
councils, policy makers, industry and academic institution.

Research / KE / industry funding. Commissioned and recruited via multiple channels of the institution, 
industry partner, local councils, government and policy makers.
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The study also highlighted some challenges that 
need to be taken into consideration: 

1.	 Diversity of Knowledges: Recruiting a cohort 
of learners around a topic, such as sustainable 
clothing and textiles, that fulfils the core principle 
may be difficult to achieve in practice.

2.	 Time: It may be difficult for learners to commit 
to a collaborative skills course that includes an 
in-person field trip unless a strong case can 
be made for how it contributes to other more 
pressing priorities, such as career progression, 
competitiveness or compliance. 

3.	 Funding: How an experience-based training will 
be resourced needs to be carefully considered for 
each scenario and learner group. Marketing the 
course to research funders (i.e. as part of doctoral 
networks) or academic institutions would require 
a different approach to industry partnerships, 
charities or local government.  

4.	 Gendered work: Although the gender dimension 
of collaboration was not a focus of the study, it 
is worth noting that all but one of the participant 
applicants for the study was female. As the topic 
area ‘textiles and clothing’ already has a gender 
bias it isn’t possible to draw conclusions, but the 
gender dimension of collaborative work would 
benefit from further study. 

5.	 Limitations of the study: The participants of 
this study wanted to take part because they are 
interested in collaboration. Therefore a question 
remains about how effective this approach 
may be in more challenging circumstances, 
for example where learners have a more 
closed outlook, are sceptical of the benefits 
or approaches of collaboration, or have less 
compatible communication styles. 

Further work will confront these remaining questions 
and continue to build pedagogic theory and practice 

insights to support collaborative skills development in 
the next generation of researchers and practitioners.

The next step for CollaborAcademy will be to pilot 
the Learning Units within the identified Learning 
Scenarios to validate the approach so that it can be 
scaled. 

The CollaborAcademy team welcomes the 
opportunity to test the model with a range of 
interdisciplinary topics, such as health or food 
systems. Please contact the research team if you are 
interested in a partnership.

The CollaborAcademy study took a participatory approach to developing a syllabus for 
‘learning to collaborate’ and has provided valuable insights embedded within the Core 
Principles, Learning Units and Learning Scenarios.
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Appendix A:  
Draft Syllabus
The draft syllabus was generated with the participants and presented to the Academic 
and Industry Panel to elicit formative feedback. Although the syllabus will require further 
refinement, it brings together the participants’ views about what is important to include, 
and so provides a useful reference point for further work in this area.
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Appendix B: Tools
These tools were developed or adapted to support participants learning before, during 
and after the Field Trip.

The Activity Planner was used to guide online group practical conversations about the Field Trip, helping 
them to define the location, their roles and expectations.

Our Collaborative Manifesto is an agreement tool for setting out how the collaboration will proceed, 
defining what is important and surfacing differences so that the group start out with a good understanding 
of one another’s expectations, ways of working and mindset. The manifesto is used with the Collaboration 
Cards which provide prompts for discussion within each of the ten themes.

The Reflective Diary provides space for group and independent reflections before, during and after the Field 
Trip, helping participants to share and capture their learning, as well as build insights for their practice.

Our Glossary helps participants to focus on tricky terms and understand different perspectives on key 
concepts or technical understandings.

The Identifying Opportunities worksheet, provides space for groups to capture collaborative ideas as they 
emerge through the Field Trip.
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