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1. Introduction 
 
 
Rags to Riches is an innovative project tackling textile recycling creatively and 
effectively whilst engaging with members of the community with an interest in 
learning to sew, design and textile manufacturing skills. The project was 
funded by the People’s Postcode Lottery and Santander Bank. The project 
aims to raise funds for the Govanhill Community Baths Trust (GCBT) through 
the manufacturing of textile products and its associated generated sales whilst 
providing a platform for learning and training, reduce carbon emissions and 
create links with the local community and organisations. 
The course took place during a 10 week period in the refurbished Centre for 
Community Practice’s office on 126 Calder Street in Glasgow. The space was 
designed and furbished to provide a creative centre, an atelier where the 
weekly training course was delivered and garments were up-cycled, designed 
and manufactured.  
 We had 12 participants signed up for the course choosing between a morning 
(12:30- 2:30pm) and evening (6:30- 8:30pm) time slot each Thursday.  
 
The project aimed to: 

 Produce high quality garments for retail in order to fulfil GCBT’s 
fundraising efforts 

 Transfer design and manufacturing skills  

 Provide creative outlet to improve well being and confidence 

 Create links with local people, organisations and community 
 

 



 

2. Output 
 

2.1 The Environment 

The space was purposely designed and fitted 
to accommodate a wide range of functions. 
The front of the Atelier house the main hub 
with a display of colour coordinated fabrics, 
threads and trimmings. Central modular 
tables can be moved when a bigger cutting 
table is required for wide length of fabrics. 
Large tables in the cutting room at the back 
allow us to cut fabrics at a comfortable height 
and a large cupboard stores the 6 sewing 
machines and other bulky materials. 
   
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



2.2 The Course 

 
The course work was concise and developed to provide a well rounded and 
comprehensive content. Later sessions became more flexible as the garments 
were being produced and an informal and relaxed environment developed as 
participants got to know each other and the space. A number of relevant 
sources such as textiles manufacturing, recycling theories and eco textile 
trends and ideas were consulted and extensive research in these areas was 
carried out. 
 
The course work was designed to include three strands and they are as 
followed: 
 

1. Theories and practice of recycling and up-cycling  
2. Equipment and practical handling of tools and general space 

familiarisation 
3. Garment manufacturing and design processes 

 
The course aimed to allow students to cultivate practical textile skills that 
could be used to enhance potential creative professional outcome and 
transfer to others through sharing and demonstrating. The course also aimed 
to create a safe environment for people to come together and discuss issues 
relating to the fashion industry and how we consume it and to also develop 
friendships and well being through creative processes.  
 
 

2.2.1 Theories and Practice of Recycling and Up-cycling  

 
 
The initial lesson was very much an introduction and we talked about the 
course’s ethos, its purpose and aims. Participants introduced each other and 
the principles of recycling, creative re-use and up-cycling were also 
discussed. Sources such as Department for Environment Food and Rural 
Affair’s ‘Sustainable Clothing Roadmap Progress Report’ 2011 and ‘The 
Deadly Chemicals in Cotton’ Environmental Justice Foundation in 
collaboration with Pesticide Action Network UK was printed and used as 
reference documentation. A comprehensive list of relevant websites and 
organisations was also compiled.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



2.2.2 Equipment and Practical Handling of Tools and 
General Space Familiarisation 

 
A series of sewing exercises and practical handouts were then discussed 
during session 2 to 3  .The students each began the process of gaining 
knowledge of sewing and textiles terminologies, and applying basic sewing 
machine operation and handling. Identifying parts of the sewing machine 
using the machine handbook followed by practicing machine stitching on the 
paper sewing exercises was a major learning outcome.  
 

‘It’s great it’s all coming back to me’ Nikki 
 

2.2.3 Garment Manufacturing and Design Processes 

The remaining sessions focused on constructing a number of garments for 
retail and a small self directed design and make textile project using and 
implementing the knowledge and skills acquired during the previous sessions. 
Session 4 to 8 involved the creation of a small collection of up-cycled apparel. 
A discussion and a small design session also took place where we talked 
about what type of garments would suit each of their abilities and how 
confident they felt taking on easy to average skills levels. Patterns were 
developed or manipulated on brown paper to suit the designs. 
The garments created included: 

 4x men’s shirt cushions 

 4x appliqué cushion 

 1x IKEA Shoulder bag 

 1x jean apron 

 8x wrap-over skirts 

 2x Pinafores 
 

All participants worked at their own pace 
some working faster than others and 
some producing a wider collection of 
garments than others. One participant 
produced a collection of 4 wrap-over 
skirts and two participants produced a 
small collection of 4 cushions each whilst 
most concentrated their learning and 
construction on one garment. 
 
We used a variety of recycled fabrics 
and materials ranging from donated 
interior textiles such as duvet covers, 
curtains, tablecloths and donated 
garments such men’s shirts, jeans. We 
also used recycled trimmings such as 
bias binding tape, buttons and ribbons 
and interfacing. 



The participants then concentrated on their self directed textile project for the 
remaining 2 to 3 sessions and expected to develop their own designs and find 
suitable techniques and methods. Some participants began altering a 
favourite garment such as a vintage waistcoat or a dress as others used 
simple patterns to create skirts. 
 

‘I am amazed I have completed my first skirt. It is looking great and it fits 
perfectly’ Rachel 

 
 

 



3. Outcomes 
 
 
Learning outcomes: 
The students have gained valuable skills and knowledge. They are capable of 
constructing a garment and follow crucial stages such as:  
 

 reading a pattern   

 identifying fabrics 

 marking and cutting fabrics  

 threading a machine 

 using the right tensions and stitching 

 making a buttonhole, hemming 

 hand stitching 

 printing on fabrics 

 appliqué work and simple machine embroidery 
 
 
 
 
 

The experiential nature of the course was 
suited to all participants and all benefited 
from the hands on approach .Some handouts 
were also given such as sewing machine 
paper exercises and a glossary of sewing 
terminology. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Throughout the project the help of a 
volunteer was enlisted and she became a 
valuable asset during the course. She helped 
with finishing tasks, helping with difficult 
sewing techniques, setting up and tidying up. 
She is a graduate of the Glasgow Art School 
and works as seamstress at a bullet proof 
vest manufacturing company. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



4. Achievements  
 

4.1 Manufacturing 

 
All participants produced high quality apparel. The manufacturing standard 
was always monitored and appropriate techniques adapted to the garment in 
order to produce a high quality finish that students would manage to achieve 
within their assessed ability level. 
 

‘I never thought I would get to that stage’ 
Sharon 

 
The project aimed to produce 1 to 4 garments for retail per participants. Some 
participants made 1 garment and some produced a 4 items.  
In total we completed 20 items ready for retail. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



4.2 Design Task 

 
With design standards achieved the items are able to rival with some of the 
best handcrafted eco garments on the market. The shapes and colour choices 
are very complementary and each garment is a stand alone design 
accomplishment. With particular patterns, colours and shapes each 
participant expressed their creativity and developed their own style.  
 
‘These are amazing we could sell them on the high street. I mean some stuff 
you get in high street shop is nowhere as good as what we made.’ Charlene 

4.3 Confidence and Mastery 

 
As the course has progressed the participants gained confidence in their 
abilities and accomplishment. After some apprehension the use of sewing 
machines became a source of great enjoyment .Most had not used a machine 
since they were very young and most had never owned a sewing machine to 
practice on. 
 

‘I can’t believe I’m using a sewing machine. I’ve not used one since high 
school’ Kerry. 

 
 The mastery involved in manipulating the industrious machinery was a great 
achievement and being able to stitch in straight line was a major highlight 
amongst most. The seam allowances posed some problems however the 
paper exercises provided great practice and all became quite proficient at 
producing a consistent stitch. 
 
All participants also revelled in their ability to fully construct a garment from 
begin to end and in such a short time. 
 Only a few had to forgo their own self directed project however these 
decisions were made by the participants. Completion of the retail garment 
project and its contribution to GCBT’s fundraising efforts seemed to be a 
priority. 
 

4.4 Community and Events 

 
One of the major outcomes of this project is its involvement 
with local community groups and participation in local events. 
Providing something new and innovative to the local 
community preceded the project’s reputation within it.  
Through community dialogue and engagement we were 
invited to participate in a number of events throughout the 
south side of Glasgow. Selling the garments, hosting Trash’n 
Shows  with our No-Sew dress, and facilitating children’s 
crafts up-cycled textile activities our Rags to Riches stalls was 
often manned by the course’s participants where they chatted 
to people and help with setting it up. 



 
And these are as followed and are chronologically listed:  
 

 South East Integration Network’s International women’s day, Elim 
Church Govanhill  

 Urban Roots’ Blossom Festival, Toryglen 

 Streetland , Art festival Govanhill 

 Southside festival, Queens Park 

 Govanhill Housing Association’s Gala day, Govanhill Park 

 Hidden Gardens/ Crossroads’ Refugee Week, Tramway 

 Battlefield Community project Street Party, Battlefield 
 

We provided our first outreach workshops:  
Working with Seeds of 
Thoughts and Crossroads at 
the Govanhill Free Church we 
developed a textile community 
project; Ripple Effect. Engaging 
with asylum seekers and 
refugees, and local women we 
created appliqué work on 
recycled towels using words 
reflecting experiences and 
memories associated with 
water, bathing and swimming. 
This is part of a Refugee Week 
event and will culminate in a 
promenade theatre 
performance in the Govanhill 
Baths. 

 



 
 
 
We also had a presence in the west end 
of Glasgow:  
Art Fusion asked to borrow our Up- 
cycled umbrella canopy which we created 
for Streetland. This was part of the 
Umbrella Project public art installation. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. The Future  
 

We currently have a waiting list of 28 people signed up for future Rags To 
Riches Up-cycling courses. The majority come from the G42, G41 area of 
Glasgow and most are women. 
 
We are planning more classes and we are actively fundraising to provide free 
access to the Rags and Riches Atelier and  up-cycling and creative re-using 
activities. They might be as followed: 

 Children Classes using  

 Outreach school programmes 

 Intermediate and advanced sewing classes  

 Specialist masterclasses such as up-cycle millinery, weaving, tailoring 
and childrenswear 

 
Our presence on a networking site is considerable and we have now 146 
people who have registered their interest with Rags to Riches. The site is 
update with news of events , pictures and recycling and up-cycling ideas , 
inspirations and research.  
 
 



We have aimed to reduce carbon emissions in a number of ways. Over 90 
million items of clothing end up in landfill sites globally each year. The UK 
population purchases around two million tons of clothing per annum and 
discards approximately one million tons of unwanted clothing a year – 50%of 
which ends up in landfills (Defra 2011) our effort are based on guiding textile 
waste back into production.  Example of our efforts:  

 Green light bulb  

 Using only donated fabrics, materials and haberdashery from the local 
charity shop The Emporium, Victoria road, Glasgow. We also call out 
for donated , unloved and unwanted goods on our networking website 
page 

 Recycling of paper and bottles and plastic bottles used during the 
classes and keeping the bottle top for future jewellery up-cycling 
project 

 Printing on recycled paper 

 Hand printing out own labels 

 Making our stationery bags from recycled newspaper 
 
  
 

6. Conclusion 
The Rags to Riches project was a great success with lots of benefits that are 
felt throughout the community. Participants have mostly kept in touch and are 
keen to get involved in more sewing activities may it be with R&R or at home. 
Rags to Riches project aims to continue in its development as it grows in 
strength and more funding is sought to deliver greater access to creative 
provisions, recycling and up-cycling opportunities and a place for sharing.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Appendix 1 
 
 
 

Rags to Riches Project Photo Album 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 



 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
Just some of the participants 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Appendix 2 
 

Rags to Riches 
 Evaluation form 

 
 
INSTRUCTIONS 
Please circle your response to the items. Rate aspects of the course on a 1 to 
5 scale: 
1 = "Strongly disagree," or the lowest, most negative impression 
3 = "Neither agree nor disagree," or an adequate impression 
5 = "strongly agree," or the highest, most positive impression 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
COURSE CONTENT (Circle your response to each item.) 
1. I was well informed about the objectives  
of this course.  1 2 3 4 5  
2. This course lived up to my expectations.  1 2 3 4 5  
3. What specific new skills have you learnt 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
4. Have you expressed your creative views? Yes/ No 
 
COURSE DESIGN (Circle your response to each item.)  
5. The course objectives were clear to me                                   1 2 3 4 5  
6. The activities in this course gave me sufficient 
practice and feedback.  1 2 3 4 5 
7. The difficulty level of this course was  
appropriate. 1 2 3 4 5  
8. The pace of this course was appropriate.  1 2 3 4 5  
 
COURSE INSTRUCTOR (FACILITATOR) (Circle your response to each 
item.) 
9. The instructor was well prepared.                                                    1 2 3 4 5  
10. The instructor was helpful.                                                               1 2 3 4 5  
 
COURSE RESULTS (Circle your response to each item.) 
11. I accomplished the objectives of this course.                                  1 2 3 4 5  
12. I have a better awareness of up-cycling and recycling issues         1 2 3 4 5  
13. I will be able to use what I learned in this course in the future         Yes/ No 
If yes in what way? 
 small crafts business       sharing my skills with others        other    …………… 
14. I have gained more confidence in my sewing skills                         1 2 3 4 5   
15. I want to attend similar courses at the intermediate level                 Yes/ No 
16. Would you recommend this course to other people                         Yes/ No 
 
 
 

Your feedback is sincerely appreciated. Thank you. 
 
 



Result of evaluation 
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