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A Team Approach to Special Needs Garment Design

1

Abstract

Clothing and textiles specialists have a
 valuable contribution to make in the re-
habilitation program of a disabled person.
This article describes a collaboratlvek
| project mvolvmg a textiles and clothing
specialist, an occupational therapist, and
a wheelchair-bound disabled woman to
desxgn and construct an apron, so as to

facilitate independence in dally hvmg for
the dlsabled woman. ,

Résumé
Les spec1ahstes du vetement et du tex-
1 :tlle peuvent contribuer de facon impor-
tante au programme de reéducatlon des
 personnes handicapées. Cet article
| un projet de collaboratl(')n ntre un

lothing makes an important

contribution either in a positive

or negative way to one’s feelings
of self-esteem and confidence. Positive
feelings about oneself are especially
crucial to a handicapped individual’s
progress in rehabilitation; heightened
feelings of self resulting from enhanced
independence in dressing foster confi-
dence (Ahrbeck and Friend, 1976).
Clothing design for people with special
needs has long been a challenge and an

Janet M. Menec, BHEc (1979, Man), MSc (1983,
Man), Assistant Professor, Clothing and Textiles,
University of Manitoba.

Janet M. Menec

interest to health care workers as well as
textiles and clothing specialists. New-
ton (1976) notes that

rehabilitation has been defined
as an individualized process in
which the disabled person,
professionals and others seek to
minimize the disability and to
facilitate the realization of the
maximum potential of the handi-
capped individual (p. 22).

Clearly, the rehabilitation program for
a disabled individual can benefit from
the expertise of many specialists, those
trained specifically in health care and
those specialists in other disciplines
such as textiles and clothing (Ahrbeck
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et al, 1976; White and Dallas, 1977). A
textiles and clothing specialist offers
expertise in fabric selection, clothing
design, construction, and fit analysis.
An occupational therapist can assess
the handicapped individual’s abilities
and needs in terms of dressing.
Together with the disabled person, the
textiles and clothing specialist and the
occupational therapist can work to
solve clothing and dressing difficulties.
This cooperative team can provide the
disabled person with fashionable,
functional clothing that fits well,
promotes independence in dressing, is
easy to maintain and conceals the
disability as much as possible. In no
way does the clothing need to be




specialized; specialized clothing would
serve to call attention to the disability
and further separate the handicapped
person from the mainstream (Kefgen
and Touchie-Specht, 1986; Kernale-
guen, 1978).

Considerable attention has been
given to adapting ready-to-wear
garments and designing fashionable
garments with inconspicuous features
so as to achieve a good fit and permit
independence in dressing. Kernale-
guen (1978) notes that, first and
foremost, clothing of the handicapped
should promote independence.

The Goal of Independence

Independence in dressing incites
positive feelings of self esteem and
may contribute to independence in
other aspects of daily living. In some
instances, independence may be
achieved at the expense of fashion.
However, any resulting loss of fashion-
ability may not be considered signifi-
cant if the garment is to be worn for
specialized activities within the con-
fines of one’s own home.

Independence was the goal of a
young woman confined to a wheel-
chair due to cerebral palsy. Catherine
was living at an interim residence for
physically disabled young adults in
Winnipeg. The residence serves to
assist handicapped individuals in
gaining independence in apartment
living. Residents learn household
management skills and how to use
various self-help devices. After a
period of time, the disabled person is
prepared to move into the community
and live on his/her own.

While living at this residence it
became clear to Catherine and the staff
occupational therapist that cooking in
the kitchen was a hurdle that posed a
serious challenge. Catherine’s cerebral
palsy confined her to a wheelchair;
reaching the controls and back ele-
ments of the stove was risky. Addition-
ally, Catherine’s limited strength
sometimes resulted in hot liquids
being spilled and scalding her arms
and/or legs. It was determined that
some sort of protective apron was
needed for Catherine to be independ-
ent in the kitchen. These needs
defined, the occupational therapist
contacted the author.

Performance Requirements

Shannon’s (1987) functional design
technique was used to ascertain the
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Figure 1. Front view of apron.

specific requirements of the apron.
Initial discussion with the occupa-
tional therapist led to the identification
of five performance requirements of
the apron. It was necessary that the
apron provide Catherine with

1. protection from hot elements over
which her arms might drag,

2. protection from hot liquids that
might spill down her legs,

3. independence in terms of dressing;

ease of putting on and taking off,
. comfort; freedom of movement,
5. easy care features.

=

Fabric Selection

This selection of performance
requirements constituted a demand-
ing challenge in terms of fabric
selection and garment design. With
respect to the former, four fabric
properties were desirable, namely, fire
retardance, waterproofness, vapor
permeability to assist in body comfort,
and ease of care. It was apparent that
no single fabric currently available on
the home sewing market could satisfy
all of these requirements. Instead, it

was believed that more than one fabric,
each displaying some of the desired
properties could be sandwiched and
used as a composite for the apron. Two
fabrics were selected. One was a plain
weave Kynol® novoloid fabric that
displays outstanding flame retardant
properties. Kynol® will not support a
flame and is classified as a non-
flammable fiber (Sagar, 1986). The
Kynol® weighted 165 g/m2 The second
fabric was a Dermoflex® polyurethane
microporous film laminated to a
polyester/cotton rib weave. Total
weight of the laminated structure was
140 g/m2 This laminate was chosen
because of its unique combination of
water resistance and vapor transmis-
sion properties. As a microporous film,
Dermoflex® does not permit liquids to
penetrate yet does allow moisture
vapour to escape. Hence, it offers
protection against spilt liquids and also
contributes to wearer comfort. The
Kynol® fabric serves as the outermost
layer of the apron and the Dermoflex®
fabric is immediately beneath with the
polyester/cotton side next to the
wearer’s clothes. Both fabrics can be
successfully laundered.
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Apron Design

Design of the apron necessitated
consideration of the five performance
requirements identified earlier. The
resulting design is a two-piece apron as
illustrated in Figure 1.

The two-piece design facilitates
maintenance; each piece can be laun-
dered as necessary. The bodice has a
lowered jewel neckline and a centre
front opening fastened with Velcro®
closures. Long raglan sleeves protect
the arms and provide freedom of
movement. Additionally, raglan sleeves
are relatively easy to put on and take off.
Sleeve hems are elasticized to give a
snug fit yet eliminate the need for a cuff
and fastener. The bodice back is partial;
it measures 15 cm at center back and
tapers over to the bottom of the
armholes. There is an inverted pleat at
centre back for freedom of movement.
The lap portion of the apron is separate
and fastens to the front bodice with
Velcro® strips. It extends to the feet and
contains a deep pocket at the hem to
catch spilt liquids or foodstuffs. All
seams are reinforced with topstitching.

Catherine has been using this apron
for over a year and has found it to be
quite satisfactory. The added inde-
pendence in the kitchen has facilitated
a move into an apartment of her own.

Participation of Clothing and
Textiles Department

Members of the Clothing and
Textiles Department at the University
of Manitoba continue an advisory role
with health care specialists in meeting
specific clothing challenges for dis-
abled people. This team approach to
one aspect of the rehabilitation
program benefits all participants; not
only does the disabled person and
occupational therapist receive valua-
ble assistance but the cooperative
experiences of the clothing and textiles
staff translate into practical lessons in
the classroom.

Students who are interested in
garment design for special needs may
find arewarding career as independent
consultants in rehabilitation health
care. These students are encouraged to
supplement their textiles and clothing
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expertise with knowledge of human
anatomy and biomechanics as well as
practical experience in working with
disabled individuals. (1
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