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1. Introduction

In recent years, Outcome-Based Education (OBE) has become an important approach to curriculum
design in higher education, emphasizing alignment among intended learning outcomes, teaching and
learning activities, assessment methods, and graduate competencies [1], [2]. Within this framework,
educational quality depends not only on the content delivered but also on how clearly professional
competencies are defined, developed across the curriculum, and assessed through measurable learning
outcomes [1]-[3].

The implementation of OBE presents particular challenges for Fashion Design education because the
discipline combines creative design, technical production, and professional practice. Unlike many
disciplines in which learning outcomes can be described through relatively linear knowledge
progression, fashion design involves iterative processes of exploration, experimentation, prototyping,
and refinement. Students are expected not only to master technical skills but also to generate creative
solutions, respond to user and market needs, and communicate their ideas in professional contexts [4], [5].
Consequently, competency development in fashion design should be understood as a multidimensional
and process-oriented construct that integrates creativity, technical capability, and professional
performance rather than as the acquisition of isolated technical skills alone.

The literature on design education recognizes Design Thinking (DT) as a human-centered and
iterative approach to solving design problems through exploration, idea generation, prototyping, testing,
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and reflection [4], [6]. In fashion design education, DT supports the development of creative concepts
and informed design decisions throughout the design process. In contrast, Technical-Technological
Competency (TT) refers to the technical knowledge and practical skills required to transform design
concepts into manufacturable products, including patternmaking, garment construction, textile
technology, and digital fashion applications [5]. Professional Practice (PP) encompasses the professional
capabilities needed for effective participation in the fashion industry, such as communication, teamwork,
project management, merchandising, and ethical responsibility [5], [7]. Although these three
competency domains are widely recognized as complementary in professional practice, limited research
has examined how they are represented, distributed, and aligned within formal curriculum
documentation under OBE. Together, these three domains provide the analytical framework for
investigating how competencies are represented, distributed, and aligned within curriculum documents.

This issue is particularly relevant in Vietnamese higher education, where OBE has been adopted as
a foundation for program quality assurance and accreditation under the Ministry of Education and
Training (MOET) quality assurance framework, as reflected in Circular No. 04/2016/TT-BGDDT and
its successor, Circular No. 04/2025/TT-BGDDT [8], [14]. Against this background, this study examines
the 2025 Bachelor of Fashion Design curriculum at Ho Chi Minh City University of Technology and
Engineering (HCM-UTE), a 131-credit outcome-based program [9]. Using the three competency
domains of DT, TT, and PP as an analytical framework, the study investigates how these competencies
are represented, distributed, and aligned within formal curriculum documentation. Accordingly, the
study addresses the following research questions:

e RQI: How are DT, TT, and PP distributed across the curriculum structure?
e RQ2: How is DT represented and aligned within the written CLO-PLO mapping matrix system?

e RQ3: To what extent do curriculum documents and quality assurance evidence demonstrate
structural support for competency development within the program?

By analyzing competency development within an established technical university, this study applies
a three-domain analytical framework (DT, TT, and PP) to curriculum documents and proposes a
competency-oriented curriculum optimization framework for fashion design education. It provides
empirical evidence to bridge the OBE Documentation Gap between classroom teaching and formal
quality assurance records.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Research Design and Context

This study employs a qualitative document analysis approach, a systematic procedure for reviewing
and evaluating electronic or printed documents to uncover meaning, gain understanding, and develop
empirical knowledge in curriculum research [2], [3]. Document analysis is particularly suited for
investigating curriculum coherence, as it allows for the objective tracking of alignment between high-
level institutional promises (PLOs) and granular classroom execution (CLOs) [2]. This study does not
measure student learning outcomes directly but focuses on curriculum documentation and formal
representations of intended learning outcomes.

The research context is the 2025 Bachelor of Fashion Design curriculum at HCM-UTE, Vietnam [9].
The program represents a critical case study of an established university of technology adapting a
creative arts curriculum within the national quality assurance and accreditation context relevant to the
2025 curriculum and accreditation cycle, as reflected in Circular No. 04/2016/TT-BGDDT [8] and its
successor, Circular No. 04/2025/TT-BGDDT [14], alongside institutional quality assurance records
[10]. The total volume of the curriculum consists of 131 credits spanning 65 distinct courses across two
specialized pathways: Technology-Oriented and Creative Art-Oriented Fashion Design [9].

2.2. Data Sources

To ensure data triangulation and contextual validity, the document corpus analyzed includes both
current curriculum blueprints and historical quality assurance metrics:
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e The official 2025 HCM-UTE Bachelor of Fashion Design Curriculum Framework document [9].

e The statement of Program Learning Outcomes (PLOs), detailing 12 core competency standards
[11].

e Full Course Syllabi and Course Learning Outcomes (CLOs) for all 65 included courses [12].

e The institutional CLO-PLO Mapping Matrix [11].

¢ Institutional Self-Assessment Reports (SAR), internal audit files, and Performance Indicator (PI)
attainment logs from the 2021-2025 quality assurance cycles, which provide empirical data on
how previous cohorts performed against the stated competencies [10].

2.3. Competency Framework and Coding Scheme

To examine how professional competencies are represented within the curriculum, this study adopted
a deductive coding framework informed by the literature on DT, professional competence, and reflective
practice [4]-{7], [13]. The framework conceptualizes professional competence in fashion design through
three complementary domains: DT, TT, and PP. These domains were selected because they collectively
represent the creative, technical, and professional dimensions commonly described in the literature as
essential for fashion design graduates. Based on these conceptual definitions, a coding scheme was
developed to identify and classify competency-related evidence across curriculum documents.

e DT: In this study, DT is defined as a human-centered and iterative design process involving
problem identification, idea generation, prototyping, testing, and reflective refinement [4], [6].
Indicators included evidence of consumer trend research, user-centered problem identification,
design concept and mood-board development, visual exploration, creative experimentation,
design problem-solving, iterative sketching, prototyping, and reflective refinement.

e TT: TT refers to the technical knowledge and practical skills required to transform design
concepts into manufacturable fashion products [5]. Indicators included evidence of flat
patternmaking, 3D draping, technical fashion illustration, garment construction, textile science,
apparel manufacturing technologies, and digital CAD/3D fashion simulation applications.

e PP: PP refers to the professional capabilities required for effective participation in the fashion
industry, including communication, teamwork, project management, merchandising, ethical
responsibility, and industry engagement [5], [7]. Indicators included evidence of fashion
merchandising, apparel marketing, project portfolio development, teamwork, interdisciplinary
collaboration, professional ethics, corporate internships, and the industry-facing capstone
graduation defense.

To enhance interpretive trustworthiness, coding decisions were subjected to multiple rounds of
review and cross-checking, while documentary triangulation was used to compare findings across
curriculum documents, course syllabi, and institutional quality assurance records. This process helped
ensure consistency in the interpretation and classification of documented curriculum content.

For analytical purposes, DT evidence in course learning outcomes (CLOs) was classified into three
categories. Explicit DT evidence refers to CLOs that directly specify design-thinking activities or
processes, such as user-centered problem identification, ideation, prototyping, testing, or iterative
refinement. Implicit DT evidence refers to CLOs that describe activities potentially associated with
design thinking but do not explicitly identify design-thinking processes, such as creative problem-
solving, design development, or concept exploration. No evidence of DT refers to CLOs that contain no
identifiable learning outcomes or activities related to design thinking based on the operational indicators
used in this study.

3. Results and Discussions
3.1. Distribution of Credits Across Competency Domains (RQ1)

The distribution of credits across the three competency domains provides an overview of the
curriculum's structural emphasis on professional competency development. Credit allocations were
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aggregated according to the primary competency domain assigned to each of the 65 courses to examine
how DT, TT, and PP are represented within the curriculum.

Table 1. Distribution of Credits Across Primary Competency Domains.

Competency Domain Number of Courses Total Credits Percentage (%)
el el . “
Professional Practice (PP) 15 36 27.5
Design Thinking (DT) 18 32 24.4
Total 65 131 100.0

As shown in Table 1, TT represents the largest proportion of the curriculum, accounting for 63 of
the 131 credits (48.1%), followed by PP with 36 credits (27.5%), and DT with 32 credits (24.4%). This
distribution indicates that the curriculum is structurally oriented toward developing technical capability
while also supporting professional practice and creative design through dedicated curricular
components.

The predominance of TT is consistent with the historical orientation of HCMUTE as a technology-
based university, where technical preparation in patternmaking, garment construction, manufacturing
technologies, and digital fashion applications forms a major component of professional training. At the
same time, the substantial allocation to PP demonstrates the program's commitment to preparing
students for industry practice through internships, management-related courses, and other professionally
oriented learning experiences.

Although DT accounts for the smallest share of credits as a primary competency domain, this result
should not be interpreted as indicating limited attention to creativity within the curriculum. Credit
distribution reflects only the primary instructional focus assigned to each course and does not capture
competencies that are integrated across multiple learning contexts. Consequently, evaluating credit
allocation alone may underestimate the extent to which DT is embedded throughout the curriculum.
This limitation is addressed in the following section by examining the integration of DT as a secondary
competency domain across different course categories.

3.2. Integration of DT Across Course Categories (RQI1 & RQ2)

To further examine how DT is embedded within the curriculum, all 65 courses were analyzed for
evidence of DT as a secondary competency domain based on course learning activities, assessment tasks,
and documented instructional requirements [12]. This analysis complements the credit distribution
analysis by examining the extent to which DT is integrated beyond courses where it serves as the primary
instructional focus.

Table 2. Integration of DT Across Course Categories.

Course Category Total Courses Courses Integrating DT Integration Percentage (%)
Design Studios 18 18 100.0
Technical Courses 32 20 62.5
Foundaél((i)lrllczrtli((i) rE}eneral 15 4 26.7
Total Curriculum 65 42 64.6

As shown in Table 2, DT is integrated into 42 of the 65 courses (64.6%) [12], indicating that creative
competency development extends well beyond dedicated design studio subjects. As expected, all Design
Studio courses (100%) explicitly incorporate DT [12]. More importantly, 20 of the 32 TT courses
(62.5%) also demonstrate evidence of DT integration, suggesting that creative problem-solving is
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embedded within a substantial proportion of technical learning experiences rather than being confined
to design-oriented courses [12].

Analysis of course syllabi [12] further indicates that this integration occurs through learning activities
requiring students to interpret design concepts, generate alternative solutions, revise prototypes, and
adapt technical processes to meet aesthetic and functional requirements. For example, courses such as
Advanced Pattern Making and Fashion Design on Dress Form require students not only to apply
technical procedures but also to engage in iterative experimentation, evaluation, and refinement
throughout the design process [12]. These activities correspond closely to the DT indicators defined in
the coding framework presented in Section 2.3 [4], [6].

Collectively, these findings suggest that DT functions as a cross-cutting competency embedded
throughout the curriculum rather than as an isolated capability developed exclusively in design studios.
Although these courses are primarily classified within the TT domain, many require students to integrate
creative reasoning with technical execution as part of the learning process [12]. This observation
provides important context for the subsequent analysis of written CLOs, where the formal representation
of these design-thinking processes is examined.

3.3. Representation of DT in Written CLOs: The OBE Documentation Gap (RQ2)

To investigate whether documented learning outcomes reflect the integration of DT across the
curriculum, all 255 CLO statements from the 65 course syllabi were analyzed using the coding
framework described in Section 2.3. Each CLO was classified as containing explicit, implicit, or no
evidence of DT according to the operational definitions given in Section 2.3.

Table 3. Quantitative Distribution and Representation of Design Thinking within Written CLOs.

Course Category Total Sourses Total Analyzed Explicit DT Implicit DT N_o DT
(N=65) CLOs CLOs CLOs Evidence
Design Studios 18 76 52 (68.4%) 20 (26.3%) 4 (5.3%)
Technical Courses 32 124 12 (9.7%) 78 (62.9%) 34 (27.4%)
Foundation & Gen Ed 15 55 6 (10.9%) 8 (14.5%) 41 (74.5%)
Total CLO Statements 65 255 70 (27.5%) 106 (41.6%) 79 (31.0%)

Percentages may not sum to 100.0% due to rounding.

As shown in Table 3, the textual analysis reveals a clear difference between the documented
representation of DT and its broader integration within curriculum activities. Of the 255 CLO
statements, only 70 (27.5%) explicitly describe DT, whereas 106 (41.6%) imply DT-related processes
without directly articulating them, and 79 (31.0%) contain no identifiable DT evidence [12]. This pattern
indicates that DT is more frequently embedded in documented learning activities than explicitly
articulated in formal learning outcome statements [12].

The discrepancy is particularly evident within the TT courses. Although the analysis presented in
Section 3.2 demonstrated that many technical courses incorporate DT through iterative experimentation
and creative problem-solving, only 12 of the 124 CLO statements (9.7%) explicitly reference these
processes, while 78 CLOs (62.9%) express them only implicitly [12]. Consequently, much of the design-
thinking activity required during teaching and learning is not directly visible within the formal outcome
documentation [12].

This pattern is illustrated by a typical CLO from the Advanced Pattern Making syllabus [12]:
"Students must accurately construct a set of industrial blocks for a five-piece collection.”

Although this learning outcome appropriately specifies the expected technical product, it does not
explicitly acknowledge the iterative design reasoning, alternative solution development, prototype
refinement, or reflective decision-making required to achieve that outcome. These activities are evident
in the associated learning tasks but remain only indirectly represented in the formal CLO statement [12].

(3
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Collectively, these findings reveal a mismatch between the competencies developed through
documented learning activities and those explicitly articulated within the formal outcome-based
assessment framework. Importantly, this mismatch should not be interpreted as evidence that DT is
absent from the curriculum. Rather, it indicates that DT is actively cultivated through teaching and
learning activities but is only partially reflected in formal CLOs and assessment documentation. In this
study, this phenomenon is conceptualized as the OBE Documentation Gap, referring to the discrepancy
between curriculum practices as documented in syllabi and their explicit representation in official
outcome documentation. From an OBE perspective, such a gap may reduce the transparency of
competency progression and limit the extent to which creative problem-solving competencies can be
systematically demonstrated, assessed, and monitored across the curriculum [1], [2].

3.4. Institutional Evidence of the OBE Documentation Gap (RQ2 & RQ3)

Table 4. Mapping Disconnect Between Documented Course Requirements and Institutional PLO Allocation.

Syllabus Code  Course Title Documented Current Written =~ Mapped  Evidence of the OBE
Studio/Lab Activity CLO PI Documentation Gap
(per syllabus)
Students repeatedly CLOL1: The formal assessment
experiment with "Experiment with emphasizes the
. draping, pinning, draping and 3D completed garment.
Fashion . > " . . .
Design on reshapmg, anq techniques. PI2.1, The 1terat1v§ design
FDDF331952 Dress evaluating fabric CLO2: "Apply PI8.2, reasoning,
Form behavior on the creative draping PI14.3 experimentation
dress form to to develop cycles, and reflective
generate and refine innovative decision-making are
design solutions. garments." not explicitly assessed.
ADPM241652  Advanced Students CLO3: PI2.1 The written
Pattern continuously "Experiment with assessment criteria
Making modify, test, and advanced garment emphasize technical
revise patterns to pattern accuracy and final
transform abstract development, pattern quality, while
design concepts prototyping, and evidence of the
into manufacturable product creative problem-
garment structures. development." solving process is less
explicitly documented.
BSPM241252 Basic Students engage in CLO3: PI2.1 Studio activities
Pattern trial-and-error "Experiment with require iterative
Making pattern drafting, designing basic exploration; however,
fitting adjustments, garments for assessment mainly
and prototype specific users." measures the final
revisions to drafting outcome,
understand garment providing limited
construction evidence of students'
principles. design thinking
development.
AASP333552 Advanced Students CLO1: PI2.1 The learning process
Apparel troubleshoot "Experiment and involves substantial
Sewing construction explore pattern experimentation, but
Practice problems, test making and grading is largely
alternative sewing sewing based on finished
methods, and refine knowledge." garment quality rather

garment assembly
through repeated
experimentation.

than documenting
decision-making and
iterative improvement.
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To examine whether the pattern identified at the course level is also reflected within the institutional
quality assurance system, the analyzed course syllabi were cross-examined against the official CLO—
PLO mapping matrix and institutional quality assurance documents [10], [11]. This analysis extends the
course-level findings by examining how competency development is represented within the institutional
CLO-PLO mapping system and related quality assurance documentation.

As illustrated in Table 4, all four representative technical courses require students to engage in
iterative experimentation, design refinement, and reflective decision-making as integral components of
studio learning [12]. However, these processes are only partially represented in the corresponding CLOs
and mapped PIs, which continue to emphasize technical execution and final artefacts [11], [12]. This
pattern suggests that the formal CLO-PLO mapping matrix adequately documents technical competency
attainment but provides comparatively limited visibility of iterative design-thinking processes [11], [12].
Consequently, the mapping system documents learning products more consistently than the iterative
design processes through which they are developed [11], [12].

This interpretation is further corroborated by institutional quality assurance evidence. Analysis of
SAR, CLO attainment summaries, and Continuous Quality Improvement (CQI) documentation
consistently indicates that technical competencies are systematically documented through measurable
attainment indicators, whereas evidence of iterative design-thinking processes is more commonly
presented in qualitative curriculum reviews and improvement discussions [10].

Table 5. Illustrative Evidence from QA Documentation.

Competency Component Evidence from QA Documentation Observed Pattern
Technical Exccution CLO attainment reports and Frequently supportffd by ex.phclt CLOs
assessment rubrics and rubric criteria

More frequently discussed in qualitative
reviews than in formal attainment
reports

Curriculum review records and CQI

Creative Design Synthesis . .
discussions

Table 5 shows that while technical execution is routinely measured through explicit CLO attainment
reports and assessment rubrics, creative design synthesis is more commonly discussed in qualitative
curriculum reviews and CQI records [10]. This pattern is consistent with the findings in Sections 3.2
and 3.3, suggesting that the quality assurance system recognizes DT but does not consistently track it
through measurable outcome indicators. Taken together, the evidence from course syllabi, CLO-PLO
mapping, and institutional quality assurance records suggests that the main challenge lies less in whether
DT is present in curriculum documents than in how it is represented and measured. These findings
provide the rationale for the competency-oriented curriculum optimization framework proposed in this
study.

4. Implications and Proposed Framework

The findings in Section 3 show that DT is already present in the curriculum. The main issue is that
its development and assessment are not fully reflected in the formal OBE documentation. Building upon
these findings, this study proposes a competency-oriented curriculum optimization framework to
strengthen how these competencies are defined, developed, and assessed [1], [2]. The framework
focuses on four dimensions where the OBE Documentation Gap is most prominent: CLO articulation,
competency progression, assessment orientation, and CLO-PLO alignment. Table 6 summarizes the
proposed competency-oriented curriculum optimization framework across these four dimensions.
Resolving the Aesthetic Assessment Dilemma

The findings of this study also highlight a broader challenge in design education: how creative
processes can be assessed within an OBE framework without reducing artistic expression to rigid
technical criteria. To address this challenge, the proposed framework emphasizes that although the final
aesthetic quality of a fashion collection inevitably contains subjective elements, the underlying creative
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design process is observable, documentable, and can therefore be systematically assessed within an OBE
framework.

Accordingly, the framework prioritizes the assessment of observable design processes—including
ideation, iterative experimentation, reflective refinement, and design justification—rather than
subjective aesthetic preferences. This approach enables creative competency to be documented in ways
that remain compatible with quality assurance requirements while preserving artistic autonomy [1], [4],
[8]. Rather than prescribing a universal curriculum model, this framework offers an evidence-informed
reference that institutions may adapt to strengthen the documentation and assessment of cross-cutting
competencies within outcome-based fashion design curricula.

Table 6. Competency-Oriented Curriculum Optimization Framework.

. . Identifi BE . tionalization E 1
Dimension denti led. N Proposed Strategic Framework Operationalization Example /
Documentation Gaps Parameters
. S Revised Patternmaking CLO:
High rate of implicit . "
representation (62.9%) Reformulate technical course Analyze and adapt complex
CLO in technical courées CLOs using dual-domain action  geometric flat patterns to synthesize
Articulation . L verbs that unite technical structural shapes that realize the
obscuring active . . . . - . .
. execution with design synthesis.  aesthetic intent of a creative design
design processes. "
concept.
Tier 1 (Sophomore): Replicate
Fragmented Adopt a staged competency standard silhouettes with given
progression across progression through a three-tier specs.
Skill studio tiers; identical taxonomy: Foundational Tier 2 (Junior): Modify existing
Progression  mapping to high-level (Imitative), Intermediate blocks to fit creative mood boards.
PLOs without depth (Adaptive), and Advanced Tier 3 (Senior): Engineer novel,
scale. (Autonomous). autonomous structural forms for
experimental collections.
Heavy skew towards Incorporate milestone-based [lustrative process rubric
product-based portfolio assessments and component: documented iterative
Assessment . .. . .
Orientation evaluation (final process logs that explicitly grade cycles, design problem-solving
garment aesthetics or ideation, failure recovery, and logs, and justification for material
technical compliance). iterative prototyping. adjustments.
. trength LO-PL i o
Formal but superficial Streng en CLO O mapping Revise institutional CLO-PLO
alignment; cross- practices to recognize both mapping practices to formally
CLO-PLO . . primary and secondary ; .
. cutting domains lack o recognize both primary and
Alignment competency contributions,

deep integration in the
mapping system.

thereby validating the cross-
cutting function of DT.

secondary competency
contributions.

5. Conclusions, Limitations, and Future Directions

This study examined how DT, TT, and PP are represented within the 2025 Bachelor of Fashion

Design curriculum at HCMUTE using a qualitative document analysis approach grounded in OBE.
Three principal findings emerged. First, although TT constitutes the largest proportion of the curriculum,
DT is broadly integrated across studio and technical courses rather than being confined to design-
oriented subjects. Second, despite this widespread integration, DT is only partially articulated within
formal CLOs and CLO-PLO mapping documentation, resulting in what this study conceptualizes as the
OBE Documentation Gap. Third, institutional quality assurance evidence indicates that this gap extends
beyond individual course documentation to the program-level competency mapping system, reducing
the visibility of iterative design processes within outcome-based quality assurance.

Building upon these findings, this study proposes a competency-oriented curriculum optimization
framework that strengthens the articulation, progression, assessment, and mapping of cross-cutting
competencies in fashion design education. Rather than prescribing a universal curriculum model, the
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framework provides an evidence-informed reference that may assist institutions in improving
competency documentation while preserving the creative, iterative, and reflective nature of design education.

Limitations

This study is limited by its exclusive reliance on curriculum documents, institutional CLO-PLO
mapping matrices, and historical quality assurance records [10]. Consequently, the findings reflect the
documented curriculum rather than actual classroom implementation or student learning experiences.
The study does not incorporate classroom observations, instructor perspectives, student experiences, or
employer feedback, all of which may provide additional insights into how competencies are enacted in practice.

Future Research
Future investigations should expand upon these findings by:

e Conducting empirical investigations involving faculty, students, and industry partners to compare
documented competencies with classroom practice and professional expectations.

e Comparing competency representation across fashion design curricula at different higher
education institutions, particularly within the ASEAN region, to establish broader benchmarks
for OBE implementation.

e Developing and validating longitudinal assessment models and digital portfolio systems capable
of documenting the progression of creative and technical competencies throughout students'
academic development.
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