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Get the Look
Clothes show the world who we are.  You might not 

think much about fashion when you get dressed in the 
morning.  But everything you wear started with a 
fashion designer.

Grab your backstage 
pass.  It’s time to hit the 
runway.  Let’s find out what 
happens before a new dress 
lands in the window of your 
favorite store. 
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Head to Toe
Some fashion designers 
create clothes.  Some 
specialize in shoes.  Others 
may create purses or jewelry.  
Some designers do it all!  

➤➤Models show off a 
designer’s new designs.

5

[SAMPLE]



The Long and Short of It
Hemlines, or the length of women’s 
dresses and skirts, are just one of the 
ways in which women’s fashion has 
changed over the years.  In the 1970s,  
all three of these hemlines were popular: 
•	 the daring mini (hemline at the thigh) 
•	 the midi (hemline at the calf )
•	 the maxi (hemline at the ankle)

Today all three have come back in to style!

A Creative Touch

Fashion designers are creative people.  They need 
to have a keen eye for what looks good on people.  They 
study fashion trends.  That helps them figure out what 
kinds of clothes people will want to buy.  They design 

everything from T-shirts  
to dresses and jeans to suits.

Designers look for 
ideas everywhere.  They can 
be inspired by fashion from 
the past.  Some designers 
are inspired by nature.  The 
possibilities are endless.
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Fashion Milestones
Women’s fashion has changed dramatically over time.  Every decade 
has had its own look.
Year Milestone

1800s Forward thinking women begin to wear pants 
known as bloomers.

1900s Big hats were decorated with feathers, ribbons, 
and flowers.

1940s Women wear full skirts.  New fabrics make it 
easier to wash and wear clothing.

1960s Hemlines rise.  The mini-skirt is popular.   
Fun new fabric patterns are designed.

1980s This decade is marked by leg warmers, 
shoulder pads, and parachute pants.

Today It seems that anything goes!  Everyone brings 
his or her own personal style to fashion.
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Imagine that a fashion designer has an idea for a 
dress.  The designer thinks the style and colors will be 
popular next spring.  The first step is to make a sketch 
of how the dress should look.  The designer draws it on 
paper or on a computer.  

A designer needs to be 
a skilled artist.  But when 
designers pick up a pencil to 
sketch, they also need to think 
about something else—math!

The Artist’s Eye
Designers think a lot about 
proportion.  They use fabric 
to draw attention to certain 
areas of the body.  They design 
clothes to create angles that 
flatter the body.
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➤

The lines, angles, 
and curves of 
this sketch come 
together to create a 
unique design.  You 
are wearing math!
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So Many Choices!

These tops feature 
different necklines.  

➤

Every garment, or piece of 
clothing, is designed with shapes, lines, 
and angles.  This means the designer is 
using geometry.  Will the bottom of a 
blouse have a straight edge, or will it be 
curved?  Will the pants have straight legs 
or be flared?  Should the T-shirt have a 
rounded collar or a V-neck?  Should the 
V-neck have a wide angle?  A fashion 
designer makes a lot of decisions.   These dresses have 

similar colors but 
very different styles.

➤
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 relaxed cut	 straight cut	 flare cut  

 bell bottom	 slim cut	 wide leg	 regular cut 

Geometry in Jeans
Jeans can have wide 
legs, skinny legs, or 
something in between.  
They can have pockets 
in every shape and size!  
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Now the designer must choose what kind of fabric 
to use.  Choices include silk and lace, which are very 
expensive.  Cotton is used in a lot of clothing.  Rayon,  
linen, and wool are other choices.  These fabrics all have 
their own textures. 

Colors play a big role, too.  A designer may choose 
colors based on the season in which the clothing will be 
in the stores.  Lighter colors are often used in summer.  
You will see more pastels in the spring.  Dark colors are 
more common in cooler weather.   

➤

Imagine all of the 
colorful creations 
designers will make 
with these fabrics.  
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Prints and Patterns
Many designers like working 
with prints or patterns on their 
fabrics.  Some designers like 
making clothes with stripes.  
Some like polka dots.  Some 
like lines that zigzag.  Plaid is a 
pattern made of intersecting 
lines and colors.  
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Taking Measurements

The designer has chosen fabric and decided how the 
garment should look.  Now the designer needs to make 
another drawing.  This will be much more detailed than 
the sketch.  This is a technical drawing. 

A technical drawing shows all the measurements 
needed to make a sample version of the garment.  That 
means the designer must figure out the length and 
width of every piece of the design.  How long should the 
garment be?  Should it be tight or loose?  There can be 
dozens of measurements for one garment.

➤ measurement tools14
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Big Clothes for  
Small People

Designers have only been  
designing children’s 
clothes for about 100 years.  
Before then, children wore 
adult clothing made in 
smaller sizes.

➤A designer reviews 
her sketches.
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To make sure the dress fits the right way, the 
designer uses a measuring tape.  A measuring tape is like 
a flexible ruler.  The designer needs to make accurate 
measurements.  This is also how he or she will know how 
much fabric to buy. 

Now it is time for a sewing pattern to be made.  A 
pattern can be made out of paper, cardboard, or tracing 
paper.  It shows the real size of each part of the garment.   

➤   A designer checks his measurements.
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Sew On!
About 30 million 
households in the 
United States include 
a person who sews.

➤   A designer takes a 
models  measurements.

➤

 �part of a sewing pattern

➤  measuring tape
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A sewing pattern looks like a bunch of cut-out shapes.  
When the shapes are put together, they form the whole 
garment.  It’s almost like putting together a puzzle. 

The pattern shapes are pinned onto the fabric.  Then 
the fabric is cut in the shape of each piece.  This is when 
measurements are really important!  You can waste a lot of 
fabric if you don’t cut the pattern just right.  

Putting the Puzzle Together
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The Big Boss
Designers can work for themselves 
and sell their designs to companies. 
Or they can work for a company 
that will own their designs.  Some 
designers set up their own 
companies.  

A designer must 
plan each piece of 
clothing carefully. ➤
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Finally, the sewing begins!  The designer creates 
a sample.  All the cut-out pieces of fabric are pinned 
together.  The dress is fitted on a model or on a form.  
Buttons and zippers may need to be added.  Most of the 
sewing is done on sewing machines.  But some dresses 
have beads or sequins.  These need to be added by hand.  

The dress will probably need to be tailored so it 
looks just right.  The sleeves might need to be longer.  
The waist may need to be taken in.  The length may  
need to be shortened.  That means more measuring!

History of the 
Sewing Machine

People have been 
sewing by hand for over 
20,000 years.  The first 
American patent for a 
sewing machine was 
issued to Elias Howe 
in 1846.  This made 
producing clothing 
faster and cheaper.

dress form ➤
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Ways of Sewing
The sewing machine allows 
designers to produce larger amounts 
of clothing faster.  Hand sewing lets 
designers add special details to their 
work.  Each stitch is sewn just right, 
and a lot of hard work and attention 
goes into every bead or button.
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When the sample is perfect, it becomes 
the prototype.  This is what all the other 
dresses will look like.  Patterns are created to 
make the dress in different sizes.  

Once the dress is made, it’s ready to sell 
in stores.  Now comes the business side of 
fashion design.  The designer uses math to 
know what price to charge for the dress. 

The Business of Fashion
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Store Buyers
Designers show their garments 
to store buyers.  These are 
the people who decide what 
clothing to sell in stores.  Math 
helps buyers figure out how 
much to buy.$85

The Business of Fashion
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First, the designer must add up all the costs to see 
how much money was spent making one dress.  This 
includes things like fabric, buttons, zippers—even thread.  
There may be other costs, too.  The designer will need to 
pay people to sew the dresses.  There are shipping costs 
if the dresses are manufactured far away.  These costs 
are added together.  Then the total cost is divided by the 
number of dresses being made.
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Expenses Amount Price
Fabric 15 yards $100.00

Buttons  10 pieces $2.50

Zippers  1 set $0.75

Ribbon 15 yards $15.00

Trim 5 yards $15.00

Seamstress/labor 40 hours $600.00

Shipping to Paris, France $85.00

TOTAL $818.25

Hidden Costs
Designers who work for 
themselves may need to 
include other costs.  Items 
like sewing equipment,  
and office space are part 
of a designer’s expenses.
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Star Power
Making clothes can be very expensive.  That means 
it can sometimes be difficult for designers to make 
a profit.  Sometimes designers ask celebrities to 
put their names on new designs so that clothes 
will sell.  These clothes are some of the most 
popular today.

Now the designer has to decide how much to charge 
stores for the dress.  The designer should charge more 
than it cost to make the dress.  The difference between 
the cost and the price the buyer pays for it is profit.  
Designers must make a profit to keep their businesses 
running.  This money is used to buy fabric and other 
supplies needed for the next project.
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Global Glamour
London, Milan, Paris, and New York 
are leaders in the fashion industry.  
Every year each city hosts Fashion 
Week.  All the major designers 
present their latest creations on the 
runway.  People watch the styles 
and trends in these cities closely.   
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Making a Profit
$50.00 $100.00 $200.00

The designer buys 
supplies for $50.00.

The designer sells the 
dress to the store buyer 
for $100.00.   The designer 
makes a profit of $50.00.

The customer buys the 
dress from the store for 
$200.00.  The store makes 
a profit of $100.00.

Now it is the store’s turn to make a profit.  That 
means the price of the dress must be raised.  Finally, the 
price tag goes on the dresses.  The fashion designer and 
the store both hope customers will buy them!
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Being a fashion designer is an exciting and creative 
job.  It also requires a solid understanding of math.  
Designers must be able to use geometry.  They must be 
able to take careful measurements.  A designer must also 
be a businessperson.  Math skills help make the business 
profitable.  

In fashion a designer wears many different hats—
maybe even designs some of them!
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accurate—free of mistakes or errors

flared—spreading outward

flatter—to make attractive

form—a shape used to help fit clothing

garment—a piece of clothing

geometry—an area of mathematics concerned with the study of shapes and objects

intersecting—meeting or crossing at one or more points

keen—mentally sharp and clever

linen—a smooth, strong cloth made from flax

manufactured—produced

measuring tape—a tool used by designers to get accurate measurements of  
a garment

patent—an official right to make, use, or sell an invention or design

patterns—arrangements of shapes, lines, letters, numbers, or colors that are repeated; 
guides or models

profit—the money made that is more than the total expenses

proportion—a balanced or pleasing arrangement

prototype—a test piece

rayon—a fabric made from fibers that have been produced chemically

runway—a narrow platform people walk on to model clothing at a fashion show

sketch—a rough and quickly drawn picture

tailored—altered or repaired clothing

technical drawing—a detailed drawing that shows the exact measurements of  
a garment

textures—the feel or look of different surfaces

trends—the latest styles

wool—a fabric made out of the thick undercoat of animals, such as sheep

Glossary
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