
Not Only Dressed but Dressing: Clothing, Childhood, Creativity 
 
Proposal for International Junior Research Associate, 2021 
 
This placement involves research into childhood and dress in preparation for a new research network of 
the same name led by Field and Professor Kiera Vaclavik (Queen Mary University of London) and funded 
by the United Kingdom’s Arts and Humanities Research Council. 
 
Children’s dress is both a thriving industry and an inescapable part of the daily lives and experiences of 
children, parents, and caregivers worldwide. Costume is increasingly used in schools and museums as 
children dress up as fictional characters or historical figures and is also an ever more prominent part of the 
annual cycle with events such as World Book Day and Halloween. Value-laden and highly charged, 
children’s dress regularly occasions political and media debate. But it also has the potential to inspire 
creativity and wonder, and to offer insights into design practices as well as other times and places. We 
currently lack the methodological and conceptual tools to work with such a diverse and multifaceted 
phenomenon, to make sense of and respond to both historic and contemporary debates surrounding it, or 
to harness its full potential in museum and heritage settings.  
 
Childhood studies and fashion studies have each developed apace in the last decade. The child and the 
fashionable consumer are at once subject to forces of coercion and compulsion, and agents of self-
construction. But despite a parallel interest in issues of power and identity (among others), there has been 
little sustained interaction between these fields. As a result, children’s clothing remains underexplored in 
academia and in the museum sector. The work which has been undertaken to date has, as Aude Le Guennec 
notes, often focused on individual garments—both in terms of formal properties and historical shifts—
rather than on tracing and theorising usage. By contrast, this network takes its cue from scholarship which 
recognises the complexities of intergenerational negotiations and collaborations (Gubar, Guyatt) and/or 
which foregrounds the possibilities of creative appropriation, combination and resistance on the part of the 
ostensibly disempowered (de Certeau, Cook). By exploring the relationship between children’s clothing, 
design, agency and creativity in addition to the socio-historical evidence provided by children’s clothes, this 
research project will overhaul the study of children’s dress while allowing two fields—childhood studies 
and fashion theory—to gain cross-disciplinary insights into key shared concerns. 
 
In preparation for the network start date of 1 September 2021, JRA activities may include: 
 

- Completing a literature review of existing scholarship and exhibition models related to childhood 
and clothing 

- Conducting interviews with stakeholders at the museum partners for the network in order to 
establish their priorities and key holdings of children’s costume (the V&A Museum of Childhood, 
the Worthing Museum and Art Gallery, and the Musée du textile Choletais in France) 

- Investigating child-centred research methodologies in order to design activities for an initial 
workshop with young participants at Worthing Museum, scheduled for October 2021  
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