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The Fabric of Our Lives: 
The Use of Textiles to Enhance Creative Programs 
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630-483-7450 
 

Fabric is a part of our lives.  From the moment we were first wrapped in a 
blanket and placed in our mother’s arms, it has remained a constant, everyday 
presence.  Learn how to use fabrics to stimulate the senses as well as memories 
for your clients.  Fabric lends itself naturally to creative and adult art projects that 
can add color and pride to our facilities. Learn simple, innovative, “no-sew” 
techniques to make fabric a part of your programs. 
 

The Role of Fabric in Our Lives: Making the Connection 
 

 Working with fabric builds on traditional adult hobbies and roles. 

 Making fabric choices throughout our lives makes fabric a non-
threatening medium for creative expression. 

 Fabrics provide a sensory experience that has been a constant in our 
lives and have the power to recall memories.   

   

How the Use of Fabric Can Benefit Our Residents 
 

 The use of fabric can make even the simplest project more age 
appropriate and produces a high quality result even with simple, basic 
techniques.   

 The versatility of fabric makes it ideal for adaptation to overcome the 
obstacles our Residents face in traditional arts and crafts. 

o The use of precut pieces will eliminate the fear of error and 
promote success. 

o Samples and step by step demonstration will promote confidence 
in exploring creativity. 

o Projects can be adapted to be done as a group with lower 
functioning participants. Others may benefit from the socialization 
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and cooperation involved in a group project.  Plan on larger-sized 
projects for ease in group work. 

o Individual fabric projects are easily adapted for room projects and 
one to ones. 

o Fabric adapts easily to meet special needs. Fabric is a more 
durable medium than paper and is generally easier to handle for 
those with decreased fine motor skills. The size and colors used in 
a project can be easily adapted for those with visual deficits. 

o  Precut pieces and “free form” projects allow the use of color and 
design without error for the cognitively impaired. 

 Working with fabric and its endless array of colors and textures 
promotes decision making. 

 The familiarity of fabric as a medium, and the use of free form projects 
encourages residents to explore their creativity and self-expression. 

 The display of high quality results promotes pride and self-esteem.  To 
maximize this effect, focus on adult presentation of the finished product. 
Mats, frames, albums, “faux” quilts, banners or stands are good options. 

 The use of a fabric’s sensory qualities and reminiscing can enhance the 
overall experience for the resident and add another dimension to your 
arts programs. 

 
 

Fabric Projects that Work – So Many Options, So Little Time! 
 

 An easy way to begin incorporating fabric into your programs is to add it 
into existing art programs. Try substituting fabric for paint or other 
mediums in your favorite arts and crafts projects. Incorporate into a 
mixed media collage, or use a study or discussion on quilts to launch a 
free form fabric project. 

 Making “Wall Quilts” – meant to be displayed, not used – is an easy, 
versatile option. Residents create themed or picture blocks to be 
displayed creatively together. Cut and paste techniques are used to 
eliminate the frustrations of sewing. Tape can be used to “finish “hems 
while hot glue is durable for other heavy stress points. Velcro, fusible 
web, or plain white glue are great “no sew” options. Wall quilt blocks 
can be used in a variety of ways to create a multitude of projects. Be 
inspired – the possibilities are endless! 
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 Soft sculpture projects can be used to create three dimensional 
decorations or gifts. Use stuffing to create padded frames, sock 
snowmen, toilet paper pumpkins or life-sized scarecrows.  Fabric 
stiffener can be used to mold and “sculpt” fabric for special projects. 

 The making of projects to display within the facility can help develop a 
sense of community and offer residents the chance to contribute. 
Banners for religious services or other events, bulletin board 
decorations, and themed projects meant to be part of décor for a special 
event can be made with fabric. Fabric for bulletin boards or special 
events can be recycled or used year after year with little wear and tear. 

 Residents enjoy making wearable or useable projects.  Visors, pillows, 
purses and scarves are fun to begin with and accent a resident’s sense of 
style.  

 

Getting Started: Tools of the Trade 
 

 Choosing fabrics that are right for your projects, and the creative use of 
scraps is crucial to your success. Use themes and pieces of inspiration to 
guide your choices and coordinate carefully. If all fabrics used 
coordinate, participants can design freely with success. 

 You will be doing lots of cutting, so invest in the right tools. Purchase a 
good pair of fabric scissors and keep them for fabric only. Pinking shears 
and rotary cutters are nice time savers as you advance. 

 Remember, steer away from sewing whenever possible. Keep stocked up 
with glue, tape and staples. Selecting non-ravel material and the careful 
use of selvages helps reduce the work too. 

 One person’s trash is another person’s treasure! Solicit donations and 
sort through them carefully, being realistic about what is useable for 
your purposes.  Look at all “oddball” donations with a creative eye 
before discarding. 
 

Expanding Your Horizons: Integrating Fabric into Other Programs 
 

 Fabric projects are very adaptable to intergenerational programming. 
The ease of assembly works well for the kids while the end result is 
something the adults can be proud of too. 
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 Use fabric to create backdrops and props for photography programs. 
Fabric is also great used to create frames or used for matting. 

 Art appreciation groups can inspire or add depth to Fabric art projects. 
Try replicating some master works in fabric! 

 Drama groups can be enhanced with fabric puppets, scene backdrops, 
and props. 

 Use fabric art techniques to create banners and quilts to display creative 
writing or poetry. Fabric covered books are nice for writing projects, 
particularly “Grandma” Books. 

 Use fabric to embellish flower pots by applying with mod podge, or 
create vegetable print visors or scarves for outdoor garden groups. 

 Fabric is cheap and comes in large sizes – perfect for decorating! 
Incorporate seasonal print fabrics into themed events to set the mood. 

 Community Service groups can make scarves for the homeless (polar 
fleece does not need hemming and is a great choice) or incorporate 
scraps and catnip to make sachet style toys for pet shelters.  

 Make aprons for the cooking group. Remember to use fabric paints as 
opposed to cut and paste methods as aprons will require washing. 

 Sensory programs for lower functioning Residents can be enhanced with 
the use of fabric. For variety try: 

o Creating “feel “boards or fabric folders for dining time 
o Make sachets or add fragrance to soft sculpture projects 
o Place afghans on tables before meals 
o  Use panel fabrics with enhanced details to provide interesting 

visual stimulation 
o Use seasonal patterned fabrics for group projects 
o Try Wall quilt blocks as a group project while focusing on color, 

texture and choice. 
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For detailed instructions on starting a fabric arts program, including patterns and 
step- by-step instructions for making banners, wall quilt blocks and other fabric 
based crafts, see “The Fabric of Our Lives: The Use of Textiles to Enhance Creative 
Programs” by Carla Bacon Smith; available from Lifetime Expressions. 

 

Ideas for Using “Quilt Blocks” 
 

 Glue completed blocks in an alternating pattern on a large piece of print 
fabric with finished edges to form a quilt-style wall hanging. 

 Use mounting putty to hang blocks in a “faux quilt” arrangement on a wall; 
enhance with border squares. 

 Frame blocks in clear plastic box frames and display in groupings on a wall. 
Using a complimentary print fabric in some boxes and mixing them in with 
the finished quilt blocks will produce a different look. Another option is to 
use two different basic block themes/designs to mix and match for a varied 
display.  

 Use blocks as a background or monthly design for a homemade calendar. 

 Mount on cardboard or fun foam and bend to form a cylinder. Attach ribbons 
or other trims to make a windsock. 

 Use mounted blocks to decorate bulletin boards. 

 Cut base fabric in a diamond shape and mount, covering the wrong side with 
a coordinating piece of inexpensive fabric. Trim with ribbon or torn fabric 
strips “tails” to form kites for a hanging display. 

 Start with a rectangular piece of base fabric and, after a pattern has been 
applied, “finish” the top edge and seal sides with hot glue to form a pouch. 
Use ribbons or bias tape scraps to attach to a wheelchair or walker as a 
carrying bag. 

 Glue seasonal or interesting textured squares to the insides of file folders for 
mealtime “stand-up” displays. 

 Glue completed blocks around the edges of a large, plain piece of fabric or 
bed sheet. Write a poem in the center using fabric pens. 

 Finish the edges and make a rod pocket at the top using hot glue. Add a small 
dowel and cording to make a banner style wall hanging. Longer banners can 
be made by gluing three finished blocks vertically onto a rectangular piece of 
print fabric. 
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 Create a personal quilt with one to one residents by completing a quilt block 
each month and attaching each block to a larger piece of fabric hung in the 
resident’s room. The finished product will resemble a 24 square quilt. 

 Pink edges and use the block under flower vases or centerpieces for a theme 
party. 

 Use safety pins to attach blocks to privacy curtains as visual stimulation for 
bed bound residents. 

 Finish edges to use as a dresser scarf. 

 Utilize fusible interfacing or fabric glue to create blocks and use to embellish 
washable items such as canvas bags, aprons or pillows. 

 Use to create a book cover using cardboard and a layer of batting. This is a 
great way to personalize memory books. 

 Cut a matching size “backing” and pink edges of both blocks. Seal 3 edges 
with hot glue. Stuff with polyfil that has been scented with essential oil or 
perfume. Seal remaining edge. Use as a sachet “pillow” for sensory 
stimulation. 

 Use completed block as a page background in a scrapbook. 

 Pink edges and press/fold in half.  Add a paper center of good quality paper 
or card stock to make a special homemade greeting card. 

 
 
 

Fabric Art Techniques 
 

 Collage 

 Still Life 

 Traditional Quilt 

 Iris Fold with Fabric 

 Stiffened Fabric Sculptures 

 Stenciling 

 Fabric Wrapping 

 Weaving 

 Mosaic 

 Bleeding Tissue Dyeing 

 Acrylic Painting 

 Solar Painting 

 Braiding 

 Stuffing 

 Stamping 

 Applique 
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Fabric Program Wish List 
 

 Basics                                                    Fabric Art Supplies 
      Fabric Shears                                                Fabric Stiffener 
      Glue                                                                Stencils 
      Masking Tape                                               Acrylic Paints 
      Cardboard /Tagboard                                 Sponges 
                                                                                         Foam Brushes 

 No Sew Alternatives                                Quilt Batting 

      Adhesive Velcro                                           Polyester Stuffing 
      Fabric or Craft Glue                                     Spray Bottles 
      Hot Glue Gun and Supplies                        Photosensitive Paints 
      Fusible Interfacing                                       Fabric Squeeze Paints 
      Hem Tape                                                     Fabric Markers 
      Safety Pins                                                                                           

                                                                                    Display Options 
 Scraps and Donations                                Inexpensive Frames/ Mats 

      Remnants                                                      Small Easels 
      Old sheets                                                     Scrapbooks 
      Upholstery Samples                                    Fishing Line 
                Buttons                                                          Mounting Putty 
                Old Blue Jeans                                               Dowel Rods 
      Lace                                                                Quilt Clips 
      Ribbon                                                      

      Old Hats                                                     Luxury Items   

      Aprons                                                           Sewing Machine 
      Gloves                                                           Grommets/Tool 
      Vintage Clothing                                          Laminator 
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      Handkerchiefs                                              Pinking Shears 
      Discarded File Folders                                Rotary Cutter and Mat 
      Silk Flowers and Plants                               Die Cut Machine 
                                                                              Iron and Ironing Board 
 
 
 


