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ABSTRACT

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected both the fashion industry and educational practices
globally. This situation has forced fashion students in Malaysia to transition to distance
education or online learning. This is in contrast to the traditional, hands-on style of fashion
education: students attend lecturer demonstrations rather than learn from home, and they need
access to studios, workshops and fashion industry internships. To consider the impact of this
rapid change in learning style, this study aims to explore the challenges and effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic among fashion students in Malaysia by conducting semi-structured
interviews with 20 individuals. Results show that students faced challenges such as internet
stability, difficulty adapting to new apps and lack of interaction due to communication
limitations. Furthermore, students encountered environmental issues such as noise. Finally,
results show that online fashion classes affected students’ mental wellbeing and caused
disinterest in studying.
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INTRODUCTION

The fashion education curriculum includes subjects that teach practical skills
such as fashion design, sewing or embellishment. These require machinery,
equipment and access to studios or workshops. Moreover, Yick et al. (2019)
state that fashion courses should be taught by highly skilled professionals who
can provide a quality education. Lessons are normally conducted face to face,
where students present their work to the class and lecturers demonstrate
techniques using machinery or equipment provided by the university.

However, the pandemic has forced people to adapt to new norms, for example
in education (la Velle et al., 2020). In Malaysia, case numbers began to rise in
March (WHO, 2020), which prompted the government to issue the Movement
Control Order (MCO). This order closed schools and universities and changed
the way students learn (Yen & Mohammad, 2020). As more schools switched
to remote learning, internet connections were upgraded throughout the country
to provide better online access for students. Similarly, the pandemic has
affected the fashion industry; many fashion brands have faced bankruptcy or
lost revenue, and some have pivoted to online businesses. For fashion
students, internships or other practical trainings have been postponed or
cancelled due to the pandemic’s effects on both the fashion industry and
fashion education. These circumstances have motivated the researchers to
conduct this study.

This study investigates how the pandemic has affected fashion students and
how students have handled the sudden change in their learning environment.
This research undertakes qualitative studies by interviewing 20 final-year
fashion students at a local university who have taken online fashion courses
for almost one year. The data were analysed using coding and template
analysis. Findings demonstrate that fashion students faced physical and
emotional challenges when participating in online classes.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the fashion industry

In December 2019, the world learned of the existence of the virus that causes
COVID-19. The virus is believed to have originated in China from where it
spread to countries such as Italy, France, Germany, Spain and the United
Kingdom. By early 2020, it had spread all over the world and was declared a
pandemic by the World Health Organization (WHO, 2020). A year later, the
virus is still active among us, with the US and India having the highest number
of cases (Worldometer, 2020). According to the WHO, COVID-19 can be
transmitted via a person’s mouth or nose when they cough, sneeze, speak, sing
or breathe heavily.

Transmission is most likely to occur when individuals are in direct or close
contact. Therefore, to combat the virus, people are urged to practise social
distancing, wear a mask, use hand sanitiser and stay indoors (Shah et al.,
2020). The pandemic has also forced people to work from home (Purwanto et
al., 2020), and hard-hit countries, such as Italy, the US, the UK, Brazil,
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Mexico, India and Malaysia, have experienced a full lockdown. Under
lockdown, malls, restaurants, shops and offices are closed for a period of time.
This has affected the economy, with increased unemployment in many sectors
(Islam et al., 2020), including the fashion industry.

The fashion industry was predicted to grow in 2020, but due to the pandemic,
this has not been the case (Statista, 2020). For example, the pandemic has
seriously affected manufacturing in countries such as Bangladesh, where order
cancellations have caused US$1.5 billion of total losses across 1,089 factories
(Devnas, 2020). In addition, several fashion brands including Zara (1200
stores), H&M (170 stores), Victoria Secret (250 stores) and Guess (100 stores)
have closed physical stores worldwide (Ng, 2020). The brand Superdry has
posted lower revenue, H&M’s sales have dropped 50%, and Gap lost almost
US$1 billion. Others, such as Aldo, Neiman Marcus, J. Crew, Muji and
Brooks Brothers, are facing bankruptcy (Kong, 2020). One of Malaysia’s most
famous fashion labels, Salikin Sidek, has closed one of its stores and Robinson
Co. (Malaya) Sdn Bhd (one of the most leading department stores) is facing
bankruptcy. The pandemic has caused the cancellation of thousands of fashion
shows around the world and drove companies to seek alternative approaches
for presenting shows and promoting products. As a result, fashion shows were
streamed online: London Fashion Week launched its show in June, and
Milan’s Menswear Week took place in July last year. Moschino found an even
more creative solution, promoting its product in a puppet show (Andres,
2020).

Additionally, the pandemic has driven fashion consumers to change their
habits and adapt to new norms. Since many people are staying indoors or
working from home, they are less concerned with fashion and more focused
on essentials rather than high-end items. Therefore, slow fashion has become
more popular. Sustainable fashion has also become important to consumers
because it is more cost-effective than fast fashion. In terms of demand, face
masks, as well as lab coats or Personal Protective Equipment (PPE), have
recorded high sales (Sharma et al., 2020), and the rise of e-commerce has
made it easy for people to buy online (Chaudhary, 2020). The pandemic has
greatly affected the fashion industry, but it has also impacted fashion students,
who have had to adapt to new norms in their lessons.

Fashion courses in Malaysia.

Fashion courses have become popular in Malaysia in recent years. Aligned
with the growth of the fashion industry in the country (Statista, 2020), fashion
courses are being offered at every level of education and qualification:
certificate (secondary school or college), diploma (college or university) and
degree (university). In addition, schools such as Universiti Teknologi Mara,
Universiti Malaysia Kelantan, Raffles College, Lim Kok Wing University,
Widad University College, Management Science University and Community
Colleges all offer fashion programmes (Style Dieter, 2019).

Many fashion courses emphasise practical skills, requiring access to studios
and workshops equipped with sewing, embroidery and printing machines.
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Subjects in fashion programmes include menswear, womenswear, embroidery
and draping, and each subject represents four to six hours of coursework.
Programme lengths vary depending on the degree or qualification and can
span one to four years. As part of their studies, fashion students must enrol in
practical training courses, where they work in the field to gain first-hand
knowledge of the fashion industry. The final project usually encompasses an
assessment and a fashion show.

In terms of job prospects, fashion programmes offer a range of opportunities
such as designer, entrepreneur, buyer, merchandiser, lecturer, retailer, stylist
and journalist. Many Malaysian fashion designers, including Rizman Ruzaini,
Radzuan Radzwill, Rizalman Ibrahim, Salikin Sidek, Hatta Dolmat and Zery
Zambry, graduated from local universities. Currently, fashion students and
staff from Universiti Teknologi Mara and Universiti Malaysia Kelantan are
applying their skills sewing lab coats or PPE (New Straits Times, 2020).
Similarly, alumni and fashion designers such as Alia Bastamam, Radzuan
Radziwill and Rizman Ruzaini produced lab coats or PPE that were given to
frontline workers treating COVID-19 patients.

The pandemic has changed the educational system worldwide by turning face-
to-face classes to online Moorhouse (2020). Previous papers on the
pandemic’s effect on education have focused on the fields of medicine (e.g.
Azlan et al., 2020, Remtulla, 2020), nursing (e.g. Dewart et al. 2020; Subedi et
al., 2020) and language (e.g. Atmojo & Nugroho, 2020; Lie et al., 2020);
fashion has received little attention. Studies on how fashion students have
adapted to online learning should be conducted in order to understand the
pandemic’s effects on education from a different perspective.

New norms for learning: offline to online.

In Malaysia, schools from kindergarten to university have been closed during
the pandemic (Shah et al., 2020), and this has changed the way students learn.
They have had to adapt to the rapid changing in education system (Goh &
Blake, 2021), such as new online learning norms; therefore, lecturers need to
have strong online teaching skills to cater the new norms of learning (Nasri et
al., 2020).

Online learning requires devices and an internet connection. Therefore, the
demand for internet access in Malaysia has increased (Mohammed, 2020). The
government has upgraded the network infrastructure to ensure that students
have internet access and that the system can support online learning (MCMC,
2020; Shah et al., 2020). It has invested RM 400 million in improving internet
connectivity and an additional RM 20 million to increase internet access and
encourage e-commerce hubs in rural areas (BOTS Team, 2020). In addition,
citizens are given one gigabyte free data every day to facilitate online access.
There is a great need for internet and mobile data, as many users utilise apps
such as Zoom and Google Meet for work or online learning.

Online learning has affected students in many ways, and not all lessons can be
presented on a laptop or mobile phone. This is the case for fashion courses.
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Students can watch video tutorials, but their effectiveness is questionable. It is
not known if students can learn as much online as they can in a face-to-face
setting. Students are experiencing new norms that may be challenging for
them and may affect their performance, and this is one of the reasons this
study was conducted.

METHODOLOGY

This study aims to explore the challenges and effects of the pandemic among
fashion students in Malaysia. Researchers believe that it is best to interact with
the individuals involved in the study to obtain ample information and insights.
This qualitative approach gives participants the freedom to express their
opinions or experiences rather than limiting them to a set of surveys or
questionnaires (Morgan & Spanish, 1984). Qualitative researchers also enjoy
the benefit of asking questions by conducting semi-structured interviews.

Semi-structured interviews allow participants to share their experiences,
helping researchers gain deeper understanding and insights into the issues they
are studying. Hence, respondents’ feedback must be carefully analysed. The
total number of participants in this study is 20, as the ideal number of
interviewees in a study is 15-20 (Robinson, 2014). The data saturation level
can be observed between 17 and 20 participants.

As this study explores the challenges and effects of the pandemic among
fashion students in Malaysia, purposive sampling was employed to select
participants: final-year fashion students. The reason for this choice is that
final-year students spent all of 2020 in an online learning environment;
therefore, they have more experience with online fashion courses compared to
other students, and they can make comparisons between in-person and online
classes. Prior to the interviews, participants were introduced to the research
objective, and their identity remained anonymous. Interviews were conducted
in December 2020 over the phone due to bad weather caused by the rainy
season. As a result, the audio quality is superior to what would have been
recorded in face-to-face discussions. Moreover, phone interviews are
considered reliable and guarantee the safety of participants (Sturges &
Hanrahan, 2004). Each interview session lasted 25-45 minutes. Participants
were asked to introduce themselves and answer questions about fashion
(Thomson & Haytko, 1997), how the pandemic has affected them (Lie et al.,
2020), the importance of internet access (Adnan & Anwar, 2020; Atmojo,
Nugroho 2020) and the effects of online classes (Azlan et al., 2020; Cutri et
al.,, 2020; Mishra et al.,, 2020). No sensitive questions were asked, and
interviews were conducted in Malay, the participants’ preferred language. This
allowed them to easily express their opinions. Finally, data were analysed
using coding and template analysis, where main themes and subthemes
emerged.

Findings and Discussions
Findings through coding and template analysis, four main themes and seven

subthemes emerged (Table 1). All themes and subthemes are explained in the
following sections.
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Table 1.Summary of the results

Main themes Subthemes

4.1. Technical complications 4.1.1 Internet outages
4.1.2 New apps adaptation

4.2. Communication limitations | 4.2.1 Less interaction
4.2.2 Roles of students and lecturers

4.3. Environmental issues 4.3.1 Noises disturbance
4.4. Emotional effects 4.4.1 Lack of comprehension
4.4.2 Lack of performance

Technical complications

The study shows that all participants identified technical complications as one
of the main challenges with online classes, especially those who live in rural
areas where the internet connection is unstable. Another challenge participants
faced was adapting to the new apps needed to follow the lessons.

Internet outages

Since the pandemic has worsened and people have been urged to stay home to
help curb the spread of the virus (Minhat & Kadir Sahar, 2020), the
participants stated that the internet has been an important tool for connecting
people virtually. However, not all locations have a good internet connection,
and some places have no internet access at all. Hence, one of the most
frequently mentioned obstacles to online fashion classes is internet outages.
Most of the participants encountered internet outages during online classes,
particularly those located far from the city. This aligns with Lee (2020), that
there are students who struggle with internet access in Malaysia, as
documented by Veveonah Mosibin (a Malaysian university student) who gave
an example of a student who needed to climb a tree to get an internet
connection to join online classes or take exams. In this study, participants 4, 8,
9 and 14 expressed their struggle with internet outages and its effects on their
online fashion classes:

Participant 4: “One of the biggest problems during online classes is internet
access. Not all students have a good internet connection, and some students
who live in rural areas have bad experiences with their internet connection, so
| think they [the government] have to invest more money to get a better
connection”.

Participant 8: “I think one of the biggest challenges for online classes is the
internet connection, mainly for those who live in rural areas”.

Participant 9: “Honestly, I think the most challenging part of online classes is

the internet connection. | always experience internet outages, and this will
decrease my interest in studying or joining online classes”.
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Participant 14: “In my opinion, the main challenge is the internet connection. |
can observe that the internet connection is not stable, so it affects me a lot, and
I don’t want to miss the lessons”.

New apps adaptation

Another challenge encountered by participants was adapting to new apps such
as Google Meet and Zoom. Initially, most participants faced difficulties using
these apps. Moreover, Zoom data breaches left users in doubt about security
and decreased their trust in the app (Yeoh 2020). However, participants also
mentioned that they were able to adapt to these apps after using them several
times. These students are part of a young, tech-savvy generation who are
quick to learn new apps. This also concurs with (Obeng & Coleman, 2021)
that technology innovation impacts students positively and receive acceptance
to study online. In this context, participants pointed out:

Participant 1: “At the beginning, it was really hard to use Google Meet, but
after many trials, | can properly use this platform not only to study but also to
present my work”.

Participant 14: “Yes, this is the first time using these apps. They were very
hard to set up at the beginning, plus we felt insecure because of the data
breach news. However, we were convinced by our lecturers to use them and
take precautions to guarantee safety”.

Communication limitations

Communication between students and lecturers is important for students to
understand the lesson and avoid confusion (Rapanta et al., 2020; Muzammil et
al. 2020). This study shows that online classes limited communication
between students and lecturers, hindering interactions and preventing students
from asking questions, concurs with BILGIC & Tuzun (2020).

Less interaction

Despites online platforms providing space to freely express opinions, (Appel
et al., 2020), participants mentioned that online classes were not effective for
them, as there was little interaction between students and lecturers, concurs
with Assuncdo Flores, and Gago, M. (2020). Consequently, this situation
affected their mood and interest in learning, aligning with Saltan (2017) that
in-person classes are more effective and easier to follow or even worse, it may
discourage them and consequently, they will drop out (Utami et al. 2020).

Furthermore, participants stated that they could not ask many questions due to
time constraints. Therefore, they felt demotivated and stopped asking
questions during online classes; this lack of interaction affected the quality of
the lessons. Delivering high-quality lessons and grooming current students are
essential to producing competitive and independent future designers who will
develop creative fashion products (Robinson et al., 2019). At the same time, it
is important to help students improve their communication skills. Participants
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6, 9, 10 and 15 expressed their concern about the communication limitations
of online fashion classes:

Participant 6: “In my opinion, in in-person classes, communication with
lecturers is different. Students can directly ask questions if they don’t
understand. However, in online classes, we face difficulties in communicating
due to the limitations. Therefore, | think it will be hard for me to show
progress or present my final projects”.

Participant 9: “Well, in-person [learning] is more face to face. It is more
effective. Online [learning] limits the interaction between students and
lecturers, so I think it is very hard for the students to “digest” or “process” the
lectures. Fashion courses are practical, and we need to perform the
techniques”.

Participant 10: “As a student, I think it [the pandemic] has affected me a lot.
Especially during online classes, the communication between myself and the
lecturers is limited. | prefer face-to-face classes. Apart from that, online
classes for fashion subjects have darkened my mood and feelings as a student.
They are very hard to follow, and | need to focus more compared to in-person
classes. Sometimes I feel like to drop out™.

Participant 15: “In my opinion, online classes are difficult, as the
communication is limited. Students cannot express their thoughts smoothly,
and I don’t think students can digest all the online lessons. In in-person
classes, on the other hand, we can ask lecturers questions directly and perform
very well. | prefer in-person classes, of course”.

Roles of students and lecturers

It 1s worth noting the participants’ suggestions regarding the roles of both
fashion students and lecturers. Although participants state that communication
in online fashion courses is limited, they still believe that students and
lecturers can motivate each other to enliven the lessons. For example,
participants (e.g. 10, 14) recommended that students be more responsible and
not miss classes without a legitimate reason so they can stay motivated and
follow the lessons properly. At the same time, students should avoid taking
advantage such as skipping online classes, as this will affect their
comprehension of the material. In addition, technical problems, such as
internet outages, can be solved by switching to internet or data providers that
offer better coverage. Regarding the lecturers, participants (e.g. 2, 4)
suggested that they make the classes more interesting and be well prepared
with videos for all lessons, aligned with Yilmaz & Banyard (2020) that
lecturers need to be more creative in their teaching method. This is important
as Donitsa-Schmidt and Ramot, (2020) demonstrated that most educators were
not prepared for online lessons due to the pandemic. On the other hand,
participants (e.g. 2, 7) also recommended that the university invest in virtual
reality technology, as this will make the lessons much more fun and engaging,
which aligns with Lee et al. (2020) that fashion students show more interest in
participating in online classes that use virtual reality apps. Additionally,
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Mulhem (2020) stated that a proper and well-planned e-learning system need
to be considered by the university to enhance and improve the online learning
quality. Participants expressed their views regarding the roles of students and
lecturers by pointing out:

Participant 2: ‘Honestly, I don’t prefer online classes, but I would suggest that
the university provide better quality devices or introduce virtual reality
programmes to make the classes more attractive and stimulate the students’
interest. Another step is for lecturers to provide clear and high-quality videos
for all lessons. Students can use the videos as a reference, and the most
important thing is that they can repeat the video however many times they
want’.

Participant 4: “I think lecturers need to be stricter in conducting online classes
to make sure students follow or attend the classes because sometimes students
take advantage and skip classes. At the same time, lecturers need to improve
their skills in preparing the teaching materials and provide more interesting
animation and creative videos”.

Participant 7: “I think the university can improve the VR (virtual reality) for
lectures to make the lessons more interesting”.

Participant 10: “Well...I think it is the responsibility of fashion students to
cooperate with lecturers. For example, when lecturers inform [students] of the
date and time for lectures, students need to make sure that they are available at
that time. If they have an internet problem, [they should] try to find another
alternative, so they won’t miss the sessions. This is the way to show our
appreciation for our lecturers’ efforts to deliver the lessons to us”.

Participant 14: “If students have internet problems, my suggestion is they need
to research which internet service is the best for their location, as internet
access depends on their location. They have to change their connection,
especially from weak to strong coverage. Don’t stick with the same one
[provider] if the connection is weak”.

Environmental issues

Finally, the current study demonstrates that environmental issues related to
noises created by animals, humans or vehicles also presented obstacles for
fashion students who participated in online classes.

Noise disturbance

The pandemic has changed the way people live, and many now work and
study from home. It may be convenient or comfortable for students to stay
home and attend classes online (Azlan et al., 2020), but a disadvantage of
studying from home is the noise caused by nature or humans, such as animal
sounds that interfere with students’ concentration during online classes.
Another disruption mentioned by participants is the sound of vehicles passing
by their homes. Moreover, while participants expressed that they are very
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grateful that the pandemic has allowed them to spend more time with family,
this has caused problems during online classes, as described below:

Participant 1: “I do attend all classes regardless; however, I cannot really pay
attention, due to many interruptions such as noises. For example, at home with
family, sometimes my brothers and sisters talk loudly, or there are noises
when they are doing housework”.

Participant 8: “From my point of view, I can use this app smoothly [Google
Meet], except when there are interruptions or distractions, mainly caused by
internet connectivity, in addition to noises around me such as motorcycles”.

Participant 9: “Well, it was smooth until I encountered an internet connection
problem. 1 also hear noises from my brothers and sister, pets and many more
[things], plus [I hear] the heavy rain, mainly in monsoon season”.

Participant 10: “I don’t have bad internet coverage, but there are interruptions
at home — for example, my family is sometimes noisy. Therefore, | normally
remind my family that | have classes so they won’t make any noise”.

Emotional effects

This study indicates that participants are dealing with the emotional effects of
online fashion classes. This situation is associated with a lack of
comprehension and limits students’ performance in online classes.

Lack of comprehension

Participants state that fashion subjects need to be studied face to face as they
involve practical, hands-on experiences. For example, lecturers will
demonstrate sewing techniques, and if students have questions, they can ask
the lecturer directly. However, according to participants, online classes have
limited the communication between students and lecturers, which may lead to
a lack of comprehension of the subjects in the fashion curriculum. Participants
also emphasised that this lack of understanding may cause them mental
distress, therefore actions need to be taken to avoid this issue, for example by
emphasising mental health among lecturers and students (Hill et al., 2020).
Participants expressed:

Participant 1: “I think the main challenge is the level of understanding. For
me, online fashion classes limit the knowledge | want to learn compared to in-
person classes. Internet connectivity is also one of the main challenges
because interruptions occur in the middle of classes, and this creates pressure
for me”.

Participant 9: “Of course, I feel unhappy when I have problems during online
fashion classes, and this will affect my performance. | will also feel frustrated
and will take advantage of the situation. Besides, to learn how to sew, we need
to learn the process step by step. If I miss one step [due to the internet
connection], I’1l get lost™.
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Participant 10: “It [online fashion classes] does affect my emotional state. |
will feel stress when attending online fashion classes. Why? If | cannot
perform well, I will feel frustrated and cry. Therefore, I prefer face to face’
[classes]”.

Lack of performance

Comprehension challenges have led to students’ poor performance in online
classes. Participants expressed that they lose interest when they cannot focus
or concentrate during classes, and this affects their performance. At the same
time, participants are used to having access to studios or workshops at the
university where they can use machinery and tools. Not everyone can afford to
buy equipment to use at home, especially during the pandemic, when everyone
needs to save money. Participants expressed their concern:

Participant 3: “To me, it is due to the impact of online classes that I can’t
follow the lessons properly. Honestly, sometimes | cannot understand the
lessons at all due to them being online. It is very hard to understand because,
as we know for fashion courses, we need to practise the lessons, not just watch
or listen as in a theoretical class. Therefore, | strongly disagree with having
online classes for fashion courses. Emotionally, I feel stressed when I don’t
perform well in an online class. For example, when | want to show my
sketches to my lecturers, it is really difficult to get feedback due to the
limitations [of online classes]”.

Participant 4: “Yes, of course, online classes affect me a lot. For example, if
we have questions regarding the fashion lesson, we can directly ask the
question during in-person classes. It is a bit difficult with online classes due to
limitations in communicating with lecturers. Another thing is the facilities; we
have all that we need at the university, from machines to materials. At home,
most of the students do not have these items, so it may affect their
performance”.

CONCLUSION

Although online classes allow students to conveniently take classes from home
during the pandemic, this study shows that fashion students encountered
challenges when studying fashion subjects online.

This study is among the earliest to explore the challenges and effects of the
pandemic on fashion students in Malaysia. This research expands the literature
on online classes during the pandemic (e.g. Cutri et al., 2020; Mishra et al.,
2020; Shah et al. 2020), that the most difficult aspects of online classes for
fashion students are technical complications involving internet outages and
adapting to new apps. Students also face communication issues due to
limitations in interactions between students and lecturers, and this has driven
them to work together to motivate themselves to carry on with online classes.
This study reveals that one of the greatest obstacles to online learning is
environmental issues and most students contend with various noises from
nature and humans disrupting their concentration during online classes.
Finally, this study expands the effects of online classes (e.g. Azlan et al.,
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2020) to include the emotional impact of a lack of comprehension on students
and how this contributes to a decline in performance. This study illustrates
how emotions can negatively affect students’ achievement and interest levels
in online fashion classes.

However, a limitation of this study is sampling, where fashion students were
chosen from the same university. Therefore, results could differ if students
were recruited from multiple universities. In the future, it is recommended to
extend the study to other practical courses such as textile design or to compare
fashion and textiles programmes to explore the extent to which the pandemic
has affected fashion and textiles students.
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