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On January 20, 2020, the first case of Covid-19 in the U.S. was reported in Washington State
(Holshue, 2020). The World Health Organization declared a global pandemic on March 11, 2020,
and almost immediately, the landscape of higher education across the U.S. changed (Marris, 2020).
Many states and municipalities announced stay-at-home orders and other public health mandates,
like masks and social distancing, that impacted the ability to provide traditional face-to-face
classroom interaction. At this same time, many higher education institutions shut down their
campuses and canceled face-to-face classes, moving the vast majority to an online learning
environment (Longhurst, 2020). Specifically, lab-based courses such as textile science for fashion,
apparel, and design students faced some unique challenges, as campuses shut down, as these
courses require significant student-teacher interaction and continued access to course materials to
conduct lab experiments (Marris, 2020).

As COVID-19 persisted and higher education institutions returned in the Fall 2020 semester, some
universities adopted a blended course delivery structure. Students moved back onto campus and
classes offered in-person and online by following appropriate social distancing measures and mask
mandates. To mitigate the spread of COVID-19, campuses required students who tested positive
for or were exposed to someone who tested positive for COVID-19 to quarantine for 14-days.
Students were often directed to enter quarantine abruptly, given a short time to gather personal
effects and either leave campus (i.e., go home) or enter the on-campus quarantine location. This
abrupt shift often placed students into precarious situations where they could not bring required
study materials with them, such as books, laptops, guides, DIY lab material to complete class
assignments or exams. Students faced difficulty accessing technology remotely that hampered
their coursework completion. The disruption to student’s living arrangements due to COVID-19
quarantine caused a significant burden on students and instructors as they balanced course
expectations with public health mandates in an ever-shifting pandemic landscape. Therefore, this
study’s objective was to investigate students’ challenges in an online textile course during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

The “community of inquiry” (COI) model for online learning (Garrison et al., 2000) has been
discussed as the theoretical framework of this study. COI posited that there should be three discrete
“presence”: cognitive, social, and teaching for students’ online learning. These three presences are
social phenomena manifested through interaction between students and the teachers (Picciano,
2017). An academic literature review of learning challenges during COVID-19 identified five
specific factors serving as barriers for the three “presences” of COI. The challenges are: 1)
technological (e.g., lack of devices or limited access due to gadget sharing, unreliable, slow, or no
internet access, issues with the online learning platform); 2) individual (e.g., difficulty adjusting
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learning styles, mental health difficulties, physical health issues); 3) domestic (e.g., limited space
conducive for studying, need to fulfill responsibilities at home, financial distress within the
household); 4) institutional (e.g., poor communication between learners and educators, inadequate
skills of educators, poor quality of learning materials; and 5) community (e.g., mobility restrictions
due to community lockdown, power interruptions, sociopolitical concerns) (Baticulon et al., 2020).

After receiving Institutional Review Board approval, a cross-sectional descriptive study was
conducted in Fall 2020. A convenience sampling technique was used to collect student feedback
from an online introductory lab-based textile course taught in a midwestern public

university. A self-administered online survey was developed that resulted in the following
breakdown of each of the five challenge categories within COI; (a) technological (four options),
(b) individual (four options), (c) domestic (six options), (d) institutional (eight options), and (e)
community (three options). Students could select more than one option from each challenge
category. The survey was distributed among 341 students enrolled in the class, and a total of 281
usable responses were recorded. Among the participants, 42% were freshmen, 35% were
sophomore, 13% were junior, and 10% were senior.
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Figure 1: Frequency of all student challenges (left); dominant technological challenges (right)

Data were analyzed using both quantitative and qualitative methods using content analysis and
frequency distribution. Among 281 students, 237 (84%) indicated that they had experienced one
or more technological challenges in the textile science course during Fall 2020. One student
mentioned, “after my positive test result, I went home, and my parents have slow and unreliable
internet which made schoolwork difficult to complete. ” 268 (95%) students indicated that they had
experienced one or more individual challenges. One student wrote, “prefer in-person school more
as it keeps me focused. Also, being in lockdowns greatly affected my mental health, causing
numerous issues.” 191 (68%) students indicated that they had experienced one or more domestic
challenges. One student shared, “young children in my homemade it difficult to participate in
online classes.” 251 (89%) students indicated that they had experienced one or more institutional
challenges. One student said, “I feel like the inability to work with peers and fully discuss
information with our instructors has led to a gap in learning. | feel as though | have been simply
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memorizing information for exams rather than learning it for my own knowledge.” 127 (45%)
students indicated that they had experienced one or more community challenges. One student
indicated, “I like to go to the library or study rooms to do my homework because I focus better in
those places than in my own room, but because of restrictions, I was not always able to do so.”

This study revealed that despite the popularity of online learning and its widespread availability
during the last decade, students experienced numerous learning barriers as they shifted to online
learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. Especially in the U.S., a leader in higher education and
technological advancement, the lack of consistent internet access off-campus and the low-level of
technological literacy among college students are alarming. Educational policymakers should
investigate these learning challenges and barriers while exploring a newer pedagogical approach
that considers students’ sociological, psychological, and technological status. Future pedagogical
research could be conducted by assessing students’ online learning performance across discipline,
location, and time, comparing Spring and Fall 2020 to Spring and Fall 2021.
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