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Lessons learned from domestic and international virtual study tours during Covid-19 pandemic 
Introduction	
Apparel production and retailing has a global presence in both academics and industry.  One of the most efficient and effective ways to gain exposure to this global industry is for students to participate in study tours.  Traditionally, students would participate in a physical study tour course to specific global or domestic locations. The study tour provides opportunities for students to study the interaction between manufacturing, marketing, and merchandising in the apparel industry as well as understand the diverse aspects of the apparel industry; integrate information from campus courses with that of industry professionals; and analyze industry strategies based on segments of the industry.  The tours are also designed to provide information regarding career opportunities within the industry. However, the Covid-19 pandemic halted all academic travel for nearly 3 years.

Virtual Pivot
An apparel program from a mid-south university pivoted both domestic and international study tour options to virtual during the Covid-19 pandemic.  This required faculty leaders to partner with entities that they would not normally.  With the aid of alumni, networking contacts, university partners and the study abroad office, the program successfully implemented two domestic and one international study tour in years 2020-2022. The virtual domestic study tours included visits to New York City and Las Vegas. The virtual international study tour visited industry professionals in Italy. So why was it important to continue the study tours?  Even though students were not able to stroll through the streets of a study tour destination, they stilled gained meaningful experiences both culturally and academically by visiting with industry professionals. 

Method
The rigor of each study tour remained intact when pivoting to virtual offerings. Each study tour had a required pre-study tour course for 1 hour credit. This course consisted of trend, cultural, geographic and industry research. This was to ensure students were prepared to meet virtually with guest industry speakers. The required 2 credit hour study tour course provided a virtual on-site study of the fashion manufacturers and markets in various domestic and international markets examining the design, production, distribution and retailing of fashion goods from couture fashion to mass markets in the specific locations.  The objectives of the study tour were:  (a) to gain an awareness and appreciation of the vastness of the fashion industry; to examine the role and responsibilities of the designer, manufacturer, and retailer; (b) to observe processes in the development and production of fashion goods; (c) to observe and become familiar with the role of wholesalers and wholesale markets; (d) to examine marketing techniques used within the fashion industry; (e) to examine methods of promoting and selling fashion products by trade advisory associations and the fashion press; (f) to identify trends in design and fashion production, wholesaling and retail marketing; (g) to explore career alternatives in the fields of design and fashion, including the qualifications, responsibilities, rewards and trends. Students were required to: (1) keep a daily journal of their virtual experiences, focusing on the educational aspects of the daily events as well as their personal observations. Students were also required to participate by preparing two questions prior to each virtual visit to ask of the industry presenter.
Lessons Learned
	There were many lessons learned during the virtual study tours.  
1. The study tours were accessible. Not all students had the financial means to travel and therefore found the virtual option was affordable and educational. 
2. The study tours were adaptable. For example, the international study tour had to be scheduled in the early morning to fit with the time difference of the host country. Students could attend the virtual study tour from anywhere.  Some were on their break at work, others taking full class loads. 
3. The study tours were acceptable.  Industry professionals were able to schedule their time and participate from their office or home, which they accepted much more readily than hosting students in person.  In person meetings take time to coordinate, plan and host. With virtual appointments professionals were much more likely to agree to a zoom meeting. 
4. The study tours were active. The students were much more engaged in the zoom meeting when they were prepared and ready to ask questions.  This allowed for insightful discussions to ensue between the students and industry professionals. 
5. The study tours were academic. Since the expectations and rigor remained the same for the virtual study tours as the in-person study tours, these options proved equally academic. Students’ evaluations indicated they learned much more than they originally imagined from a virtual study tour.

Conclusion 
Most university apparel programs offer study tours either as an option or requirement. Pivoting to a virtual study tour course during the Covid-19 pandemic ensured that students were given the exposure to and interaction with industry professionals. Benefits of a study tour are long lasting and unique.  Each trip was carefully planned to incorporate virtual tours, virtual environments, and virtual retail situations within the fashion industry as well as to expose students to a variety of locations both domestically and internationally, giving the student first-hand knowledge of the industry.  The pivoting from in-person study tours to virtual study tours either domestically or internationally allowed the students to experience the connection to the apparel industry, network with industry professionals, engage in cultural perspectives and become more globally minded. In addition, the offering of virtual study tours was not only for the Covid-19 pandemic. They can easily be incorporated into apparel programs for the purpose of educating, networking and immersing students into the industry without ever stepping on to a plane, train or bus. 
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