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BACKGROUND

The Covid-19 pandemic impacted the delivery of 
learning and teaching with an unexpected and 
rapid transition to online learning (e-learning) 

(Department for Education, 2021)

Existing international research has reported 
negative effects on student learning, particularly 
for practical skill application (Ng et al., 2021)

E-learning is likely to continue to be integrated in 
UK physiotherapy education (Chartered Society 
Physiotherapy, 2022). There needs to be 
understanding of the potential impact of this
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METHODS 

Two online, semi-structured focus groups were 
conducted in March 2022

Recruitment used teaching sessions and the 
programme information website to advertise the 
focus groups 

Analysis was Reflexive thematic (Braun & Clarke, 
2022) using NVivo 12 (QSR International, 2020) 

Ethical approval was gained from the University 
of Hertfordshire: HSK/SF/UH/04705

Reduced opportunities to 
use preferred learning 

styles and strategies online 

“We’re physios so 
we have to 

physically do stuff in 
order to learn.” 

“Because I’m at home and I’ve got other 
things to do so…if I am struggling with it 

then I will avoid it and do something else.” 

Challenges of adjusting

Environment 

Communication

“[e-learning] is a very different 
medium, you don’t have that body 

language to read off other people and 
also you kind of end up cutting people 
off and interrupting people and that 

can just feel really awkward.” 

Student 
Community  

“Because I commute, I haven’t got the social 
aspects of some of my other friends who live on 

campus, they’re still out socialising with each 
other because they live together, so .. you get a 

little bit lonely and feel left out.” 

“I do like the fact that it’s 
recorded now online.  So, if you 

do miss a lecture, you can go 
back and listen to it.” 

Flexible learning 

Frustration & lower 
engagement 

I think it is a case of who you are with, 
sometimes it was really beneficial, but the 

majority of the time it’s not….you just think 
why am I doing the hard work for everyone 
else….[you] do it yourself and don’t share it 

because what is the point?” 

“You just feel less 
engaged online” 

Confidence to apply 
learning 

“Once I had a person there, it’s like, all right.  I 
know I could list off [anatomical knowledge] 

but I couldn’t necessarily place it on someone.  
That’s when the issues came about.”

IMPLICATIONS

Physiotherapy programmes need to develop 
engaging, innovative, and creative online 
teaching activities that include kinaesthetic 
learning 

E-learning activities must support students 
to build confidence to transfer knowledge 
and skills to their patients

Future research on how technology could 
be integrated into e-learning to enhance the 
student experience and provide kinaesthetic 
activities would be of value, particularly for 
learning anatomy 

PURPOSE 

To explore the experiences of physiotherapy 
students who transitioned from in-person 
education to increased e-learning 
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Physiotherapy students find e-learning challenging, these challenges 
negatively impact on students' confidence to apply their knowledge and skills 

in clinical practice

DISCUSSION

All students felt low levels of confidence in 
their ability to apply skills, and to a lesser 
extent their knowledge from e-learning

Anatomy was more challenging to learn and 
apply compared to when it was taught in-
person. This may be because fewer 
kinaesthetic learning activities were 
available

Students felt less engaged but, were also 
frustrated with their peer's reduced 
engagement

Future cohorts will not need to adjust their 
learning as e-learning will likely continue 

“I like models as well to 
help me visualise it in 

3D…it is easier to 
orientate yourself around 

something that is 3D.” 

“My main issue was feeling less 
confident about hands on 

techniques…we haven’t had those 
opportunities to just practice.”
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