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Overview and Purpose
This interview guide was developed specifically for this study. It was used to conduct semi-structured, in-depth individual interviews with undergraduate physiotherapy students at a university in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. Interviews were conducted via Zoom between April 2021 and April 2022. The guide was developed by the research team and refined following pilot review by two academics experienced in qualitative research.
The guide was designed to elicit rich, contextually embedded accounts of students’ lived experiences of teaching and learning during a period of rapid transition to online and blended learning modalities. Questions were deliberately open-ended to facilitate in-depth exploration and to allow themes to emerge inductively from participant accounts, consistent with the interpretivist, explorative qualitative design of the study.

Interviewer Notes and Procedural Guidance
Prior to each interview:
•  Confirm the participant has received and signed the informed consent form.
•  Confirm consent to audio recording and use of Zoom.
•  Remind the participant that participation is voluntary and they may withdraw at any time without consequence.
•  Remind the participant that there are no right or wrong answers; the study seeks their genuine experience and perspective.
•  Test the Zoom recording function before the session commences.

During the interview:
•  Allow the participant adequate time to respond; do not interrupt or suggest answers.
•  Use probe questions flexibly to follow up on important or unexpected responses.
•  Note non-verbal cues (hesitation, visible distress, nodding) alongside verbal content.
•  If a participant shows signs of distress, pause the interview and offer to discontinue. Refer to student wellness services if appropriate.
•  Estimated interview duration: 25–35 minutes.


Section A: Opening and Rapport Building
Purpose: To establish rapport, explain the purpose of the interview, and ease the participant into the conversation.

Opening Statement (read aloud to participant):
"Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study. My name is Chazel Rufus, and I am a physiotherapy graduate and researcher at the University of KwaZulu-Natal. This interview is about your experiences as a physiotherapy student, particularly how teaching and learning changed when education moved online or to blended formats. There are no right or wrong answers. I am interested in your honest thoughts, feelings, and experiences. Everything you share will be kept confidential, and a pseudonym will be used in any reporting of findings. With your permission, I will be recording this session. Do you have any questions before we begin?"

A1.  Could you start by telling me a little about yourself - which year of the physiotherapy programme are you in, and where are you based?
•  How long have you been studying at this institution?
•  Do you live on campus, or off-campus? In a city, township, or rural area?

A2.  Before the shift to online learning, how would you describe your typical experience of attending physiotherapy classes and practicals on campus?
•  What did a normal week look like for you?
•  How did you feel about the programme before things changed?


Section B: The Shift to Online and Blended Learning - Initial Experiences
Purpose: To explore the participant’s initial experiences of the transition to online learning, including practical and logistical challenges.

B1.  Can you describe what it was like when your studies moved online? What were your first thoughts and experiences?
•  How did you find out that teaching was moving online?
•  How did you feel at the time - emotionally and practically?
•  Were you given any preparation or support before the change happened?

B2.  What devices and internet access did you have available when learning moved online?
•  Did you have a laptop, tablet, or smartphone? Did you share devices with family members?
•  What was your internet connection like - do you use data, Wi-Fi, or a combination?
•  Were there times when you were unable to attend an online session because of connectivity or device problems? Can you describe what happened?

B3.  Did you experience any problems related to electricity supply - for example, loadshedding  during your online learning?
•  How often did this happen, and how did it affect your ability to attend lectures or access materials?
•  How did you manage when this happened?

B4.  What was your home environment like for learning? Could you describe where and how you studied?
•  Did you have a quiet, dedicated space to study at home?
•  Were there distractions or demands from family members at home?
•  Did you have responsibilities at home that made it difficult to study?


Section C: Barriers to Teaching and Learning
Purpose: To explore the specific pedagogical, technological, institutional, and personal barriers that students experienced in online and blended learning environments.

C1.  Overall, how did you find online learning compared to contact learning on campus? In what ways did it work for you, and in what ways did it not?
•  Were there specific subjects or types of content that were harder to engage with online?
•  How did you feel about your ability to understand and retain what was being taught?

C2.  How prepared were your lecturers and the university for online teaching, in your experience?
•  Did you notice differences between how different lecturers adapted to online teaching?
•  Were there any specific teaching approaches that worked particularly well  or that did not work at all?
•  Did you feel your lecturers were accessible and able to support you online?

C3.  How did the move to online learning affect your ability to develop practical and clinical skills as a physiotherapy student?
•  Were you able to attend any in-person practicals or clinical placements during this time?
•  How do you feel about the practical training you received during this period, do you feel it was sufficient?
•  Are there specific clinical skills or competencies you feel you missed out on?

C4.  How did the shift to online learning affect how you were assessed?
•  Did the format of tests or examinations change? If so, how?
•  How did you feel about the fairness and validity of online assessments?
•  Did you feel assessments tested your clinical knowledge and reasoning as effectively as before?

C5.  Did the shift to online learning affect you psychologically or emotionally? How would you describe that experience?
•  Did you experience anxiety, stress, loneliness, or other emotional challenges?
•  How did you cope with these feelings?
•  Did you feel your mental health was supported by the university during this time?

C6.  Were you aware of student support services  such as counselling, academic support, or peer support during this period? Did you use any of these?
•  How easy was it to access these services online?
•  Were there support services you needed but could not access?


Section D: Enablers and Positive Experiences
Purpose: To explore what supported students’ learning during this period, including institutional, relational, and personal enablers.

D1.  Despite the challenges, were there aspects of online or blended learning that you found helpful or that worked well for you?
•  Were there platforms, tools, or approaches that you found particularly useful?
•  Did you develop any new skills or strategies as a result of studying online?

D2.  Were there lecturers, peers, or other people who made a significant positive difference to your learning experience during this period?
•  What did they do that was helpful?
•  How important was the relationship with your lecturers to your overall experience?

D3.  Did you draw on support from fellow students  for example, forming study groups or sharing resources? If so, how did this work?
•  How did you communicate with classmates when you were all studying from home?


Section E: Recommendations for Blended Learning and Curriculum Improvement
Purpose: To elicit students’ constructive, forward-looking recommendations for improving teaching and learning in blended and digital environments, and for curriculum reform in physiotherapy education.

E1.  If you could give advice to the university or to your lecturers about how to improve online or blended learning for physiotherapy students, what would you say?
•  What changes to the way online classes are structured or delivered would help?
•  What support structures are most needed for students studying online?
•  What infrastructure or resources would make the biggest difference?

E2.  Do you think a blended learning model combining face-to-face and online teaching could work well for physiotherapy education in the long term? Why or why not?
•  What would a good blended model look like, in your view?
•  What would need to be in place for it to be successful?

E3.  Thinking about the overall structure of the physiotherapy curriculum, are there things you feel should be changed or introduced based on your experience?
•  When do you think physiotherapy-specific subjects and clinical modules should be introduced?
•  When do you think students should start having clinical exposure or hospital visits?
•  Do you feel there is enough connection between the theory you are taught and what you actually do clinically?

E4.  Is there anything else about your experience of teaching and learning as a physiotherapy student during this period or more generally that you would like to share that we have not covered?


Section F: Closing
"We have reached the end of our interview. Thank you so much for your time and for sharing your experiences so openly. Your insights will contribute to improving physiotherapy education, and we are grateful for your participation. As I mentioned, a pseudonym will be used in any reporting of your responses, and your identity will remain confidential. The findings from this study will be shared with you as part of our member checking process  you will have the opportunity to review the themes we identify and provide any corrections or additional feedback. Do you have any questions for me before we close?"

Following the interview: The interviewer made brief reflective notes on the tone, content, and any notable observations from the session, to be incorporated into the reflexive journal.
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