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Abstract

The impact of Covid-19 caused significant disruptions to student learning, where online delivery and assessment 
represent a critical consideration for physical education teacher education (PETE). The Covid-19 pandemic posed 
a problem with sectoral disruption in higher education, sport, and physical activity. Students specialising in 
Physical Education (PE) had to experience a temporary shift of instructional delivery in the practical modules to 
an alternative delivery mode. The improvisation and rapid conversion of delivering learning activities were purely 
experimental to facilitate student learning. There is a general apprehension about online learning for students in 
PETE, most notably, the absence of face-to-face education through movement that is difficult to replicate digitally. 
Emergency remote learning engendered questions and challenges regarding pedagogical approaches. Lecturers 
explored the effectiveness of emergency remote learning through student experiences. Descriptive research was 
conducted, following a mixed-method approach to understand students’ experiences, perceptions, and challenges. 
140 students specialising in PE completed an online questionnaire. The quantitative data were analysed using 
the statistical package for the social sciences programme, and the qualitative data was thematically analysed. 
The majority of the students feel they have successfully reached the outcome of each module respectively. The 
availability of online class recordings assisted students in their self-paced approach to learning. Collaborative 
learning was preferred only if the lecturer was involved, as it seemed a significant challenge when student-driven. 
A PE programme needs a face-to-face approach and can benefit from a blended teaching approach. Educators 
transitioning suddenly to remote operation can consider adopting a similar pedagogical approach.

Keywords: emergency remote learning, higher education, physical education, physical education teacher education, 
student experiences

Introduction
The impact of the Covid-19 global lockdown caused signifi-

cant disruptions to student learning, assessment, and professional 
qualifications (Burgess & Sievertsen, 2020), where online deliv-
ery and assessment represent a critical consideration (Dyment & 
Downing, 2020). The Covid-19 global pandemic posed a partic-
ularly acute problem for sports. Universities were closed with the 
hard-national lockdown in the Republic of South Africa (RSA), 
starting on 23 March 2020 (South African Government, 2020). 
Education undergraduate students specialising in Physical Educa-
tion (PE) had to experience a temporary shift of instructional de-
livery in the PE practical modules to an alternative delivery mode 

due to the crisis circumstances. Emergency remote learning (ERL) 
involves using fully remote teaching solutions for instruction that 
would otherwise be delivered face-to-face or as blended or hybrid 
modes that would return to the original instructional format once 
the crisis or emergency has ended. The primary objective in these 
circumstances is not to re-create a robust educational ecosystem 
but rather to provide temporary access to instruction and instruc-
tional support in a manner that is quick to set up and is reliably 
available to students during an emergency or a crisis (Hodges, 
Moore, Lockee, Trust & Bond, 2020).

ERL posed several questions and challenges to the lecturers 
involved regarding their pedagogical approaches. The lecturers 

Correspondence:

Dr. C.F. Jones Couto
The University of Pretoria, Faculty of Education, Department of Humanities Education, Pretoria, South Africa, Cnr. George Storrar 
and Leyds Street, Groenkloof, Pretoria, South Africa, 0081
Email: Cherese.jones@up.ac.za

ORIGINAL SCIENTIFIC PAPER



8 J. Anthr. Sport Phys. Educ. 7 (2023) 1

PHYSICAL EDUCATION STUDENTS’ EXPERIENCES IN EMERGENCY REMOTE LEARNING  | C.F. J. COUTO ET AL.

were concerned about whether students engaged critically with 
the modules’ content, whether the teaching and learning were ef-
fective, and, most importantly, whether students were adequately 
prepared for their careers as teachers. This paper explores under-
graduate students’ experiences in ERL of PE practical modules. 
It is significant to state the vast distinction between the normal 
type of effective online instruction and ERL that which we are 
doing in a hurry with bare minimum resources and scant time 
as the delivery of PE teacher education (PETE) through online 
learning is a contentious discussion regarding the implications 
for producing quality, well-rounded graduates (Goad & Jones, 
2017). Effective online learning results from careful instruction-
al design and planning, using a systematic model for design and 
development (Branch & Dousay, 2015). Central to the concern 
of the difference between ERL and online learning is the expe-
riential nature of teaching and learning in PE (Quennerstedt, 
2019), specifically the importance of pre-service teachers devel-
oping knowledge and skills through connected face-to-face ex-
periences. Learning is social in nature (Molleman, van den Berg 
& Weissing, 2014). The value of social interaction is embedded 
in collaborative learning and engagement between the students 
(Laal & Laal, 2012). Vygotsky’s (1978) well-established collab-
orative theory has a critical role in effective PETE programme 
delivery, specifically to ensure that pre-service teachers with-
in their academic and professional careers attain higher-level 
thinking and preserve information for longer (Richards et al., 
2020). The mode of delivery changed; however, the learning 
outcomes remained the same during the transformation in the 
PE programme. The experiment to transform the instructional 
mode of the pedagogical approach for it to become digital ed-
ucation was meant to be a temporary shift from the standard 
methods of teaching. 

During ERL of the PE practical modules, all completed as-
sessments were uploaded by the students to the higher education 
institution’s (HEI) learning management system (LMS) and as-
sessed online by the lecturer. Most of the evaluations were com-
pleted collaboratively, with groups of students working together. 
The lecturers incorporated video creation in the assessments to 
overcome some of the PE practical modules’ challenges and en-
sure that the student’s online learning experience would be en-
hanced. Students video recorded themselves applying sports 
training principles in their video demonstration and uploaded 
the videos using the LMS, google drive, or YouTube channels to 
receive feedback from the lecturer and their peers. In other in-
stances, students were given different topics to research with some 
actual content and guidelines, then asked to create a video about 
their specific topic and share it with other students. The videos 
were used in the assessments as a means of scaffolding student 
progress in conjunction with other assessment methods. These 
assessment methods included students engaging with content and 
completing multiple-choice questions; other assessment activities 
also included students creating podcasts or narrated presentations 
focusing on physical activities that could be used to improve tech-
nical skills in the respective sports. Furthermore, the guidelines 
and the assessment criteria were discussed with the students, 

which guided them in completing assessments. Collaborative on-
line feedback sessions were scheduled after evaluations were com-
pleted, enabling the lecturers to minimise individual queries after 
the assessments were graded.

This research has two objectives to reach: 1) Whether teach-
ing and learning were effective during ERL to develop the skills 
and knowledge students need to succeed in work, life, and citi-
zenship in the 21st century;  and 2) To explore the students’ ex-
periences during ERL. The findings and results of our study may 
be especially relevant for other lecturers since they can consider 
adopting a similar pedagogical approach.

Methods
Research design

To understand the experiences, perceptions, and challenges of 
the undergraduate students regarding the ERL of the PE practical 
modules, descriptive research was conducted, which involved a 
mixed-method research design (Kumar, 2019) and therefore in-
cluded both quantitative and qualitative measurements (Thom-
as, Nelson & Silverman, 2011; Creswell, 2015). The rationale for 
choosing the mixed methods research approach for this study was 
to broaden the perspective of the study and enhance the accuracy 
of the findings and interpretation of the data. The study was con-
ducted eight months after implementing ERL at an HEI in Preto-
ria, South Africa, for the first time. 

Ethical clearance
All relevant people, committees, and authorities were con-

sulted, and the principles guiding this study were accepted before 
commencing the research. To ensure objectivity and transparency 
in this research and ensure accepted principles of ethical and pro-
fessional conduct, ethical clearance was received from an HEI in 
Pretoria, South Africa.

Participants / Respondents
The respondents consisted of 140 undergraduate education 

students specialising in PE at the HEI in Pretoria. All the students 
experienced ERL as a teaching and learning mode of instruction 
for the first time. The students were enrolled in three different 
PE practical modules, of which 2% were students enrolled in the 
practical soccer module, 26% the students enrolled in the motor 
development module, and the rest of the students were enrolled in 
the athletics practical module. 

Data collection
An online questionnaire was used to collect data from the 

students enrolled in the PE practical modules (Singh, 2017). 
The questionnaire consisted of three closed - and one open-end-
ed question. The measure of reliability was calculated using the 
Cronbach alpha scores of each question of the questionnaire. The 
reliability analysis (Table 1) was determined by using a question-
naire comprising 3 items. Cronbach’s alpha showed the question-
naire to reach acceptable reliability, α = 0.36. Most items appeared 
to be worthy of retention, and no items were considered for re-
moval (Bonett & Wright, 2015).

Table 1. Reliability statistics

Cronbach’s Alpha Cronbach’s Alpha Based on Standardized Items N of Items

0.359 0.371 3

The first question on the extent to which the module out-
comes of PE practical modules were achieved was measured ac-
cording to a 5-point Likert-type scale. The second question was 
related to a practical module’s teaching and learning preference 
and was measured according to the 3-point Likert-type scale. The 

third question was based on the assessment method preference 
for a practical module and was measured according to the 3-point 
Likert-type scale. The fourth question was analysed qualitatively 
as it was an open-ended question that focused on the students’ 
experiences, perceptions, and challenges of ERL.
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Data analysis 
The SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Sciences) was a com-

prehensive statistical programme used to score and analyse quanti-
tative data (Bryman & Cramer, 2009). The data was analysed using 
SPSS to determine the standard deviation and arithmetic mean. 
The qualitative data was analysed using thematic analysis. Thematic 
analysis is the most widely used qualitative approach to analyse data 
or information. It identifies and provides meaning and insight into 
the data (Braun & Clarke, 2012). In this study, the analysis meth-
ods were used for statistical and thematic analysis to have a broader 
perspective of the meanings and experiences drawn from the data.

The thematic analysis has enabled us to understand students’ 
diverse experiences, perceptions, and challenges. This approach 

allowed the researchers to understand the students’ assessment 
method, teaching and learning preferences, and challenges and 
opportunities to accelerate innovation concerning ERL and im-
prove the pedagogical approach relevant to ERL.

Findings
The descriptive statistics are based on the mean, standard de-

viation, and percentages of the response from quantitative data. 
The results are presented based on the (1) extent to which the 
module learning outcomes were achieved, (2) teaching and learn-
ing preference for a practical module, and (3) assessment method 
preference for a practical module of ERL. Table 2 provides de-
scriptive statistics. 

Table 2. Mean and Standard Deviation of the raw data of module outcomes, teaching and learning preference, and assessment 
methods. 

Rank Item Mean SD

1 To what extent do you feel that you have successfully achieved the module outcomes 3.82 1.045

2 What is your teaching and learning preference for a practical module 2.23 0.763

3 What is your assessment method preference for a practical module 1.87 0.520

Firstly, the overall mean score for the question on the extent 
to which the module outcomes were achieved was above the 
midpoint (3) of a 5-point Likert scale, which indicated that more 
than half of the students gave high scores for reaching the mod-
ule learning outcomes, 37.1% of the respondents agree, and 20.7% 
strongly agree that the module learning outcomes were achieved. 

The respondents reported academic performance, support and 
lecturers’ presence in the online environment, timely feedback re-
ceived from the lecturers, and overall performance in the module 
as some factors that contributed to the attainment of the module 
learning outcomes. Figure 1 illustrates the extent to which the 
module learning outcomes were achieved.

FIGURE 1. The extent to which the module learning outcomes were achieved

FIGURE 2. Teaching and learning preferences

Secondly, in the case of teaching and learning preference, 
face-to-face teaching and learning were found to be the most pre-
ferred approach, with 41.7% of the respondents indicating that 
the face-to-face approach is the preferred mode of teaching and 

learning and 36% opting for the blended approach of teaching and 
learning, while 22.3% indicated that ERL (online) is the preferred 
mode of teaching and learning. 

Thirdly, 69.1 % of the respondents reported practical assess-
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ment as the preferred assessment method. The responses are 
linked to the practical nature of the PE practical modules; for 
example, one of the respondents stated that “…. The content is 
understood better by applying the theory to real-life experiences” 

therefore, the responses underline the fact that ERL cannot satisfy 
all educational needs and goals, more so when it comes to the 
PE practical modules, where students are required to demonstrate 
and apply their knowledge practically. 

FIGURE 3. Assessment method preference

Lastly, the qualitative data based on the thematic analysis, the 
respondents identified some key factors that influenced their in-
dividual growth relating to the learning experiences in ERL. The 
respondents reported that these factors should be considered 
during the ERL. Some of these factors are related to technological 
challenges (network connection, data, infrastructure) and ped-
agogical challenges (for example, PE practical modules should 
address the issues of “knowing about something” (concepts and 
knowledge) and always how to do it (practical aspect). Regard-
less of the self-paced approach to learning, innovative approach 
to teaching and learning, and efforts by the lecturers to engage 
the students, the respondents believe that the practical aspect of 
the module should be done through a face-to-face teaching and 
learning mode.

Discussion
As lecturers and researchers, we strive for quality teaching in 

the PE programme. ERL influenced the programme and forced 
us to revise the PE practical modules. There is a general appre-
hension from most stakeholders concerned with PE about the 
online learning experience for students in PETE, most notably, 
the potential absence of ‘physical’ contact with academic staff (Va-
rea & González-Calvo, 2020). Careful considerations need to be 
developed for PETE in HEIs in the ERL context that COVID-19 
highlighted to ensure that, at the very least, the respective degree 
programmes can maintain their intended learning outcomes to-
ward pre-service PETE.

The primary purpose of the PE practical modules was to in-
troduce the students to the field of PE, sport, and the practical ap-
plication and pedagogy thereof in a school context. These modules 
also equip the students to teach in the area of the subject of Life 
Orientation and Life Skills, precisely the outcomes dealing with 
physical development and movement, physical well-being, and 
recreation. A variation of teaching styles during each PE practical 
lesson was so that the students as a collective receive, process, and 
recall knowledge during collaborative learning. It was important 
for lecturers to explore how knowledge is constructed and how 
knowledge is acquired. Student learning through the process of 
adult education programmes, such as PETE, suggests that lec-
turers should consider and provide learning opportunities that 
are not isolated events in time. In 1966, Muska Mosston made 
a monumental contribution to the methodology of teaching PE 
with his description of teaching styles, also called teaching meth-
ods, which ranged from command to discovery styles. Academics 

have recognised that a lecturer rarely teaches a whole lesson using 
one style, but rather the lecturer chooses different styles to meet 
different learning objectives. The spectrum of teaching styles has 
a prominent position in PE literature and is widely included in 
PETE programmes (Sanchez, Byra & Wallhead, 2012). Teaching 
styles are principles of instruction implemented by lecturers to 
achieve the desired learning by students. Using a variety of teach-
ing styles throughout a PE programme was perceived as the most 
effective way to include all students and meet the diverse needs of 
all students.

The technological challenges, like lack of access to educational 
technologies, were a clear difference between the student’s expe-
riences of those living in rural areas and those students living in 
urban areas. Poor internet connections were a burden across the 
board. Over the years, those who have built online programmes 
will attest that effective online learning aims to be a learning com-
munity and supports learners, not just through instructional but 
with co-curricular engagement and other social support (Bouil-
heres, Le, McDonald, Nkhoma & Jundug-Montera, 2020). How 
much infrastructure exists around the educational ecosystem 
of face-to-face delivery that supports student success that facil-
itates socialisation with peers, library resources, housing, career 
services, and health services needs considerations. Lecturers are 
one instructional aspect of an educational ecosystem specifical-
ly designed to support learners with formal, informal, and social 
resources. Effective online education requires an investment in 
an educational ecosystem of learner support, which takes time to 
identify and build (Hodges, Moore, Lockee, Trust, & Bond, 2020). 

The pedagogical approach, social constructivism, used by the 
lecturers during ERL, replicate what would have otherwise been 
face-to-face or hybrid teaching of the PE practical modules. The 
collaborative learning theory was used for student engagement 
and to promote effective teaching and learning. Opportunities 
were created for flexible learning, as lecture recordings were avail-
able throughout the modules for students to refer back to when-
ever needed. The module outcomes were achieved as the lecturers 
supported the students in promoting their learning experiences 
by scaffolding learning so that students could reach the required 
outcomes. This pedagogical approach was a way of clarifying 
learning objectives and content. Teaching and learning in the PE 
practical modules were effective as the students’ overall percep-
tion was that they attained the module learning outcomes.

Including the technological challenges and the pedagogical 
aspect, the aim to explore the experiences of undergraduate stu-



PHYSICAL EDUCATION STUDENTS’ EXPERIENCES IN EMERGENCY REMOTE LEARNING  | C.F. J. COUTO ET AL.

J. Anthr. Sport Phys. Educ. 7 (2023) 1 11

dents in the ERL of PE practical modules was reached as the stu-
dents experienced face-to-face teaching and learning as the most 
preferred approach and practical assessment was the preferred 
method of assessment.

In summary, the majority of the students feel they have suc-
cessfully reached the outcome of the practical module they have 
enrolled for. The availability of online class recordings assisted 
students in their self-paced approach to learning. Collaborative 
learning was preferred only if the lecturer was involved, as it 
seemed a significant challenge when student-driven. A PE pro-
gramme needs face-to-face contact with students and can some-
times benefit from a blended teaching approach. Exploring ERL’s 
effectiveness through student experiences is relevant, as other PE 
lecturers and PETE programmes making a sudden transition to 
remote operation can consider adopting a similar pedagogical 
approach.

Conclusion
The success of ERL in enhancing the students’ learning experi-

ences is not only based on the effectiveness of students or module 
outcomes, collaborative learning, and innovative pedagogical ap-
proaches used by the lecturers. The online environment requires 
students to have access to the online learning environment and a 
well-established online educational ecosystem. Lack of technolog-
ical access might exclude students from effective learning in the 
PE practical modules for economic or logistic reasons. Teaching 
and learning of PE in higher education are considered effective 
through a face-to-face delivery as education through movement 
is difficult to replicate digitally.
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