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ABSTRACT

In 2017 Scholl et al. highlighted a growing trend towards online courses in
Psychotherapy & Counselling training. With the emergence of the Coronavirus
(COVID-19) pandemic, this growth has accelerated, with more training now
taking place in an online setting. This study explored students’ experiences of
remote learning on a Psychotherapy & Counselling training, with a particular
focus on engagement and interaction in an online setting. A Thematic Analysis
was carried out on the data and the central organising theme of Connection
emerged. Three sub-themes were identified including, ‘Connection to Self’,
‘Connection to Others’ and ‘Connection to Lecturers’. Findings indicate that
connection can be nurtured online through intentional and considered instruc-
tion. Findings also suggest that students miss the personal connections that
face-to-face teaching affords with a preference for a blended approach to
learning. The results are used to make specific recommendations for
Counselling & Psychotherapy educators.
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Verbinden in einer Virtuellen Welt: Psychotherapie &
Beratung Erfahrungen von Studierenden mit Fernunterricht
und -lernen

ABSTRAKT

Im Jahr 2017 wiesen Scholl et al. auf einen wachsenden Trend zu Online-Kursen
in der Psychotherapie- und Beratungsausbildung hin. Mit dem Aufkommen der
Coronavirus-Pandemie (COVID-19) hat sich dieses Wachstum beschleunigt, da
nun mehr Schulungen in einer Online-Umgebung stattfinden (Helmcamp & Fox
2022, Lee et al 2022, Smith, 2022).

Diese Studie untersuchte die Erfahrungen der Studierenden mit dem
Fernunterricht in einer Psychotherapie- und Beratungsausbildung, wobei der
Schwerpunkt auf Engagement und Interaktion in einer Online-Umgebung lag.
Anhand der Daten wurde eine thematische Analyse durchgefiihrt, und es
kristallisierte sich das zentrale Leitmotiv von Connection heraus. Es wurden
drei Unterthemen identifiziert, darunter “Verbindung zu sich selbst”,
“Verbindung zu anderen” und “Verbindung zu Dozenten”

Die Ergebnisse deuten darauf hin, dass die Verbindung online durch bewus-
ste und Uberlegte Anweisungen gepflegt werden kann. Die Ergebnisse deu-
ten auch darauf hin, dass die Studierenden die persénlichen Verbindungen,
die der Prasenzunterricht bietet, vermissen, da sie einen gemischten
Lernansatz bevorzugen. Die Ergebnisse werden verwendet, um konkrete
Empfehlungen fir Beratungs- und Psychotherapiepdadagogen zu geben.

Conectando en un Mundo Remoto: Psicoterapia y Consejeria
Experiencias de los estudiantes de ensefianza y aprendizaje
remoto

RESUMEN

En 2017, Scholl et al. destacaron una tendencia creciente hacia los cursos en
linea en formacion en psicoterapia y asesoramiento. Con la aparicion de la
pandemia de coronavirus (COVID-19), este crecimiento se ha acelerado, y
ahora se imparte mas formacién en un entorno online (Helmcamp y Fox
2022, Lee et al 2022, Smith, 2022). Este estudio exploré las experiencias de
aprendizaje remoto de los estudiantes en una capacitacion en Psicoterapia y
Asesoramiento, con un enfoque particular en el compromiso y la interaccién en
un entorno en linea. Se llevé a cabo un andlisis tematico de los datos y surgi6 el
tema organizador central de Conexion. Se identificaron tres subtemas:
“Conexién con uno mismo”, “Conexién con los demas” y “Conexién con los
profesores”. Los hallazgos indican que la conexidn se puede fomentar en linea a
través de una instruccion intencional y considerada. Los hallazgos también
sugieren que los estudiantes echan de menos las conexiones personales que
ofrece la enseflanza cara a cara con una preferencia por un enfoque mixto del
aprendizaje. Los resultados se utilizan para hacer recomendaciones especificas
para los educadores de Consejeria y Psicoterapia.
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Se connecter dans un monde éloigné : expériences
d’enseignement et d’apprentissage a distance des étudiants
en psychothérapie et en conseil.

ABSTRAIT

En 2017, Scholl et al. a souligné une tendance croissante vers des cours en ligne
dans le domaine de la formation en psychothérapie et en counseling. Avec
I'’émergence de la pandémie de coronavirus (COVID-19), cette croissance s’est
accélérée, avec davantage de formations désormais dispensées en ligne
(Helmcamp & Fox 2022, Lee et al 2022, Smith, 2022). Cette étude a exploré les
expériences d'apprentissage a distance des étudiants dans le cadre d'une
formation en psychothérapie et conseil, avec un accent particulier sur I'enga-
gement et l'interaction dans un environnement en ligne. Une analyse
thématique a été réalisée sur les données et le theme organisateur central de
Connexion a émergé. Trois sous-themes ont été identifiés, notamment
« Connexion a soi », « Connexion aux autres » et « Connexion aux enseignants ».
Les résultats indiquent que la connexion peut étre entretenue en ligne grace a un
enseignement intentionnel et réfléchi. Les résultats suggérent également que les
étudiants ne bénéficient pas des liens personnels qu’offre I'enseignement en face
a face et préférent une approche mixte de l'apprentissage. Les résultats sont
utilisés pour formuler des recommandations spécifiques aux enseignants en
counseling et en psychothérapie.

TUvdeon o€ évav amopaKPUCHEVO KOOMO: Epmelpisg
@oltnTwv Yuyobepamneiag & CUMBOUVAEUTIKNAG amd Tnv £§
amootacewg Sidaockalia kat padnon

NEPIAHWH

To 2017 o Scholl kat ot cuvepydteg Tou TéVIcAV Hia au§avopevn Taon mMPog Ta
Sladiktuakd pabripata katd tnv ekmaidevon otnv Yuxobepameia kal tn
oupPoUAeUTIKA. Me TNV guAavion Tng mavdnuiag Tou kopovaiol (COVID-19), n
avamtuén autr emrtayuvonke, Ue TEPIOCOTEPN EKTAISEVON va TTpayUATOoTOlE(TalL
mAéov o€ Sladiktuakoé mepiBdiiov (Helmcamp & Fox 2022, Lee et al 2022, Smith,
2022). H mapouoa PeNETN Slepelivnoe TIG EUTTEIPIEG TWV OTTOUSAOTWY OXETIKA e
v €f amootdoew¢ pddnon oe pla ekmaibevon Yuyxobepameiag Kal
OUUPBOUAEVTIKNG, PE 181aiTeEPN €Upaon oTnV EUMAOKN Kal TNV aAAnAemidpaon
o€ éva Sladiktuako mepIBariov. MpayuatomolBnke Oguatikry Avaluon twv
Sebopévv Kal TTPOEKUYE TO KEVTPIKO opyavwTtikd Béua tng Xuvdeonc.
MpoodlopioTnkav Tpia emuépouc BEuata, OMWE «XUVOEDN LE TOV €QUTON,
«Z0vdeon He ANoug» Kal «XUvdeon pe toug S1ddokovteg». Ta gupruata
Seixvouv o011 n ouvdeon pmopei va KalkiepynBei oto S1adikTuo pHéow OKOTIUNG
Kat gvouveidntng Sidackaliac. Ta guprjpata vmodnAwvouv emiong o1t ol
@OITNTEG XAVOUV TNV TIPOOWTIKA oUvdeon mou mpoo@épel n Sia {Wwong
S16aokalia Kat TPOTIMOUV Jla  MIKTA Tpocéyylon otn pdénon. Ta
amoTeNéCUATA XPNOIHOTTOIOUVTAL WOTE VA TIAPEXOUV OUYKEKPIUEVEG CUOTACELG
yla ekmauSeuTEC oUMPBOVAEUTIKAG & YuxoBepameiag.
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Introduction

In March 2020, educators and students around the world were catapulted
into an emergency remote teaching and learning situation due to the
Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. The training programmes under inves-
tigation here, which had traditionally been delivered face to face, were now
delivered via Zoom. The core components of these programmes included
Experiential Group Process (EGP), Counselling Skills and Theory. Given the
nature of psychotherapy, where the qualities of relating and human con-
nectedness are paramount the researcher was interested in exploring stu-
dents’ experiences of teaching and learning during this time. There was
a particular interest in ascertaining if the lack of face-to-face interaction
impacted on engagement and relationship. With the sudden transition to
remote teaching lecturers had little time for planning, preparation and
design and had to rapidly develop the skills to work and teach remotely.
The way in which a course structure facilitates the interaction and develop-
ment of relationship is an important determinant of the success of online
learning. Hence, the research was interested in examining what impact, if
any, this transition had for participants.

Review of the literature

Research demonstrates that in remote learning environments, students
report higher feelings of satisfaction when they feel connected and enjoy
meaningful relationships (Snow & Coker, 2022; Chatterjee & Correia, 2020).
Conversely, a lack of connection can lead to students feeling disconnected
and alienated (Snow & Coker, 2022; Shin & Hickey, 2021) and ultimately
dropping out (Helmcamp & Fox, 2022). Ozaydin Ozkara and Cakir (2018)
conducted a qualitative study exploring students’ experiences of methods
that increase interaction and participation. The study involved 15 students
working individually and 15 working collaboratively. Data were collated
through interviews and reflective reports. The findings indicated that
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students who didn’t interact experienced feelings of loneliness and were
more likely to drop out. Attrition rates are higher for online courses than
face-to-face, which Murdock and Williams (2011) attribute to a lack of
connection. Greater interaction — both in and out of class — with peers and
lecturers leads to more satisfying experiences of remote learning and higher
retention rates (Lee et al., 2022; Sheperis et al., 2020).

A study by Toufaily et al. (2018) examined perceptions of online learning
via semi-structured interviews with 30 students enrolled in purely online,
hybrid or face-to-face programmes. Findings indicate that students missed
face-to-face interactions with their peers when studying online. Helmcamp
and Fox (2022) maintain that whilst online teaching may be more convenient
and accessible, students miss the sense of community and personal connec-
tion that face to face classes provide.

In a study by Snow et al. (2018) counsellor educators found it most
challenging to consider how to transition traditional teaching styles to an
online format. Hale and Bridges (2020) conducted a phenomenological study
amongst 6 counsellor educators across the USA to explore their experience of
transitioning from classroom to online teaching. Data from semi-structured
interviews was analysed and results showed that lecturers experienced diffi-
culties in establishing interpersonal connection and an inability to engage
students online. These findings correlate with those of Schreiber et al. (2021)
who contend that some instructors struggle with developing genuine con-
nections when trying to engage psychotherapy students in experiential
learning in a remote setting. Given that relationship is at the heart of
psychotherapy - it is important to explore how connection can be facilitated
in an online setting. This has the potential to provide much learning to help
educators enhance connection when teaching remotely and to develop rela-
tional skills in the absence of face-to-face teaching.

Lee et al. (2022) and Sheperis et al. (2020) contend that much of the
literature focuses on lecturers’ experiences of online education with a gap in
literature focusing on the experiences of students. In the absence of such
studies, this research aimed to understand students’ experience of engage-
ment and interaction and ways in which this can be facilitated. In order to
continue to develop, our understanding and choose the most effective
approaches and pedagogy, whilst providing a meaningful experience for
our students, it is important to look at students’ experiences.

Research methodology

Qualitative research provides a flexible and sensitive approach to exploring
and understanding the subjective experience of the participants and how
they make meaning (McLeod, 2011). Given the scope of this study, it was
considered that a qualitative design could bring a deeper dimension of
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meaning to the topic under investigation as it is oriented toward discovery,
developing our understanding further and following where the data leads
(McLeod, 2011). The aim was to generate new insights and provide nuanced
accounts (McLeod, 2011) into participants’ experiences.

Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA) (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2021) was
used to identify and analyse patterns (themes) in meaning across the data set.
It was considered a suitable approach as it offers a rigorous and systematic
approach to data analysis and provides a clear set of steps to guide the
researcher and to analyse a large body of data. Braun and Clarke (2006,
p. 77) claim that Thematic Analysis offers ‘an accessible and theoretically
flexible approach to analysing qualitative data’ which can be utilized across
a range of epistemologies and research questions.

RTA was particularly suitable in this instance as the researcher was
interested in analysing patterns that were common to the participants. It
also allowed for rich, contextualised research. An important component of
RTA is acknowledgement of the researcher’s own position and it is consid-
ered an integral part of the process. The researcher’s experience and pre-
existing knowledge is seen as something to be drawn upon as they influence
and contribute to the research. The researcher was a lecturer on both
programmes. This insider status (Brannick & Coghlan, 2007) gave her
knowledge and insight into the programme along with a ‘lived experience’
of remote teaching on the programme thus positioning her well to gain an in-
depth understanding of this topic. However, the researcher acknowledged
that this insider status could also result in making assumptions or missing
trends that were there. Keeping a reflexive journal along with research
supervision provided the researcher with a forum whereby these blind-
spots and biases could be highlighted and addressed. Participants were
reassured that all experiences, both positive and negative, were valid and
participation (or non-participation) didn’t impact their training status.

Participants

Purposeful sampling is particularly useful when the research requires parti-
cipants who are knowledgeable or experienced in a particular phenomenon
(Patton, 2002). As this research required participants to have knowledge and
experience of both traditional classroom and remote learning, students on
a BA Counselling & Psychotherapy and MA Integrative Psychotherapy
program were selected. Both of these programs are delivered within an
Irish University. Purposeful sampling was also considered a fit as the
researcher wished to hear student’s in-depth accounts of their experiences
of remote teaching.

Following approval from the University’s Ethical Board, all 41 students on
the MA and BA programs were invited to partake in the study. Recruitment
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took place between January and March 2022. 4 students were from the BA
program and 4 from the MA program responded to the invite. All 8 were
interviewed, consisting of 1 male and 7 females. The average age was 50, with
most of the contributors in their 40s and 50s and one in their 60s. Participants
weren’t compensated for partaking in the study. None of the participants had
any prior experience of remote teaching and learning. Whilst students on the
BA and MA courses took different modules, experiential group, skills practice
and theory were common to both programmes, hence ensuring a high level of
homogeneity amongst identified themes. All of the participants were in indi-
vidual psychotherapy and supervision online at this time.

Data collection and analysis

Data were collected via semi-structured interviews (SSIs) which were carried
out over zoom. Each interview was recorded and lasted approximately
60 minutes. Appendix gives an overview of the interview questions.

The researcher followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2021) systematic reflex-
ive thematic analysis to explore participants’ experiences. The data were
transcribed verbatim and transcripts read a number of times, making notes
of observations, reflections and patterns that were striking. Each data item was
given equal attention in the coding process. The coding process was thorough,
inclusive and comprehensive and relevant extracts for each theme were col-
lated and checked against each other and back to the original data set. This was
an iterative process whereby the researcher constantly refined and revised
earlier codes. Codes were clustered into possible themes or ‘Units of
Analysis’. This was a very active phase whereby the researcher was actively
engaging with the codes and attending to initial patterns and relationships that
were evident across the range of codes. The researcher re-read the complete
data set in order to ensure that the themes fitted and to code for any additional
data that may have been overlooked initially. This stage also involved giving
concise and accurate names to the emerging themes. Once a complete set of
themes and sub-themes were identified the story of the data was written.

Findings

Following analysis of the data, Connection was considered to be the central
organising concept. All data that related to this central theme were further
analysed and yielded three themes as follows:

(1) Connection to Self
(2) Connection to Others
(3) Connection to Lecturers
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The following section will discuss these themes with a selection of transcript
in italics.

Theme 1: Connection to self

Allowing oneself space to let things resonate is an important feature of group
process, and this was considered to be easier to do when online. All partici-
pants enjoyed ‘the quiet time’ that was afforded them after an online class.
They felt that being online allowed them more space to reflect on their own
process as it necessitated having to ‘sit with stuff’ from which they could be
more easily distracted when in the classroom. This in turn enhanced their
interaction with others, with one participant describing it as ‘more selective
and profound’. The majority of participants liked studying theory online and
felt more connected to their own learning when online without the distrac-
tions of those around them. In the words of one participant: I sometimes get
distracted by people, so the fact that my computer is in front of me and seeing
the lecture notes in front of me I feel like as if I can really absorb myself in the
information that’s coming. Being on their own in the online EGP group
allowed them to stay with their own process, to stay grounded and connect
to themselves. During the tea-break each participant tended to journal,
reflect on what was happening for them or go for a short walk alone. If in
the classroom students said they would immediately speak to someone they
know or engage in chit-chat which tended to distract them from their own
process.

Theme 2: Connection to others

All of the participants missed the camaraderie of being together in the same
physical space and there was an awareness that whilst deep process work can
take place when working online the physical presence of being together
changes everything. The interpersonal interactions and the regulation that
happens face to face was missed. When in the classroom students spend time
together informally and this time is treasured. One participant described how
the informal elements, the spontaneous being together, enhances the formal
elements. Remote learning doesn’t allow for these informal interactions in the
same way and this was considered to impact on the full experience. You don’t
get this three or four minutes of meeting somebody in the corridor ... the
coffee, the cookies, the chats. One participant said she missed out on the
physical presence when classes were online such as feeling energy in the room,
and . sensing things that you’re not aware of when you’re on a screen. Because
the social element was missing some students felt that they didn’t develop
relationships in the same way they would have if they were in the classroom.
Many participants reported that the connections they had made prior to
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lockdown sustained them and they found it easier to connect to the people
they had already met face to face in the classroom. All students enjoyed the
connection and the interaction which zoom breakout rooms afforded them.
Breakout rooms were considered to be a vitally important medium through
which students could connect with each other.

Some participants reached out and connected with each other in various
ways — such as study groups and monthly Zoom meetings with a mixed
response. There was much agreement that if such groups were organised by
the College, students would feel more accountable and be more committed to
showing up. Participants felt that if direction to attend isn’t coming from the
college then we don’t have to be there . .. there’s kind of a looseness about it.
Therefore, having a structure imposed on it by the College would facilitate it
to work better. For remote learning, Participants felt strongly that it was
important to integrate the social element into the fabric of the course.

Some of the participants described how disconnect can happen online,
particularly once they turn their cameras off and are left on their own. One
participant described how in the classroom they might make real eye contact
with someone and how supportive this can be. Connecting, even for a brief
moment with someone, looking to a friend for that connection, which
cannot happen in the same way online. There was a sense that being
physically together in the room calls for more interaction and it is easier to
disconnect and hide behind the screen. One participant acknowledged that
they were more inclined to ‘hang back a little bit’ which was easier to do
online. Another participant admitted that it’s easier to opt out of commu-
nication with others when online.

Theme 3: Connection to lecturers

When studying remotely some students found they had little opportunity to
talk privately or formally to lecturers. Most of the private conversations took
place over email. Some participants had the opportunity to have private
conversations or one-on-one sessions with their lecturer over the course of
the year, and they found this very beneficial. The impact of these were felt
keenly as described below:

Being one-on-one with a tutor that is something I find really motivating it’s
feeling that someone is really interested.

So, at the end of third year ... I actually had a chat with [lecturer] and it was so
lovely. Genuinely so lovely, to just connect on a personal level. And I hadn’t
realized how much maybe I had missed that prior.

Whilst students got feedback from their lecturers, they said they would have
welcomed more formal check-in sessions from time to time. However, the
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majority said they are very reluctant to reach out to lecturers when working
in a remote setting. Students described how beneficial break out rooms were
to interact with the lecturers. One participant explained that because the
lecturer ‘visited’ the rooms she didn’t lose out on the personal connection
and felt that this interaction compensated for the loss of the physical pre-
sence of the lecturer.

Discussion

The overarching theme that emerged from the analysis was that of
Connection. We know from the research that a sense of connection and
community are linked with better learning outcomes and dynamic interac-
tions lead to improved and deeper learning (Snow & Coker, 2022; Sheperis
et al., 2020; Murdock & Williams, 2011). The following section will discuss
the research question in light of these findings linking them with existing
literature and exploring their implications for professional practice.

Being alone together

Findings indicate that remote learning afforded students more time to
connect with their own process and offered them a distraction-free space
for reflection and study. Being alone together (Kostenius & Alerby 2020, p. 6)
facilitates students to connect more readily with self which is a crucial
component of any psychotherapy training. Garrison (2020) maintains that
any valuable learning experience necessitates the fusion of reflection with
discourse and is consistent with Ally’s (2008) recommendations for success-
ful online teaching by facilitating deep processing and promoting meaningful
learning and interaction.

Alerby and Alerby (2003) discuss the valuable role that silence plays in
the process of reflection within teaching and learning. Ollin (2008) pro-
motes ‘Silent Pedagogy’ and maintains that silence offers broader and
deeper learning, which in turn supports collaborative work. Affording
students more time to think can promote deeper thought and encourage
critical listening which in turn can have a significant impact on how
people interact with each other. Zembylas and Michaelides (2004,
p. 205) state that ‘Educators have the responsibility to create a safe
place for our students by valuing silence and by incorporating into our
classrooms the time and space necessary to experience the pedagogical
values of silence’. Unlike face-to-face classrooms where silence may need
to be imposed on a group, silence can form the natural fabric of the online
learning space. Silences can arise naturally at the beginning of class as the
tutor waits for everyone to join the call, during break times and at the end
when everyone turns off their microphones. Instead of viewing these
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silence as gaps in the teaching they could instead be embraced as an
intentional strategy in online teaching, thus transforming the online
environment into one where the silences and spaces are used to foster
self-reflection and meaningful interactions thus laying the groundwork for
a more collaborative approach.

Fostering social connection

It would appear that relationships developed online are not as deep as those
formed in the face to face classroom. This is consistent with Toufaily et al.
(2018) report that students interacted more with their peers in offline
settings and missed engaging and being with them when studying online.
Given that learning is not just a cognitive but also a social process (Hodges
et al., 2020) there is a responsibility on educators to focus not just on course
content and delivery but also on the ways in which social connection and
interaction is fostered. Consistent with the findings, research demonstrates
that activities which promote connection with self, others and lecturers have
a positive impact on engagement (Smith, 2022; Shin & Hickey, 2021;
Chatterjee and Correia, 2020). The intentional use of such activities and
interactions is critical in a remote learning environment to ward against
feelings of disengagement, disconnection, isolation and alienation
(Chatterjee & Correia, 2020; Scholl et al., 2017).

Without the physical presence of each other, there is more scope for
disconnection when studying remotely. Garrison (2020) fears that with the
growth in online education, learners might isolate themselves by choice and
reject shared thinking, challenge and critique. Rolins et al. (2022) refer to
videoconferencing fatigue as a new phenomenon experienced by individuals
when interactions with others are minimal over a long period of time. It is
important therefore that educators are attending to pedagogies that nurture
relationship when designing courses. The effective use of instructional tools
and promotion of a positive online culture are important elements of suc-
cessful online learning (Harrington & Zakrajsek, 2017). Given that a reliance
on online platforms is likely to continue into the future, efforts to improve
online engagement and connection is paramount. Online programmes need
to embrace instructional technology that promotes relationship-building
activities in order to foster connection and engagement (Rolins et al., 2022).

Intentional engagement

The findings point to the importance of making an intentional effort to
nurture student-tutor relationships. Activities and assignments that consis-
tently promote interaction and connection need to be built into online
training (Haddock et al., 2020). In order for optimal learning to take place
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in a remote teaching environment, intentional engagement and meaningful
connections need to be established between students and their teachers (Hale
& Bridges, 2020). An approach to teaching that intentionally responds to the
learner in growth-producing ways are qualities that promote optimal online
learning (Scholl et al., 2017, p. 208). Haddock et al. (2020) point to the
challenges that this can pose for lecturers who struggle with providing
intentional and personalized instructional interactions. It requires additional
and diverse approaches in order to promote connection and simply transfer-
ring material used in the face-to-face setting is not sufficient (Haddock et al.,
2020).

Blended learning

The findings from this study correlate with the research which indicates
that students report a more fulfilling online experience when they also
have face-to-face contact with their peers (Helmcamp & Fox, 2022;
Sheperis et al., 2020). This has very important implications for online
and hybrid delivery in Counselling and Psychotherapy training going
forward. Hybrid or blended learning is defined as learning that integrates
both face-to-face and online teaching. Graham (2019, p. 19) states that
‘evidence shows that many learners value both the richness of interactions
in a face-to-face environment and the flexibility, convenience, and
reduced costs associated with online learning’. This was certainly borne
out in the current research with all participants recommending a blended
approach to learning going forward. A blended approach can support
learners by tapping into various learning styles and hence promoting
successful teaching experiences for students (Harris, 2018). Through care-
ful planning and implementation blended learning has the potential to
create connected learning communities. The current research strongly
supports the possibility for a robust blended teaching and learning experi-
ence within a Psychotherapy training.

Recommendations and limitations

The current research is not without its limitations. It was limited by the
homogenous sample as all participants were from the same University and
studying within the same department. Furthermore, the small sample size of
eight means that the findings cannot be generalised. It would be very useful
to expand this study to include other psychotherapy trainings to extend the
findings beyond this context. The average age of participants in this study
was 50, with the majority in their 40s and 50s which would skew the data
older. Hence, it would be interesting to compare the findings in this study
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with the experiences and perceptions of remote learning within a younger
cohort.

As we have moved into a post-pandemic era it would be interesting to
explore students” experiences of coming back into the classroom environ-
ment and enquire into how this transition has been. Given that the majority
of participants agreed that a blended approach was the way forward more
research is needed to assess best practice in blended learning. Whilst the
longer-term impact of the pandemic has yet to be determined, in the short
term it would appear that students adapted to this digital world. It would be
interesting to follow up with students who completed their training exclu-
sively online to explore what/if any implications this has had for their
practice.

Conclusion

One of the most salient lessons from the COVID-19 pandemic is that just as
the way in which we do therapy has changed so too has the way in which we
teach it. Haddock et al. (2020) and Sheperis and Nazzal (2022). As we move
forward, it is apparent that this shift to remote learning is not just an
alternative to facetoface, but increasingly becoming part of what we do. In
this constantly evolving space, educators are left to determine best practice in
psychotherapy & counselling education and investigate the technology used,
the pedagogy and the methods employed.

We now have the opportunity to develop the teaching methods and
skills that best suit Psychotherapists of the 21st century. As borne out in
this study, it is not just about the course content and delivery but also the
social connection and interactions that are cultivated. The richness of
face-to-face classroom interaction coupled with the affordances of an
online learning environment make a blended approach to psychotherapy
& counselling training a very appealing option. This research highlights
the way in which a successful collaborative environment can be created
through attention to connections, which are optimally attained in a hybrid
setting. The focus must be on both instruction and the relational and
social element and the overall educational environment needs to be
designed with this in mind.
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Appendix
Semi-structured interview schedule

1. Tell me about your experience of remote learning/ what worked well? What didn’t work?
o  Group process
o  Skills
o  Other

2. How was it different from face-to-face classroom learning?
o  Group process
o  Skills
o  Other

3. Could you talk a little about what motivated you to learn in the online environment?
o  Did your motivation differ from when classes were face-to-face in the classroom?
O  How did it differ?
o  What were the challenges?
o

" |s there anything more you could do?

o  Did you do anything in particular to keep yourself motivated

4. Could you talk about collaboration/ community in a remote learning

environment?How did you experience interaction with your peers?
In class/ outside of class

How did you experience interaction with your lecturers?
In class/ outside of class

Was anything done to promote

interaction?Any suggestions for

improvement?

5. Any further suggestions for improvement?
o  Group process
o  Skills
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