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‘Hidden’ burdens of online learning
The switch to predominantly online education has unavoidably increased the amount 
of time students spend in front of screens. Consequently, students experienced 
worldwide what research on digital learning has already cautioned about, i.e. that 
remote education may lead to a sense of isolation and stuckness, while greater 
monotony of schooldays can result in mental fatigue. Common bodily side effects 
of excessive screen use, such as eyestrain and back pain, may lead to headaches, 
faltering focus and a general sense of depletion. Decreased physical activity can 
result in a wide range of health risks as well as concentration and sleeping issues. In 
turn, irregular sleep patterns or lower quality of sleep can severely impact academic 
achievement.  It is our best interest as educators to create a learning environment 
within which our students – as well as ourselves – may fulfill our potentials. By taking 
a hands-on approach to online course and class planning we can both directly and 
indirectly contribute to our students’ social, mental, and physical wellbeing. The 
following suggestions were gathered with this aim in mind.



Social aspect: CONNECTION
MA and PhD level studies require concentrated motivation. Physical presence at 
lectures may boost motivation through social engagement with teachers and peers; 
while the physical and temporal distance between professor and student, and 
between students themselves during online courses can lead to feelings of isolation, 
which may adversely effect motivation.

In order to lessen these potential adverse effects educators should use methodological 
and technological tools, which enable and encourage communication among 
students. For instance:

Introduce collaborative assignments into course design and frequent small group 
discussions into classwork. Collaborative tasks, preferably weekly or bi-weekly 
small assignments that encourage students to work together will create a greater 
sense of community in a digital environment. 

During classes technological solutions such as the break out room option in Zoom 
will enable students to engage with their peers’ views on course material. Besides 
boosting their motivation these mini discussion groups will allow students to tackle 
points of confusion, probe their comprehension, and retain information with greater 
efficacy.  

It might also be a good idea to introduce regular, e.g. bi-weekly social group 
meetings for students to share their learning experience. These occasions could 
offer opportunity for students to discuss their challenges in online learning, but also 
to share effective strategies to cope with the workload. These informal sessions 
can act as additional community-building opportunities to balance out the lack of 
social interactions that students would otherwise have on campus. In such a way, 



instructors might also boost their teaching presence in an online course and offer 
more personalized learning experiences for the students.

Mental aspect: SLEEP
Insufficient or low quality sleep leads to daytime fatigue, which in the short run 
negatively effects our capacity to focus and to stay emotionally balanced, while in the 
long run may degrade our mental and physical endurance and resilience.

With little adjustments to the course plan educators may greatly help students to stay 
on a more sustainable track that is to get more regular sleep. For instance:

Setting academic milestones at the beginning of the semester can help better time 
management. It is advisable to add time-codes that specify how much time students 
are expected to work on each activity, so they can better estimate and manage the 
workload between different parts of assignments and coordinate between workload in 
different courses. The deadlines should be progress benchmarks rather than grading 
benchmarks.

Choosing the date and time of deadlines carefully and collaboratively can help avoid 
crunching. Research suggests that deadlines set at 6pm are the least likely to interfere 
with students’ sleep patterns.

Your course design should be straightforward and user-friendly. Cluttered pages and 
unintuitive software can sidetrack learners and increase a tendency for procrastination.

If some students regularly submit assignments very close to or after the deadline, 
have a conversation with them. A non-judgemental discussion may reveal obstacles 
that hinder them in completing assignments, or other factors that impact their learning.



Physical aspect: RELAXATION
The most immediate detrimental physical side effect of excessive screen use is 
eyestrain. Eyestrain may be alleviated by lessening time spent on digital devices; 
by creating opportunities for screen-breaks within longer periods of screen time; 
and by exercises that help the eyes and relatedly the whole body relax before 
sleep. Therefore, when putting together the syllabus consider decreasing students’ 
screen time by replacing some reading assignments with podcasts. You may also 
introduce 5-10 minutes long breaks and/or screen breaks into your classes. During 
breaks encourage short walks or other physical activity. Screen breaks may consist 
of podcasts – or if appropriate, music – embedded in the class, when students may 
relax their eyes while listening. 



IN A NUTSHELL, CONSIDER…
•  setting milestones with time-codes and choosing the date and time of 
deadlines carefully in order to help better time management
•  assigning joint tasks to decrease social isolation 
•  planning class activities that engage students beyond watching and 
listening but require them to engage in something (e.g. disconnect to reflect 
on the question before reconnecting for discussion, shared note taking, chat 
box, one-minute-paper, polling etc.)
•  using technical solutions that allow students to connect with their peers 
during class
•  replacing some reading assignments with podcasts
•  including 5-10 minutes long breaks and/or screen-breaks into your 
classes


