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Abstract. The rapid shift to online learning, driven by technological advancements
and the COVID-19 pandemic, has significantly affected students worldwide. This
paper explores the effects of online learning on students' health and academic
performance, highlighting both positive and negative outcomes. Through a review of
existing literature, it assesses how factors like mental health, physical well-being, and
learning outcomes are influenced by remote education. Some studies reported
improved academic performance due to the flexibility and accessibility of online
learning, enabling students to learn at their own pace. However, other studies
highlighted challenges such as decreased engagement and isolation, and reduced
interaction with instructors and peers. According to experts, excessive screen time can
lead to mental health issues like depression, anxiety, and sleep problems. Due to a
lack of face-to-face interaction, some students find it hard to focus during online
classes. The physical absence of teachers or classmates takes away the sense of
urgency to attend classes on time, meet deadlines, and make progress. This could lead
to procrastination and declining in academic performances and also have negative
effects on their health.

Index Terms- Online learning, Remote education, COVID-19 pandemic, Academic
performance, Student health, Mental health, Physical well-being, Screen time

I. Introduction

Background

The rise of online learning platforms, accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic, has
transformed traditional educational models. An online learning system is when a
student takes courses online instead of in a physical classroom. The concept of online
learning method was not famous before the “Covid-19 pandemic”. During this
pandemic, the country faced a lockdown situation, and in that situation, all the
organisations were closed as well as the educational institution. In the difficulties, the
experts decided to give learning materials to the students through an online system. It
was thought that online learning media can make students more enthusiastic to attend
lectures. These kinds of thoughts were effective and the use of online learning
systems has drastically increased during the pandemic situation. It also is observed
that the excessive use of online learning systems negatively affects students. This kind
of learning system also is making various kinds of physical issues among the students
and from that perspective, this topic is selected for research to know the negative
impacts of e-learning on the health of students.
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Purpose of the Study

This research aims to examine how online learning impacts students’ physical and
mental health and how it affects academic performances. This study is selected to
research the negative impacts of the students' excessive using the online learning
system. This kind of learning system has become interesting to the students and most
of the students are enthused to accomplish their classes online. This kind of
educational system has become more flexible than the conventional educational
process. The purpose of this research is to present a discussion regarding the negative
effectiveness of the online learning process and the impact of the online learning
system on the growth of students. Another purpose of this study is also to identify the
health issues of the students which are created by the excessive use of online mode in
the learning system. The suggestions about the use of online learning system as it
becomes effective for the learning system but does not affect the health of the student,
are also included in the purpose of the study.

Research Questions

The aim of this research is to acknowledge the physical health issues of the students
faced by the students and their impact on their academic performances.

The objectives of this research are:

e How does online learning affect students’ physical health?

e What are the mental health challenges associated with online learning?

e How does online learning influence academic performance and engagement?

Il. Literature Review

Online Learning Environment

e Online education offers several advantages over traditional education, including
flexibility, convenience, control over the pace of learning, and affordability.

e  This mode of education provides greater control over the learning environment.

e Students can learn quietly without distractions or in a more traditional classroom
setting (Dumford & Miller, 2018; Mukhtar, Javed, Arooj & Sethi, 2020

e Online learning can improve motivation and satisfaction and provide a more
individualized and tailored educational experience (Al-Rahmi, Alias, Othman,
Alzahrani, Alfarraj, Saged et al., 2018; Chow & Shi, 2014).

e Additionally, online education influences academic experiences differently and
can help improve graduate students’ academic achievements (Jawad & Shalash,
2020; Sarikhani, Salari & Mansouri, 2016)

e The main problems experienced by students include anxiety, mild and severe
stress, social media fatigue, and depression. At the same time, the symptoms are
not always caused by mental health problems (Grigorkevich et al., 2022)

Impact on Physical Health
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e Sedentary Behaviour: Prolonged screen time has been linked to issues like eye
strain, poor posture, and physical inactivity, contributing to conditions like back
pain, headaches, and fatigue.

e Sleep Disturbances: A study by Owusu et al. (2020) found that excessive screen
time and late-night online classes disrupt students’ circadian rhythms, leading to
sleep deprivation.

e Health Risks and Screen Time: Studies like those from the National Institute
for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) suggest that too much screen time
can negatively affect vision, posture, and overall well-being.

Impact on Mental Health

e Isolation and Social Interaction: While online learning allows for flexible
schedules, it often leads to feelings of isolation and disconnection from peers and
instructors, which can cause anxiety and depression (Bozkurt & Sharma, 2020).

e Increased Stress Levels: The pressure of adapting to a new learning format,
balancing online tasks, and handling technical difficulties can contribute to
increased stress and burnout (Mabhr et al., 2021).

e Psychological Well-being: Studies show that students’ well-being may be
impacted by a lack of face-to-face interaction, with implications for emotional
development and social skills (Chen et al., 2020).

Impact on Academic Performance

e Learning Engagement and Motivation: Some studies suggest that online
learning can lead to reduced student engagement and motivation due to a lack of
interaction, while others find that the flexibility of online learning enhances
performance in some students (Guri-Rosenblit, 2021).

e Academic Achievement: Research has shown mixed results, with some students
performing better in online settings due to personalized learning and flexibility,
while others struggle with the lack of in-person support and distractions at home
(Jaggars, 2014).

o Digital Literacy and Skills Development: The effectiveness of online learning
depends on students' digital literacy. Those with stronger technical skills tend to
perform better academically (Huang & Hew, 2020).

I11. Methodology

Research Design

A mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative surveys and qualitative
interviews, was used to gather data on the health impacts and academic performance
of students participating in online learning. Descriptive-survey method was used by
the proponents as research design in this study. A survey questionnaire was used by
the descriptive-survey method to gather data/information with regards to the response
of the respondents on the proposed system.

Participants
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The respondents were selected randomly from the different level of population. The
respondents of the study composed of 100 students and 5 lecturers of the University
of Fiji. Students from different educational levels at University’s Saweni and Suva

Campuses (Year 1, Year 2, Year 3, Year 4, Year 5) were selected to provide a
representative sample of learners.

Table 1: Students selection sample

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5
1 Female 5 5 5 5 6
2 Male 5 5 5 5 4
3 Indian 4 5 4 5 4
4 iTaukei (Fijian) 5 4 4 5 6
5 Others 1 1 2 0 0
Total 20 20 20 20 20

Data Collection:

e Surveys measuring physical health indicators (e.g., screen time, posture, sleep
quality).

e  Surveys assessing mental health (e.g., anxiety, depression, stress levels).

e Academic performance data (grades, engagement, and test scores) were analysed
to correlate with online learning experiences.

e Observations done — eye glasses, contact lens, sitting postures, concentration

levels etc
IV. Results
Major Issues Faced by Students: Device and Connectivity
Devices Males Females
1 Smart Phone only 20 20
2 Laptop or PC only 30 25
3 Both — Laptop and PC 40 50
4 None 10 5
5 Very Poor or No Connectivity 30 20
6 Average Connectivity 35 50
7 Excellent Connectivity 35 30

According to the students, the unavailability of devices like laptops or computers, and
very poor or irregular connectivity affects them mentally and academically. The fear
of missing out, unable to join in lectures, difficulty in uploading and downloading
course materials, assignments, tutorials and attending online discussions/ tests/
seminars is affecting their health and performances. Those who have device or
connectivity issues, have to depend on IT labs on campus or in towns. Sometimes,
students have to go outside their homes, on hill tops, or to a relative or friend’s place
to get connectivity.
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Major Issues Faced by Students: Device and
Connectivity
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Physical Health Findings: The majority of students reported increased sedentary
behaviour, with most students spending 6-8 hours per day in front of screens. Issues
like eye strain, headaches, and poor posture were common.

Table 1: Physical Health Issues Associated with Online Learning

Physical Health Issue PeFrzcentage of Students Severity Bf Issue (1 = Mild,
eporting Issue 5 = Severe)
| Eye Strain I 70% I 35 |
| Backor Neck Pain || 50% I 3.2 |
| Sleep Disturbances || 65% I 38 |
| Headaches || 55% || 3.0 |
T
| Poor Posture || 45% I 3.0 |

Note: Data is based on a survey of 100 students from various educational levels.
Severity is rated on a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being mild and 5 being severe.

Physical Health Issues Assoclated with Online Learning
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Note: Data is based on a survey of 100 students from various educational levels.
Severity is rated on a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being mild and 5 being severe.

Mental Health Findings: Many students expressed feelings of isolation, with 35% of
participants reporting increased stress and anxiety during online learning. Students
also reported difficulty managing time effectively.

Table 2: Mental Health Impact of Online Learning

Mental Health Percentage of Students Average Stress Level (1 = Low,
Issue Reporting Issue 5 = High)
Increased 0
Stress 60% 4.0
Feelings of 0
Isolation 50% 35
| Anxiety || 45% | 38 |
| Depression || 25% I 3.2 |
| Burnout || 35% I 39 |

Note: Stress levels were rated on a scale from 1 to 5, with 1 being low stress and 5
being high stress. Data is from a survey of 150 college students.

Mental Health Impact of Online Learning
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Note: Stress levels were rated on a scale from 1 to 5, with 1 being low stress and 5
being high stress. Data is from a survey of 100 students

Academic Performance Findings

The results were mixed. While some students thrived in an online environment,
particularly those who were self-motivated and had a quiet study space, others
experienced a decline in academic performance, citing distractions at home and
difficulty focusing during virtual classes.
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Table 3: Academic Performance (Grades) Pre- and Post-Online Learning
Subiect Average Grade Before Average Grade After Change in
) Online Learning Online Learning Grade (%)
Mathema 85% 75% -10%
tics
| Science || 80% I 65% | -15% |
| English || 80% I 85% I +5% |
| Hindi || 80% I 83% I +3% |
Cormp“te 92% 70% -22%

Note: Data is based on academic performance reports from 100 students enrolled in a
hybrid learning environment.

Academic Performance (Grades) Pre- and
Post-Online Learning
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Data is based on academic performance reports from 100 students enrolled in a hybrid
learning environment.

Table
Year 1 Year 2
During Online Before During Online Before Online

Online
Attendance 20 15 15 10
Tutorials 10 5 10 5
Assignments 15 10 10 10
Tests 10 10 5 5
Final Exam 30 20 15 10
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Year 1 and 2 Students Performaced During and After
Online Classes
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Key - During Onlne - Before Onkine

Data is based on academic performance reports from 100 students enrolled in 2020.
It shows students performance in some major areas during the Online Class and After
online Class.

Key Points

e Year 1 students had more problem adapting to Online learning because they are
new in University.

e  Year 2 students performances improved — Students get to know about new online
platforms and devices. More comfortable and confident than the Year 1 students

e Transition from High school to University is new for the Year 1 students.

Discussion:

Health Impacts:

e Physical health concerns need to be addressed through better ergonomics and
promoting physical activity.

e Mental health issues highlight the need for increased support systems, including
virtual counselling and peer interaction.

e Promoting extracurricular activities like sports, clubs, games, discussions, quiz,
and more.

e More counselling from medical teams and school counsellors.

e Breaks in between lectures and tutorials — this will help students to remain
focussed.

e Students Profile — all forms of existing health problems to be recorded — such as
poor vision, short and long sights, hearing problem, or any other health issues..

e Parents to be involved and encouraged to be honest and helpful in supporting the
students.

Academic Performance
e Disparities in academic performance suggest that online learning is not equally
effective for all students. Students who are already academically inclined may
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fare better in the online environment, while those who require more structured
learning environments face challenges.

e Recommendations include providing more interactive content, peer
collaborations, and incorporating hybrid models that offer the benefits of both in-
person and online learning.

e Lectures and Tutorials should not be too long. It is shocking to hear that students
are required to sit in a tutorial for four hours. Lot of students complained about it
but fear of being victimised, they just went quiet.

e Too many assignments and exams - it can be changed to quizzes, seminars, group
projects etc.

e Support systems to be made assessible to all students, at all times and places if
possible.

e A move from total online learning to a blended or Hy-Flex mode will help
students who have no devices, internet or connectivity.

Challenges of Infrastructure

Lot more investments are needed in the infrastructure such as electricity, internet,
connectivity, transport, and generally in whole ICT sector. Governments and higher
education institutions together with private sector can do a lot. Then only the issue of
digital divide will be minimized and all students will have equal access to education
from any where and anytime without compromising their health and academic
performances.

V. Conclusion

Online education has come a long way since its inception. It began as a humble
concept of distance learning, where students could access course materials through
mail correspondence. However, the advent of the internet and digital technologies
propelled the evolution of online education into virtual classrooms and interactive
platforms. Today, learners can access a vast array of online courses, ranging from
short skill-based programs to comprehensive degree programs. Online learning has
had both positive and negative effects on students’ health and academic performance.

The shift towards digital education has provided flexibility but also contributed to
physical and mental health challenges, as well as mixed academic outcomes. Future
Research: Further research is needed to explore long-term effects on health, especially
regarding physical inactivity and mental health decline, as well as the development of
best practices for online education. Online education offers a plethora of advantages
that have contributed to its popularity among learners of all ages. Firstly, it provides
flexibility and convenience, allowing individuals to learn at their own pace and
schedule. This flexibility is particularly beneficial for working professionals, parents
and individuals with physical limitations. Moreover, online education transcends
geographical boundaries, enabling students to access courses offered by prestigious
institutions worldwide without the need for relocation. It also fosters digital literacy,
equipping learners with essential skills for the 21st century.

While online education has numerous benefits, it also faces certain challenges. One of

the primary concerns is the lack of face-to-face interaction, which can impact social

and collaborative learning experiences. Additionally, online learners must possess
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self-discipline and time management skills to stay motivated and complete their
courses successfully. Access to reliable internet connectivity and technological
infrastructure is another challenge, particularly in remote areas or developing

countries. Bridging the digital divide is crucial to ensure equal educational
opportunities for all.

The future of online education appears promising, with several exciting possibilities
on the horizon. Technological advancements such as artificial intelligence, virtual
reality and augmented reality are poised to revolutionize the learning experience
further. These technologies can create immersive and interactive educational
environments, enabling learners to explore complex concepts in new and engaging
ways.

Additionally, personalized learning pathways tailored to individual needs and learning
styles will become more prevalent. Adaptive learning algorithms will analyse learner
data to provide customized content, ensuring efficient and effective knowledge
acquisition.
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