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Abstract

The fast big change in schools from classrooms to Virtual Learning Platforms (VLPs) has given a lot of
freedom but it has also put students at risk of serious and new mental problems. This paper does a study
in psychology that looks at how long use of Virtual Learning Platforms causes mental distress in
students. Using three theories—John Sweller’s Cognitive Load Theory, Deci and Ryan’s
Self-Determination Theory and Lazarus and Folkman’s Transactional Model of Stress and Coping—this
study gives a deep look at the ways digital life hurts students, such as academic burnout, techno stress
and the common "Zoom fatigue. “The paper also looks at how moving to Virtual Learning Platforms
affects life and how the loss of clear home and school borders and the alienation caused by screens hurt
students’ mental health. By finding the causes that drain students’ mental energy this research fills a gap
in the current literature. Finally this work offers teaching ideas and school rules that focus on students to
ease anxiety restore clear limits and keep students healthy in the changing Virtual Learning Platforms
world.
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1. Introduction

The main change happening in schools over the decades is one of the fastest moving things in today’s
world. Thanks to technology easier computer use and worldwide health problems Virtual Learning
Platforms have taken the place of real campuses as the main building block of modern education
(Anderson, 2021).So now every learning experience uses tools like video calls (for example Zoom,
Microsoft Teams) and online class systems (like Moodle, Canvas, Google Classroom). Together they let
students study anywhere at any level. People who support Virtual Learning Platforms praise this change
because it makes education open to people removes the need to be in a particular place and gives great
flexibility with time. This change also changes the main mental and learning environment that students
face every day (Bao, 2020).Because virtual classrooms use screens for periods many mental health
worries have come up about students’ wellbeing. Now we see burnout, strong techno stress, on-going
mental numbness and a new "Zoom fatigue™ problem at very high rates among students (Bailenson,
2021).Removing the classroom shows the hidden mental benefits of real campus learning. Real walls,
hallway chats moving between rooms and learning with classmates give needed breaks for the mind
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between study time (Brooks et al. 2020).Virtual learning removes those limits making students keep

thinking for odd times and gives them no social help that eases stress. So the student mental health crisis

is not a short-term result of new tech. It needs a rethink of teaching, tech and school rules that guide

education. Not having a theory of how digital places affect student minds is a big missing piece in

research. This paper fills that gap by doing a layered psychology study to show how Virtual Learning

Platforms cause distress. By using known theories this study gives teachers, schools and others the ideas

to stop the harmful cycle of digital learning and to support fair and lasting education.

1.1 Research Objectives

e To study how long use of Virtual Learning Platforms causes distress in students.

e To build a framework by combining Cognitive Load Theory, Self-Determination Theory and the
Transactional Model of Stress and Coping to chart digital learning fatigue.

e To break down the ways students feel bad in places especially looking at mental burnout the mix of
home and school roles, online alienation and overall techno stress.

e To suggest student-focused teaching ideas and school digital wellbeing rules that eases tech anxiety
and brings back healthy limits.

2. Framework

To understand how virtual learning platforms affect the mind it is helpful to look at established theories.
This paper uses Cognitive Load Theory, Self-Determination Theory and Transactional Model of Stress
and Coping to build a base for analysing the psychological problems that come with digital learning.

2.1 Cognitive Load Theory (CLT)

When 1| study learning in virtual learning platforms | notice that the design of the platform adds to the
thinking load on the learner. In a classroom the mind can focus on the teacher and use simple tools such
as a whiteboard or projector. In a virtual learning platform students have to watch video feeds of
classmates read chat windows, switch between web pages deal with audio-visual glitches and manage
their own camera. This juggling of thoughts strains the working memory. The thinking resources that
should go to the lesson are taken away leaving students tired confused and stressed by the end of the
session.

2.2 Self-Determination Theory (SDT)

Self-Determination Theory says that people feel motivated and happy when they feel they have control
feel capable and feel connected. Autonomy is feeling in charge of actions. Competence is feeling
accomplished. Relatedness is feeling close to others. When these needs are met motivation rises learning
feels good. People cope with stress. When these needs are missing students feel upset lose motivation
and feel hopeless.

In virtual learning platforms autonomy is hurt by constant monitoring. Proctoring software watching and
strict camera rules make students feel watched all the time. Competence is hurt by digital tools and
frequent technical problems, which frustrates students with the interface instead of the material.
Relatedness is hurt by the nature of online learning. Face-to-face talk is replaced by a grid of video
windows where natural body language is limited and casual chat is missing leaving students feeling
alone.

2.3 Transactional Model of Stress and Coping

Transactional Model of Stress and Coping says that stress comes from how a person and the world
interact. When a person meets a stressful event they go through two steps. First they ask whether the
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event is a threat. Second they ask whether they have the tools to deal with it. In a virtual learning
platform a student may see the environment as threatening if they think they cannot handle it dropped
internet during a test accidentally turning on the microphone. Always being on camera can feel
threatening. In the step students look at the help they have. In a classroom help comes from classmates,
quick chats and teachers who are easy to approach. In a virtual learning platform these supports are
missing so students cannot manage stress well leading to long periods of mental distress.

3. Dimension of Student Mental Stress, in Virtual Learning

The stress that shows up in the virtual learning world is complex. Touches many parts of a student’s life.
This section will break down how stress comes from the environment, relationships and technology.

3.1 Cognitive Burnout and ‘Zoom Fatigue

Zoom fatigue is a measurable feeling of mental wear when using video conferencing technology. Video
conferencing technology limits how we can look and feel. This limitation is the cause of Zoom fatigue
according to Jeremy Bailenson (2021). First the way a video screen is set up forces the student to stare at
the small area for a long time. In life we only stare so closely when we are in danger or when we have a
strong bond with someone. Because of this the brain thinks the video grid is a threat and keeps the body
in a fight-or-flight state. Second the camera’s constant reflection works like a mirror making the student
feel always watched this makes the student self-aware and anxious about how they look for the whole
Zoom fatigue session. Video-mediated communication limits the student’s movement and keeps them in
a field of view. This is hard on the system, which needs regular movement to stay healthy. The biggest
problem is that the student must work harder to send and read signals in a VLP than in a classroom. In a
classroom the brain reads vision, subtle facial expressions and body language automatically. In a VLP
the student must exaggerate cues like forced eye contact with a plastic camera and also spend mental
effort to understand delayed and pixelated signals from classmates. This double effort drains the
student’s energy and leads to quick academic burnout.

3.2 The Dissolution of the Domestic Academic Boundary

From a point of view, emotions and behaviour change with different spaces. Roger Barker’s behaviour
setting theory says that specific places give cues that guide people to act in ways. Campus buildings—
libraries, classrooms, laboratories—send signals that help the student focus on work. The home on the
hand is a place of rest, vulnerability and safety. When a VLP brings school into the home the student’s
bedroom becomes a lecture hall, an exam room, a group workspace and a relaxation spot at once. This
mix of spaces removes the break that the student needs. Without a line between school time and home
time the brain stays in a constant state of academic anxiety. The home becomes worn out because the
student never escapes the pressure of school.

3.3 Social Isolation and E-Alienation

Learning is a teamwork activity. Lev Vygotsky’s Social Development Theory says that learning happens
best with unmediated social interaction in a shared physical environment. The VLP removes these social
moments. Remote learning turns communication into scheduled transactional exchanges. It takes out the
natural interactions that build community like hallway chats, side-by-side discussions and comforting
eye contact. The feeling of e-alienation makes online learners feel very alone in their studies. When
people do not naturally create peer support learning becomes a solo endurance test. This loneliness can
bring sadness and make students more prone, to stress because they lack natural social outlets.
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3.4. Digital Vulnerability

Techno stress is a syndrome that appears when a person cannot adapt to computer technologies in a
healthy and balanced way (Tarafdar et al., 2007). Techno stress within learning does not arise from
occasional technical glitches. Instead techno stress shows itself through five interacting forces:
techno-invasion, techno-overload techno-complexity, techno-insecurity and techno-uncertainty.
Techno-invasion is the urge to be constantly online and available creating artificial boundaries.
Techno-overload is the stream of disorganized digital data, notifications and tasks from multiple
platforms. Techno-complexity is the anxiety and confusion caused by complicated software design.
Techno-insecurity is the anxiety of falling behind or failing due to insufficient technological literacy.
Techno-uncertainty is the anxiety caused by unpredictable software updates or hardware failures
(Ragu-Nathan et al., 2008).

When a student’s academic performance, reputation and future prospects are exclusively dependent on
uncontrollable factors (internet reliability, server stability, power grid maintenance) this represents an
acute form of techno stress that acts as a perpetual stress-inducing mechanism (Salanova et al. 2013). An
unexpected internet outage during a timed examination can cause acute panic in students. Techno stress
is disproportionately distributed as it impacts students from socioeconomic backgrounds who often
experience more frequent digital disruptions. In this manner technology creates both inequity and
long-term psychological distress.

4. Conceptual Model and Variable Interaction

To gain an understanding of how online learning causes mental distress it is crucial to examine how
various contributing factors interact in a sustained manner. The intrinsic design flaws of virtual learning
systems create a causal chain that ultimately results in severe long-term mental health issues. Table 1
outlines the causal mechanism of these distressing psychological responses.

S.N. Variables/ Path Stage Operational Core Components Direct Psychological Consequence

Variables / Path Operational Core Components | Direct Psychological
Stage Consequences

1 Structural Inputs Mandatory  camera-on rules, | Initial sensory overload, severe
complex multiple LMS | physical fatigue, and growing
platforms, extended continuous | technological anxiety.
screen  time,  asynchronous
assignment floods.

2 Cognitive Mediators Massive expansion of extraneous | Failure of schema processing,
cognitive load, severe reduction | systemic depletion of willpower,
in physical spatial boundaries, | and loss of environmental safety
disruption of peer relatedness. anchors.

3 Psychological Evaluating the digital interface | Development of learned

Appraisals as an institutional threat; | helplessness, chronic
concluding  personal  coping | anticipatory anxiety, and
mechanisms are  completely | emotional disembodiment.
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overwhelmed.

4 Systemic Outputs Clinical  academic  burnout, | Severe long-term reduction in
chronic sleep fragmentation, | cognitive  performance  and
persistent generalized anxiety, | systemic psychological

complete loss of intrinsic | breakdown.
learning motivation.

.Table 1: The Sequential Depletion and Psychological Cascade Model in VLPs

This causal mechanism shows that academic burnout does not happen in a moment; it is the result of a
steady psychological drain. Adding structural inputs that increase mental load takes away core
psychological resources from students. This drain changes how students see the platform turning it from
a learning tool into a source of pain.

5. Mitigating Strategies: A Human-Centric Approach to Design

To fix the problem of digital learning fatigue schools must make deep structural changes that go beyond
simple suggestions like mindfulness apps or one-off wellness workshops. This part lists people-focused
steps to lower friction and restore clear limits.

5.1 Pedagogical Moderation and Asynchronous Expansion

To cut the load schools must reduce continuous live video lectures. Teachers should use teaching
designs that focus on high-quality modules, pre-recorded videos, easy-to-find text transcripts and
well-moderated asynchronous forums. When live sessions are needed keep them under 30 minutes. Add
a mandatory 10-minute screen-off break. Also replace camera-on rules with options for audio or text
chat. This design change instantly lightens the load of constant watching and forced close-up looks
(Bailenson, 2021).

5.2 Restoring Relatedness, through Human-Centric Design

To counter the isolation that VVLPs create platforms should create special non-transactional spaces where
students can interact freely. Schools must build lounges inside the LMS that do not require faculty
monitoring allowing students to chat casually. Virtual classes should also add random breakout groups
for informal ungraded check-ins and socializing. On the side teachers need to stop sending only
transactional text updates. Instead they should add audio or video check-ins inside the platform that give
helpful feedback validate students’ personal stories and build a real sense of belonging in learning.

5.3 Institutional Digital Wellbeing Policies

Schools must set structural rules that stop digital overload and keep a clear line between school work
and home life. Time-protection rules should be written into the school guidelines so that no assignments
or messages come outside of the set hours. These rules will limit the flood of work and stop students
from bringing school tasks into personal time. Schools also need digital wellbeing rules that forbid using
learning apps outside of the scheduled school hours. At the school level policymakers must set tech
safeguards so that no student is hurt by digital problems or bad home internet.

6. Future Directions
This paper shows that VLPs can widen learning but their lack of control and moderation can be a big
stressor. As the analysis using Cognitive Load Theory, Self-Determination Theory and the Transactional
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Model of Stress and Coping shows the current design of VLPs can overload memory cut off social
contact and create constant feelings of threat. Burnout, techno stress and zoom fatigue are not because
students are weak; they come from a VLP system that does not match human needs. Going forward the
global education community must rethink its approach swapping fixes for deep structural changes. More
long-term studies must be done to gather student data on age, background and socio-economic status.
These studies are essential to see the long-term effects of these theories and keep education sustainable,
fair and truly human.

7. Conclusion

The shift to learning systems is a complex change with wide effects. This paper examined the health
impact using established psychological ideas. The analysis showed a step-by-step chain that explains
how VLP design choices lead to long-term health problems, for students. The research also found points
where we can intervene, giving clear research goals to guide cultural and structural changes. By putting
these practices in place schools can turn the negative cycle of digital learning into a lasting, fair and
human-cantered education model.
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