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For the last decade, I have been an online student pursuing both my master’s and doctoral 
degrees. During that time, I had difficulties with managing my studies, family, work, and other 
priorities. In short, I wasn’t prepared for the stressors I would encounter as an online student. 
As I met and talked with other online students, I realized I was not alone!  While higher 
education is undoubtedly stressful, this stress is compounded in the online environment.  

Research has presented mindfulness as a means for controlling stress and building improved 
emotional intelligence. Mindfulness was the topic I researched for my Doctoral Project and I 
would like to share a bit about what I learned in an effort to promote good academic skills, 
increase productivity in the "classroom," and improve social connections between peers and 
faculty. 

Understanding Stress  
Stress behaviors are made up of emotional responses to environmental stimuli combined with 
our past cognitive responses. Survey results indicated that one-fourth of Americans polled had 
experienced high stress and 50% of the respondents identified having experienced a major 
stressful event during the previous year (NPR, 2014). More specifically, online students 
experience a greater level of stress, which frequently results in higher academic difficulties, 
emotional difficulties, and greater alcohol and substance abuse. Here is some information on 
stress: 

• Each gender interprets potential stressors differently, but women are more likely to 
respond differently to stress because of the differences in schema formation are 
responsible for the encoding, storage, and retrieval of memories (Merz & Wolf, 2017; 
Verma, Balhara, & Gupta, 2011).  
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• In a survey conducted by the American College Counseling Association, stress is one of 
four common factors affecting GPAs, yet only 11 percent of students discussed this with 
a college counselor (Gallagher, 2013). 

• 46.3 percent of college students felt completely overwhelmed by their academic 
responsibilities (National College Health Assessment, 2013). 

• Stress is partially responsible for the existence of mood swings (e.g. anger, sadness, or 
loneliness), problems concentrating, unexpected changes in weight (gain or loss), and 
other physiological symptoms. 

Managing Stress as an Online Student  
Online students are presented specific and unique challenges that differ from “traditional” 
counterparts. Online students have to be more disciplined in how they approach their weekly 
assignments. They are challenged with textbook reading assignments, journal articles, watching 
video excerpts, and any other numerous activities. They are also challenged with having to be 
disciplined to completing extensive assignments over the entire week rather than sitting in a 
classroom and listening to a lengthy lecture. Due to competing obligations, sometimes 
questions are not posed early in the week and results in waiting late into the week to start 
lengthy assignments. With the lack of a physical instructor, online students only have email, a 
phone number, or instant messaging through the electronic course room to gain clarification to 
assignments; sometimes the communication does not result in the help needed and the 
student feels left unsupported, creating a great amount of unwanted stress. 

Online students may choose to use certain strategies to manage the stress. These easy-to-use 
strategies can result in more mental clarity, renewed stamina, and increased compassion for an 
online instructor who may have many students. By using mindfulness components, along with 
good time management, the online student can find ways to “survive” online education and 
complete their programs. 

● Breathing exercises. Throughout my doctoral research, awareness of one’s breath was 
found to be an important part of a mindfulness practice. Within a three-minute 
breathing space, a mindfulness practitioner centers their mind and body during or after 
a stressful event (Reiser, Murphy, & McCarthy, 2016). One specific method is the “4-7-
8” technique, also known as “the relaxing breath”, which is perfect for regulating the 
stress response cycle while replenishing the oxygen in the body (Dorman, 2015). This is 
known to help achieve a deep state of relaxation and is used with anxiety attacks. This is 
how the technique works: 

o Inhale through the nose while counting to four. 
o Hold it for a count of seven. 
o Exhale through the mouth while counting to eight.  
o Repeat for at least four breath cycles.  

● Body scan. This intervention was designed to help increase one’s awareness and 
attention to bodily sensations as they happen in the present moment. The body scan is 
useful because it increases coping skills while dealing with conflict in a positive way. 
Body scans help to change the relationship between stressful thoughts and specific 



 

 

events. While this is typically done in 30 minutes, it can be modified to focus on a 
specific area (Mirams, Poliakoff, Brown, & Lloyd, 2013; Ussher et al., 2014).  

o One can practice this intervention using audio tracks, video directions, or 
through one of many mindfulness applications. This is used to develop an 
awareness to feelings or thoughts associated with stress (Haydon, Alter, 
Hawkins, & Theado, 2019).  

o Popular mobile apps, such as Headspace, Calm, or Breath, have body scan 
functions that can be used in a short time frame but help to identify areas of the 
body that are responding to higher levels of stress. 
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