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ABSTRACT

Beyond the Screen: Cultivating Joy, Creativity, and Well-​Being in Online Learning 
Environments explores the detrimental impact of stress on college students’ mental 
health and academic performance. The chapter emphasizes the need to shift from 
traditional pedagogical approaches to a framework prioritizing student well-​being. 
Seligman’s PERMA model, encompassing positive emotions, engagement, relation-
ships, meaning, and accomplishment, is a foundation for incorporating positive 
psychology principles into the online classroom. Infusing playful pedagogy may 
positively benefit student engagement, student resilience, and the creation of a pos-
itive academic classroom culture. The chapter concludes with strategies to foster 
students’ emotional, social, and academic growth.

BEYOND THE SCREEN: CULTIVATING JOY, CREATIVITY, 
AND WELL-​BEING IN ONLINE LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS

The online learning environment has evolved rapidly in recent years, but with 
this evolution comes a growing recognition of the challenges facing today’s students. 
College students across all disciplines are grappling with unprecedented levels of 
stress, anxiety, and mental health concerns. As educators, we know these struggles 
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can directly impact student success, engagement, and overall well-​being. Yet, there 
is room for optimism. What if the very nature of how we teach could help alleviate 
these issues? What if online classrooms could be transformed into spaces that nurture 
not just intellectual growth, but also joy, creativity, and resilience?

The aim of this chapter is to invite readers to rethink what student engagement 
in the online learning environment can look like. Moving beyond traditional peda-
gogical approaches, this chapter will provide an exploration of how integrating well-​
being, positive emotions, and even play into online academic settings can address 
students' mental health challenges while fostering a more dynamic and supportive 
learning experience. This shift not only benefits students' academic performance, 
but it also helps them become well-​rounded individuals, better prepared to thrive 
in the world beyond graduation.

Preview of the Chapter

The chapter begins by examining the pressing mental health crisis that many of 
our students face today. With research highlighting alarming rates of stress, anxiety, 
and disengagement in higher education, it is clear that something must change. But 
how can online instructors make a difference?

In response, this chapter presents the field of positive psychology—specifically 
Martin Seligman’s PERMA framework—which offers a roadmap for enhancing 
well-​being through positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning, and 
accomplishment. Each of Seligman’s components of well-​being will be examined 
through the lens of being applied to the online classroom to create a more engaging, 
supportive, and enriching learning environment.

Next, the reader will be encouraged to explore playful pedagogy, an approach 
often associated with early childhood but one that holds untapped potential for 
online higher education. Readers will discover how infusing play and creativity 
into teaching can spark curiosity, increase student motivation, and foster deeper 
learning, even in a digital space.

Finally, practical strategies that one can implement immediately in their online 
courses will be offered. From fostering social connections and promoting resilience 
to embedding gamified elements and brain breaks, these evidence-​based techniques 
are designed to elevate students' learning experiences and well-​being. By the end of 
this chapter, readers will have both the theoretical foundation and the practical tools 
to reimagine the online classroom—not just as a place where content is delivered, 
but as a space where students can flourish, academically and personally.
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