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Abstract

The purpose of this research is to investigate the coping mechanisms of students when engaging in academic
online reading material. The study is a qualitative study that examined data collected from semi-structured
focus group interviews from a convenient, non-random sample of 14 students taking Advanced Academic
English (202) in a private, English-speaking university in a lower middle-income country, Beirut, Lebanon,
during the academic years of Spring 2023, Summer 2023 and Fall 2023. The findings seem to suggest that
students likely engage in using digital technology tools and shortcuts as well as artificial intelligence
applications as coping mechanisms due to “screen inattentiveness”, pressure in the form of “grade fixation”,
information overload, distractions through dopamine deprivation as well as academic, extracurricular, and
environmental stressors. With academic anxiety increasing among Generation Z in Lower Middle-Income
Countries, this may likely suggest intervention programs that enhance mental and emotional well-being in
addition to digital and artificial intelligence literacies programs to enhance students’ critical thinking skills
while using digital technologies. Further research on assisting students to overcome such emotional burdens
to enhance their performance is required, while tapping into a larger, more comprehensive sample.

© 2026 EJAL & the Authors. Published by Eurasian Journal of Applied Linguistics (EJAL). This is an open-access article
distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution license (CC BY-NC-ND)

(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

Keywords: digital media, artificial intelligence, information overload, text anxiety, grade inflation,
distractions

Introduction

A renowned Greek philosopher by the name of Heraclitus in the 6t century B.C. was once quoted to have
said, “You can never step into the same river twice” denoting that the only constant in life is continuous
change. Fast forward time some 2,625 years to the modern-day world, the words of this ancient sage could
not have been more pronounced. With the revolution of information communication technology (henceforth
ICT), the world indeed has stepped into what is labeled as the “Digital Revolution” marked by pervasive use
of digital technologies not only in the professional and economic spheres, but more so blurring the lines
pervasively into people’s social and personal lives impacting variegated sectors in society such as medicine,
engineering, architecture, arts, and education.

Subsequently, the educational sector has likely been impacted significantly by digital technology as both
teaching and learning modalities have been dramatically altered. In fact, a significant corpus of literature
seems to suggest that digital technology coupled with artificial intelligence (henceforth AI) applications have
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supported student performance through enhanced engagement, motivation, and participative learning
(Carlos, 2024; Furgan, 2024; Timotheou et al., 2023). In fact, adopting Al applications such as Technology
Enhanced Learning (TEL) and Intelligent Tutoring Systems (ITS) have showcased many advantages and
continue to hold promise in the educational sector (Wang et al., 2024). Moreover, Timotheou et al. (2023)
equally posit that digital technologies have promoted and fostered creativity and a marked increase in critical
thinking. And where the use of Al tools has been seen as pervasive and ubiquitous, at the global level, a vast
number of curricula are now being adapted to accommodate the digital and Al revolutions that have invaded
the academic arena (Kardaras, 2016).

To this effect, what sparked the almost immediate adoption of digital technology and later Al applications
was the advent of the COVID 19 pandemic which sent the world into a state of lockdown (Di Pietro, 2023) and
particularly the educational landscape as it necessitated the adoption of online learning (Unesco, 2023), Thus,
with online education being the norm since then, a growing corpus of literature has emerged suggesting that
detrimental effects of digital learning have surfaced, indeed impacting students’ overall performance (Baron,
2021; Di Pietro, 2023; Wolf, 2018). In fact, current research seems to suggest that there is an overall plummet
in students’ test scores equivalent to one academic school year lag (Cabero-Almenara et al., 2022; Gorjon &
Oses, 2022). Consequently, reasons for this are varied, ranging from distractions offered by hyperlinks, pop
up messages, notifications, multi-tasking, mind wandering and gaming (Baron, 2021; Pérez-Juarez et al.,
2023; Wang, 2022).

To this effect, research by Delgado et al. (2018) posits that the afore-mentioned factors may likely be the
reason students tend to outperform on comprehension exams in print and underperform on their digital
counterparts. Moreover, Loh and Kanai (2014) equally argue that continued use of digital tools and the
respective multi-tasking prodded through their utility may likely be a precursor to declining grey matter
volume in the prefrontal cortex, leading to atrophy in critical thinking and cognitive processing. Meanwhile,
to further exacerbate matters, the development of Al has sent the educational landscape into further upheaval
through variegated applications such as Chat GPT, Dalle-2, Quillbot, Gemini, Sora, and Assistant Poe that
not only raised ethical concerns about institutional credibility and student integrity, but has likely released
a Pandora’s box where students are likely completing their graduation requirements with the support of Al-
enhanced tools rather than their own individual skills and competence.

Thus, current research revolves around the impacts of digital technologies on learners, which seems
contradictory. The reason is that while some studies cite and support the use of such tools, other research
seems to underscore its detrimental impact on student performance. While a considerable amount of
literature cites varied repercussions of digital technology on students academically, mentally, and
emotionally, leaners’ reliance on these tools is seemingly involuntary if not second nature. To this effect, the
problem is both pronounced and exacerbated: what are the reasons that induce students to almost revert
instinctively to using digital and Al tools which seem to harvest little more than lower scores and poorer
critical thinking skillsets? To this effect, there seems to be a general paucity in research that addresses why
students insist on reverting to such technologies beyond the cited reasons of speed and convenience (Baron,
2021; Wolf, 2018). Thus, the purpose of this research is to fill the said gap by investigating the hidden
incentives and motivations students have prodding them to use digital tools and Al applications in their
coursework beyond the facets of speed and convenience.

Having gone over the varied possibilities of varied technological, financial, extra-curricular and
environmental stressors on students, the study aims to investigate the myriad reasons that induce students
to almost revert instinctively to using digital and Al tools which have contributed to lowered performance
scores and compromised critical thinking. And while students may likely be aware of the impact of digital
technology and AI on their mental, emotional, and physical well-being, they continue to use these tools
unthinkingly. Moreover, while established literature has attested that students do indeed revert to
technologies for speed and convenience, there is a gap in the current corpus of research that fails to address
why students insist on reverting to such tools. Thus, this research attempts to fill a gap in the literature by
addressing the covert reasons that may incentivize students’ use of digital devices and Al. To be more specific,
the study aims to investigate the rationale behind the use of patterned reading, skimming, scanning, using
digital shortcuts as well as reverting to Al for assignment completion. Thus, the established research question
is: why do students revert to using digital and Al tools to complete coursework despite lowered grades and
compromised critical thinking skillsets?

Literature Review and Theoretical Framework

One reason attesting to the popularity of digital technologies among young adults is that they are cost
effective as the price of books can sometimes be overwhelming (Baron, 2021), while at the same time, digital
technologies are chosen as an option for environmental considerations (Undp, 2024). In addition, youth tend
to gravitate towards digital technology use as they provide ease of access to academic material, presenting
yet another reason as to why a significant corpus of literature has attested to its benefits (Baron, 2021).
Moreover, aside from their lightweight portability, digital tools permit the storage of copious amounts of
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information (Halim et al., 2022). In addition, Baron (2021) argues that while students navigate hyperlinks,
they can obtain information with unprecedented ease. As such, digital tools are not without their significant
fortes making them indispensable to young adolescents’ learning experiences.

Meanwhile, in tandem with digital technology, Al applications have invaded personal, academic and
workplace spaces as well with their myriad benefits. Within the educational landscape, Al tools can be used
in a plethora of ways, not limited to tutoring systems promoting personalized, self-paced learning. For
example, cognitive tutors offer support to students through tutorials in STEM subjects; for example, biology,
computer science and programming have varied Al applications in addition to non-STEM majors such as
English, through ELSA Speak (Font de la Vall & Gonzalez Araya, 2023; Wang et al., 2024). Moreover, there
are administrative assistants allowing policy makers to have hands-on knowledge of trending problems
common among students at the micro and macro levels (Font de la Vall & Gonzalez Araya, 2023; Wang et al.,
2024)

In addition, Al tools can aid instructors in schools and higher educational institutions through attendance
checking, corrections as well as taking over routine tasks allowing instructors to focus on more creative
teaching methodologies (Kardaras, 2016). Finally, Al tools can be used to train students living in remote areas
and who lack timely access to medical intervention on nursing, first aid and paramedics Sun et al. (2023). In
fact, digital technologies have not only served as an educational lifeline for a global 87% of visually impaired
adults but have also reached more than one billion students who were at risk of discontinuing schooling,
particularly during the Covid 19 Pandemic (Unesco, 2023).

Subsequently, digital technologies are not without their caveats. Initially, they promote distractions in
myriad forms, be they through notifications and messages from peers on social media to multitasking or even
the allure of gaming online during class. Moreover, these technologies continue to create a form of
“Inattention” to a given task at hand (Wang, 2022). And where multi-tasking is defined as the shifting of a
limited resource (attention) across two or more tasks, current research seems to suggest that this may be
exerting potential strain on students’ cognitive abilities in the long run resulting in a gradual decrease in
gray matter volume (Loh & Kanai, 2014). Moreover, there equally exists a general corpus of research
suggesting that digital technologies promote mind wandering thus compromising focus and performance on
the task at hand (Clinton, 2019; Delgado et al., 2018; Pérez-Juarez et al., 2023; Wang, 2022). In addition,
performance through digital mediums has been associated with screen inferiority, whereby concentration,
focus and memory recall are compromised when reading across digital screens (Clinton, 2019; Delgado et al.,
2018; Lauterman & Ackerman, 2014)

In fact, screen inferiority more likely impacts lesser skilled readers and at-risk students, thus
contributing to a widening disparity for disadvantaged students. Moreover, global level statistics attest to a
burgeoning digital divide indicating that only 40% of primary schools, 50% of lower secondary schools and
65% of upper secondary schools are connected to the internet while 85% are still setting up policies to maintain
proper connectivity (Unesco, 2023). As a result, with limited exposure to screens and minimal skills on how
to navigate digital interfaces, students likely engage with their respective academic texts in the same manner
as they would when scrolling through social media or reading for leisure, offering less focus and more shallow
interaction (Lauterman & Ackerman, 2014). To this effect, by engaging superficially with digital texts through
skimming or scanning snippets of information, they develop reading habits of a similar nature that spill over
onto their academic reading texts. This phenomenon is referred to as the “Shallowing Hypothesis” and is best
described as a general decline in students’ cognitive, analytical, and reflective abilities while reading (Baron,
2021; Carr, 2010; Wolf, 2018).

Moreover, as concerns younger generations whose reliance on digital technology and Al at both schools
and higher educational institutions have occurred at an unprecedented pace, there are growing concerns and
not enough protective policies that neither promote ethical reliability for schools and higher educational
institutions nor do they guarantee educational equity (Eke, 2023). Writing mills generated by Chat GPT,
Dalle-2, Quillbot, Microsoft Cortana, Assistant Poe can generate essays at the mere click of a button, without
assuring credibility or sourcing of the material at hand (Choi & Schwarcz, 2023; Sweeney, 2023). Moreover,
Choi and Schwarcz (2023) equally argue that the more students engage with Al applications, they are less
likely to engage in critical thinking and exercise their mental faculties for independent, analytical thought.
To this effect, with the dynamic advancement of Al applications at a breathtaking pace such as SORA and
Deepfakes, distinguishing factual content from misinformation and disinformation may become a matter of
significant concern, specifically for students who have likely become less engaged with the practice of reading
and more likely vulnerable to being exposed to misinformation and disinformation generated by digital media
and AT applications.

Furthermore, another reason students seem inseparable from their digital devices can be attributed to
their perceptions of academic success through grades and respective grade point averages (henceforth GPA’s).
In fact, research suggests that grades, indicators of academic success, comprise the most important aspect of
schooling for students, teachers, and employers alike (Cachia et al., 2018; Griffen & Townsley, 2021;
Schwager, 2012; Yang & Yip, 2002). The likely reason may be more attributed to the “rewards” that high
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GPA’s may bring such as awards, scholarships, and being accepted to competitive, high-end universities that
enhance the probability of securing employment in prestigious, well-paying companies. To this effect, students
seem to have developed what can be termed as “grade fixation”, that is, the insistence that high marks such
as “A’s” or “B’s” be granted, whether deservingly or not. The overall result? Grade inflation. Consequently,
where schools and universities alike seem to be experiencing the phenomenon of grade inflation, defined as
allotting high grades to mediocre students, it has indeed become a trend on the rise, problematic, and
warranting significant concern due to the mismatch between the grades of graduates, the respective skills
reflective of high marks and the jobs allocated. Initially, it was thought that this phenomenon started as early
as the 1960’s, during the Vietnam war, to avoid the drafting of male students (Yang & Yip, 2002).

To date, this trend has increased exponentially escalating pressures on both faculty and administration
with students demanding higher grades, particularly in high-tuition universities. To illustrate, according to
the Boston Globe, in October 2001, 91% of Harvard University students graduated with honors exemplifying
an increasing wave of grade inflation (Yang & Yip, 2002). Moreover, it is thought that administrators, so as
not to lose students, incentivize faculty into awarding grades through student evaluations. To this effect,
Pressman (2007) equally argues that students likely see themselves as “customers” deserving “A’s” and “B’s”
because of exorbitantly priced tuition fees. Thus, a “trade-off” transactional in nature likely occurs between
expensive tuition fees and elevated grades. Consequently, if such transactions are unreciprocated, this may
likely disturb educational institutions’ financial landscape through low enrolment in classes, students
choosing to go elsewhere, filing complaints against respective instructors during annual evaluations or
cancelling registration and dropping out of college. Consequently, schools and universities alike seem to
succumb to this mounting pressure of awarding grades that misrepresent both the learning outcomes provided
by the courses as well as the accumulated skillsets.

As a result of continued transactional reciprocity between exorbitant tuition fees and elevated grades in
schools and universities alike, students’ general skillsets reflected by overall performance scores have marked
a considerable drop on standardized tests. To this effect, Pressman (2007) contends that while SAT and GRE
scores continue to plummet with more students taking remedial courses at university as they are ill-equipped
educationally, learners’ overall grades in private institutions have gone from a C to a B- from 1980’s-1990’s
(Yang & Yip, 2002), as well as an overall GPA from 2.89 to 3.05 from 1998-2006 (Pressman, 2007). Thus, the
reasoning behind this softening of grade schemes is thought to allow for enhanced employability, particularly
for disadvantaged, under-represented or minority students and is considered a facet of support offered by the
university (Schwager, 2012). Consequently, this leaves faculty and administrators to deal with mounting
demands of inflated grades by learners who continue to put in less effort. Thus, it is likely that a permanent
cultural paradigm shift is taking place in the educational arena where grades are awarded based on financial
exclusivity instead of merit.

Ultimately, the system of inflated grades and students’ fixation on insistently getting higher grades
misrepresent their cognitive capacities. Consequently, this entails that inflated grades of “A’s” seemingly
assume that students possess “A” modalities of cognitive, analytical aptitudes and talents when they may in
fact, be harboring a deficit in such strategies and skillsets required for higher education or even certain jobs.
Thus, mismatching inflated grades with skills and job employability or even opportunities for higher
education may serve no more than to ready students for possible academic and professional failure in the long
run deepening the disparity between grades, skills, and job requirements intensifying already existing socio-
economic divisions.

Similarly, data consumption, be it in the form of knowledge, entertainment or work continues to hijack
attention spans of students and educators alike in forms ranging from massive statistical outputs and endless
essays to smaller snippets of ideas. In fact, it is estimated that the amount of online information created every
two days is approximately equivalent to written records produced from the beginning of human civilization
until the early 2000’s (Arnold et al., 2023). As such, this phenomenon is referred to as information overload
and is defined as the state whereby a student receives an overwhelming amount of information thus hindering
their ability to focus on other tasks (Aadland & Heinstrom, 2024). Thus, an overwhelming amount of
information has become accessible at a mere touch of a button made possible through numerous social media
platforms, Al tools such as Chat GPT and other large language models which can produce voluminous
amounts of information with or without reliable sources. Subsequently, the quality and credibility of this data
has become difficult to discern, particularly among students whose training in digital literacies is lacking,
causing a great deal of mental strain and sometimes burnout. Thus, information overload seems to be
regarded as a primary stressor among students (Arnold et al., 2023; Pham Thi & Duong, 2024).

Furthermore, frequent exposure to massive amounts of information is thought not only to reduce
students’ cognitive abilities in problem solving and focusing on assignments, but also to impair efficiency in
task completion (Aadland & Heinstrom, 2024; Pham Thi & Duong, 2024). Consequently, students may
respond to information overload in a series of mannerisms such as through diminished attention and ability
to focus, feelings of irritability and fatigue, anxiety, procrastination, passivity in terms of learning and
forgetfulness (Aadland & Heinstrom, 2024) which ultimately impacts performance negatively (Pham Thi &
Duong, 2024). Thus, with attention being a limited resource hijacked by a voluminous amount of information
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from various sources, students often revert to coping mechanisms such as speed reading (reading keywords
or headings), skimming texts, using digital shortcuts like QR codes and “Control F” along with other Al related
tools. Thus, where deep, slow, concentrated reading once promoted the synthesizing of new, learned
information with previous knowledge to formulate a more comprehensive form of “knowing”, these shallow
modalities of fast-paced, modern-day “reading” are serviceable insofar as they allow students to amass a
considerable repertoire of disconnected ideas. As such, these fragmented snippets of information and concepts
from various sources of digital media and Al are collected, filtered, and copy-pasted together as finalized
submissions in the form of essays, short answers, or even full-fledged papers and projects, often below par in
terms of reflecting comprehensively learned content.

Yet another negative consequence that occurs due to the pervasive interaction of students with digital
technology is through continued dopamine scrolling on social media. Learners and young adults alike find it
pleasurable to scroll online due to the release of dopamine, a neurotransmitter that is associated with
pleasure, as well as learning and motivation. The continuous act of scrolling for entertainment characterized
by the consumption of short reels of 20 seconds or less, rapid platform switching, and a significant investment
in time is known as dopamine scrolling (Sharpe & Spooner, 2025). While the reserves of dopamine are limited,
excessive dopamine scrolling induces a condition known as dopamine deprivation which is a form of anhedonia
(Salamone & Correa, 2012). To elaborate further, dopamine deprivation or anhedonia signifies that as the
brain centers continue to “dump” a specific amount of dopamine into the blood stream given external stimuli
that may induce pleasure, the stores of dopamine become depleted, requiring the brain centers more effort,
time, and stimulation to produce the same amount of dopamine.

Salamone and Correa (2012) argue that since dopamine is responsible for motivation and learning, and
if insufficient production of dopamine is present, this likely yields to a decline in drives and incentives, as well
as depression, anxiety, and other disorders such as addiction. Furthermore, Kardaras (2016) argues that
prolonged exposure to screen time may likely activate the brain’s pleasure centers dumping a significant
amount of dopamine into the user’s systems, thus making screen use highly addictive. As such, and with
students being predominantly “connected”, they are “forced” to engage in multi-tasking where their attention
is fragmented between the online world and the real world. Consequently, the more social media websites
capitalize on their ability to hijack users’ attention spans through entertainment videos, reels, and music to
obtain the maximum user interaction and engagement, the greater the tendency that students are likely kept
in a perpetual, addictive, dopamine scrolling loop.

Subsequently, if no intervention is made, and as the brain undergoes overstimulation through messages,
videos, reels, notifications, and other digital rewards such as “likes” or “shares”, the brain’s pleasure receptors
become desensitized, thus requiring more stimulation to arrive at the same level of pleasure leading to
compulsive digital media consumption. This, in turn, prods the brain to produce less dopamine as a form of
homeostasis or attempt at maintaining balance. This homeostatic function likely results in a dopamine deficit
marked by a depletion in the stores of dopamine and bears withdrawal symptoms very similar to those of
addiction such as low motivation, low energy, disinterest, and depression (Sepah, 2021). Thus, the
overstimulation of the brain’s pleasure centers through dopamine scrolling can lead to an eventual dopamine
deficit among students manifesting itself through low energy, disinterest and general low drive,
disintegrating motivation to learn an overall fatigue.

As such, in the long term, this form of “pleasure” scrolling cannot but conceive a dopamine deprived
generation that oscillates between pleasure seeking addictions and mental distractions coupled with
significantly diminished motivation to learn. Moreover, the likely social interactions predominantly take place
behind digital interfaces illustrative of blatant self-expression to the other polarity manifested through youth
exhibiting behaviorisms such as isolation, anxiety and depression (Sharpe & Spooner, 2025).

Students go through what is termed academic stress; namely the psychological state of anxiety associated
with varied academic burdens related to projects, assignments, and grade expectations (Ma, 2023; Stearns,
2023). It should be distinguished from mental stress which is the feeling of being overwhelmed due to
information overload. Academic stress is thought to be subjective and in fact necessary as a precursor of
motivational learning (Ma, 2023). However, recent literature seems to suggest that student anxiety has
become a flagrant phenomenon likely due to build up of academic pressure and students’ lack of knowledge
in stress coping mechanisms (Stearns, 2023). Moreover, where test-taking is often timed, De Paola and Gioia
(2016) equally argue that while exams in and of themselves are likely to induce stress, when set under time
constraints, this increases anxiety specifically among females to a greater degree compared to their male
counterparts and likely compromises student performance on timed assessments. Subsequently, there is a
noteworthy correlation between performance- related anxiety and timed test-taking, rendering anxiety as a
global challenge to mental well-being among students. Consequently, poor performance has become associated
with timed test-taking conditions. As such, a significant corpus of research has suggested that with growing
emphasis placed on academic performance as a marker of academic success, performance related anxiety may
continue to weigh heavily on students’ psyches, cognitive abilities, performance, attentional goals, and career
ambitions (De Paola & Gioia, 2016; Ma, 2023; Stearns, 2023).

Moreover, Roshanisefat et al. (2021) posit yet another consequence of academic stress is student
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procrastination described as a coping mechanism in dealing with academic stress-tying them into a cyclical
loop. To illustrate, the more students procrastinate, the less they get done within a set deadline, the more
stressed they become- the more they procrastinate. In fact, both Roshanisefat et al. (2021) and Ma (2023)
equally argue that these behaviorisms likely compromise students’ overall well-being. Thus, while
procrastination seemingly appears as a sign of waning commitment and interest on the part of the student,
it may indeed be a symptom of academic anxiety and a precursor to downward spiraling mental health issues.

Another source of added pressure that students may experience is linked to extra-curricular activities.
Defined as activities that go beyond the academic curriculum, extra-curricular activities often involve student
engagement in enhancing their skills such as music band, varied sports activities, art projects and volunteer
work. There is a general rise in student engagement in extra-curricular activities, particularly in middle and
upper socio-economic echelons, as this offers students a competitive edge when seeking high paying jobs or
allows them entry to reputable, high-profile universities (Luthar et al., 2006; Stearns, 2023). While engaging
in extra-curricular activities supports the development and growth of students mentally, socially, and
physically, a tendency to engage in multiple activities simultaneously may eventually be detrimental to
students’ overall well-being, particularly if an emphasis is laid on achievement (in the case of sports teams,
for example). To this effect, students once again may likely be entrapped in a cycle of pressure particularly as
these activities may exert strain on student’s academic performance (Luthar et al., 2006). Consequential
effects of extra-curricular activity involvement among students include insomnia, stomachaches, anxiety, and
depression.

Yet another source of stress may stem from environmental factors. In fact, research seems to suggest that
global crises likely trigger mental issues and anxiety (Al-Khalil et al., 2025; Merhy et al., 2021; Stearns, 2023).
Subsequently, based on international health reports, approximately 970 million people worldwide are afflicted
by mental health conditions with as much as 28.9% of the world population affected by depression while 31%
of the global population struggles with anxiety (Akbar et al., 2024). Moreover, Al-Al-Khalil et al. (2025) further
argue that dynamic change variables in a population’s socioeconomic status can negatively impact the overall
wellbeing of a society during times of recession or stagflation. Consequently, conditions that cause stigmas
like wars, natural disasters, or pandemics, or lacking infrastructural development, in the case of developing
countries, may exert a taxing effect on the mental health of their residents, particularly younger generations
such as the Zoomers.

Generation Z for Zoomers are young adults born roughly between 1997 and 2012. For example, research
by Akbar et al. (2024) cites that in Africa, youth experience anxiety due to poor socio-economic conditions,
while in Europe, approximately 60% of Generation Z likely experienced anxiety during the Ukraine/Russia
war. Meanwhile, young adults in America struggle with social media dependency leaving their Asian and
Australian counterparts oscillating between extremes of technology dependency and loneliness. Other
countries, such as Lebanon, a lower middle-income country, seem to be experiencing a consecutive array of
events, moving from political stressors marked by the imminent recurring specter of a 20-year civil war to
sporadic bloody skirmishes of the July/Israel war in 2006, Fatah al Islam of 2007, the May clashes of 2008,
and the ongoing Hezbollah-Israel conflict of 2023.

Subsequently, the country’s calamities continued, witnessing the 2019 financial collapse of the banking
sector and its refusal to allow depositors to withdraw their money from banks coupled with the Covid 19
pandemic, fast forwarded unto the August 4 explosion of 2020 which was an equivalent of a nuclear-like
explosion (Al-Khalil et al., 2025; Merhy et al., 2021). In fact, a study by Al-Khalil et al. (2025) revealed that
out of 240 Generation Z young adults, 81.6% experienced burnout and anxiety. As such, with ubiquitous
existence of environmental stressors surrounding Generation Z, locally and globally, it is highly likely that
the correlated anxiety is carried into the academic classroom impacting not only performance, but also overall
well-being.

Methodology

Research Design

The research at hand was qualitative research that relied on semi-structured focus group interviews.
The setting was in a lower middle-income country, Beirut, Lebanon during the academic year of Spring,
Summer, and Fall 2023. Interviews were conducted on a voluntary basis where students themselves stepped
up to participate in the interviews. Their identities were anonymous and were in fact replaced by code names
for privacy purposes. Participants were reminded several times before, during and throughout the interviews
that they could decide to terminate their participation if and whenever they chose.

Sampling

The sample was convenient and non-random comprising of 14 participants registered for a course of
Advanced Academic English, or English 202, from a private, English-speaking university. Taken from the
researcher’s workplace, the interviewees were indeed students registered with the researcher at the time the
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study was conducted. The total number of students that were registered with the researcher at the given time
frames were a total of 105, (approximately 25 students in four sections), where only 14 students expressed
voluntary interest in participating in being interviewed.

Data collection Procedures

The researcher invited students to participate voluntarily in exchange for extra credit bonus points. As
such, the researcher divided the 14 participants into three groups. Three groups were set based on three
common time slots according to students’ availability to sit for the interviews. Moreover, to compensate
students for their time and feedback, participants were allotted five bonus points that would be added to any
previous graded assessment of their choice. The semi-structured focus group interviews took place on the
university campus at the cafeteria which was both casual and convenient for students. Finally, the researcher
had the permission to record the interviews of the respondents.

Data Analysis Techniques

Subsequently, recorded interviews were transcribed by hand verbatim and coded thematic content
analysis throughout a time duration of two months took place. Thematic analysis was used to analyze the
interview findings and identify patterns in thinking and behavior through repeated phrases uttered by the
respondents. In turn, the most frequently repeated phrases were coded into seven themes. The seven themes
were, respectively: “Reading Shortcuts such as Find/Search/Control F”, “Stress during timed/graded
assignments”, “Reading behaviors without laptops”, “Al, ChaptGpt, Quilbot use for assignments”, “Loss of
focus with digital tools”, “Audiobooks”, and “Technology for Educational Learning”. Moreover, frequency
responses out of 14 were taken for each theme; to illustrate, students who agreed had their responses out of
14 recorded along with their respective reasons. Moreover, those who disagreed also had their responses taken
out of 14 with their respective reasons noted down. Respondents’ identities remained anonymous with
abbreviations used instead of their names. Subsequently, the research questions around which the semi-
structured interviews revolved were respectively:

1. How likely are you to engage in actual reading versus reading using digital tools such as the
“Find”/’Search” option, Al or other short cuts such as patterned reading, skimming and scanning?

2.  How do you go about completing assignments that disallow usage of digital tools?

3. Do you make use of audiobooks to complement your learning?

4. How often do you revert to using Al tools to complete assignments and do you find them reliable?
5. Describe the degree to which you find yourself focused around digital tools?

Results

Findings from the semi structured group interviews are tabulated in Table 1 and includes both the coded
themes and the respective responses.

Table 1: Students’ Coping Mechanisms and Technology Use

Theme Frequency: Agree Frequency: Disagree
Reading shortcuts: the frequency 11/14 3/14 out of which 1/14: replied”
in which students revert to “I didn’t even know there was such a thing we
shortcuts such as “Find”/ “Search” could use”
option
Feelings of stress during timed 13/14 1/14
assessments “In my school is Saudi, we are used to timed

exams where we must read long texts. So it’s
not a problem for me because I learned skim
while I underline key points as I read.
Sometimes I annotate. It depends.
Reading behaviors when no 11/14 use short cuts: read 3/14 students read everything from the

laptops available headings and engage in beginning till the end
keyword searches
AT/ChatGPT/Quilbot uses for 12/14 2/14
assignments

Loss of Focus with digital tools 12/14 2/14

Audiobooks instead of reading 4/14 have tried 10/14 have either not tried audiobooks and not

audiobooks and report found it beneficial or have not shown interest
that listening to in using audiobooks to cover a certain lesson.
audiobooks can sometimes
be helpful.
Technology as a tool for 14/14

educational learning
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Discussion

Digital shortcuts for Enhanced Performance, Scholarships, and Financial Aid

As such, the purpose of this qualitative research was to investigate the reasons why students employ
digital tools and Al despite compromised performance scores and critical thinking. Wholistically, the findings
of the semi-structured interviews suggest that Generation Z seems to be using digital devices and Al as coping
mechanisms to navigate their way through varied stressors as well as their course requirements. The findings
of the semi-structured focus group interviews of 14 students through thematic coding analysis were in line
with the existing research. Primarily, a significant amount of emphasis was laid on students’ insistent
“fixation” on grades that rendered economic advantages in the form of scholarships enabling the financing of
their tuition. This goes in line with the research of Pressman (2007) and Luthar et al. (2006) who argue that
as education costs begin to rise, students likely engage in various finance-supporting modalities allowing
students to continue their education. This can be in the form of work or scholarship, yet the results are the
same: increased fixation on overall marks were grades act as “gatekeepers” for students’ continued education,
ultimately providing a guarantee for better life prospects through future employability. To this effect,
students admitted reverting to various tools and facilitations made possible by technology, whether through
the “Search”/”Find” option during reading quizzes or through using Al applications to maintain satisfactory
achievement scores.

Moreover, in line with research for Schwager (2012) as well as Griffen and Townsley (2021), other findings
from the semi-structured interviews exhibited the grade-related pressures students experienced relevant to
financing their tuition, such as playing on sports teams allowing them educational continuity believed to
enhance their lives. From one aspect, getting higher marks allowed the continuation of sports scholarships
required for tuition funding

Some interview findings that stressed on grade-related reasons for using digital shortcuts were as follows:

“T am on financial aid and so I need to ensure that my overall GPA is high. For this, when I write an essay
or need to summarize articles, I use Quillbot as it gives me what I need. I then take the results, and I
paraphrase the work in my words so that I don’t get “caught” for plagiarism.”

“T use Al to get new perspectives about a text, like in literature, if we are given an analysis assignment,
sometimes it’s really a good idea to look at a certain idea or analysis of a novel from a different angle. I feel
more at ease in writing up my report afterwards.”

“Ok, so for me, I use Al tools with courses like design when I want to get fresh ideas about how to do
something. And I read about how to go about doing it. That’s it.”

In addition, other students answered that using digital shortcuts and Al allowed students the “luxury of
time” to be able to participate in tournaments and training. In fact, students revealed that digital tools allowed
for convenience as regards TIME in assignment completion. In turn, the added time allowed students who
relied on athletic scholarships to continue training, thus keeping their scholarships. Moreover, students who
held jobs and were responsible for paying their own tuitions reported being able to balance their educational
and work lives with more ease with additional time available. Some of the reported findings were:

“For me, when I must do a graded assignment, I think in terms of “TIME”, so I will use whatever tool
available to me so that I can complete it. Don’t forget that I am a pre-med student and I depend on my
basketball scholarship to cover my tuition to help my parents”.

“Yes sure. I will skip lines, look for keywords and sometimes I even just read the headings to get the main
ideas especially when there is a time limit. When time isn’t a problem, like when I am reading a chapter
during work, I still read headings sub-headings to get the main points and then I move to something else.
Usually, I take such assignments with me to work because when I get home, I am too tired to do anything.”

“Of course, I will use the “Search” option to find the answers. It is a reliable tool, accurate and saves me
time. Look, doctor, we lost our house during the August explosion, and my family cannot afford to pay for my
education. So, to be here, I play on the university soccer team and the Lebanese national team because they
pay my pocket money and I need every extra point I can get because they give me an athletic scholarship.”

“I am on the swimming team and usually our practice sessions are long and tiring. So, when I get home,
all I think of doing is collapsing and I often don’t wake up until the next day. So, to deal with this issue, I
often download audio lessons or books, and I listen to them when I am on my way to uni or home. On weekends,
sure, I put in the effort to read, but audio and Youtube lessons and sometimes Al make my life easier, to be
honest. It grants me time, and for me this is a luxury”.

“Honestly, doctor, the university should give us a break. I mean we attend classes, we do our homework,
some of us are committed to our sports teams, others community service and work. I don’t understand what
the big deal is if we use help from technology. I mean, isn’t the purpose of uni to prepare us for the working
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world? I mean people DO use computers and Al in the working world, so what’s the problem?”

“No I never read the whole thing. Ever since grade 10. I tend to skip lines and skim through. Like I read
the introduction and the conclusion. There they have a repetition of the main points anyway. Then I go back
to the body paragraphs and read the topic sentences to get a feel of what they are talking about. Once I finish
the answers, I go back and check my work by seeing what I can read in the remaining time. And if I can use
the “Search” it is even better for me. This way, it works for me.”

Time/Stress Factor

In addition, the respondents equally expressed feelings of stress and anxiety related to time-bound exams
and graded assignments. Subsequently, this goes in line with the existing corpus of research underscoring
compromised performance due to anxiety-related, time-bound exams (De Paola & Gioia, 2016; Ma, 2023;
Roshanisefat et al., 2021). To this effect, students were likely to cope by reverting to tools that provided them
what was though to be a “reliable and fast” source of information, be it through the form of Al applications,
“Search”/ “Find” or even patterned reading (Baron, 2021; Wolf, 2018). While time was a relevant factor in the
accumulation of grades, students likely found digital shortcuts, patterned reading and skimming as
“strategies” that would ensure fuller marks through timely task completion. Some of the interviewees
responded as follows:

“Again, the issue is time for me. I will read the questions first, so I know what to look for and answer the
main questions. Then if I have time, I go back and I try to read a little more than the headings and key
concepts using the “Search” option. For me, it’s make it or break. The more I answer the more points I make.
The more points I make, the higher my gpa.”

“I tend to feel a lot of stress during the exam. So, I will use headings, “Search” and sometimes I will
memorize the main ideas from ChatGPT before the exam if I think the questions are coming on the test. Like
when we have to write a synthesis or prepare a paragraph for a text that we took in class. You know, like the
claim and the main points. It helps to prepare the answers ahead of time because sometimes during an exam
I am too stressed. And I forget.”

“Yes, I often face stress on timed exams. I think it’s because I spend so much time trying to understand
what I am reading and what is expected of me. And then when I start answering it feels like I just don’t have
enough time to finish and I panic. I guess I am a slow reader.”

“I agree. I mean we have issues with time. Teachers and professors all give us assignments in the last
minute. It’s like they think we have nothing to do in our life but study for their subject. Tools like ChatGPT
and the “Search” help us to find what we want, complete the assignments, get decent grades and then we can
move onto something else. Everyone is happy, so why not?”

“Ok. So I know that in your classes, you don’t allow Al. But it really does make life easier, and you get so
much more done faster. Especially when other doctors start assigning everything all at once like midterms
and projects. It’s like you wake up one morning and have three deadlines for three different assignments. I
mean it can be stressful. So, I personally get a little help from AI whenever I can. It helps me stay in control
of things, you know?”

“ChatGPT is quick, fast and reliable. Instead of researching for hours and not getting anywhere, because
sometimes this happens, I ask ChatGPT and it gives me what I need to know directly.”

“Yes, sometimes I will use it instead of reading. When like I am interested in a book and I can read it
because it is too big and I must study for exams, I will buy the audio version of it, it’s like nothing, cheap, if
want to learn about something”. Other times, when I don’t understand the lesson in class and I don’t have
notes, I go to Youtube and see if there are any lessons there to help me understand. Other times, I ask
ChatGPT for main ideas.”

“It is stressful for me when we cannot use our laptops, and we must do a reading quiz. I have difficulty
finding the main points and often find myself jumping from page to page-to find the answers. Usually, I will
read the headings or just look for the keywords”.

Digital Technology Shortcuts/Al During Environmental Instability

Moreover, in a significant number of responses, students exhibited feelings of coping mechanisms in
response to unpredictable living environments, particularly in lower middle-income countries, such as
Lebanon, by attempting to maintain control and “mastery” over their grades through technological facilitated
assistance. In line with Al-Khalil et al. (2025) and Merhy et al. (2021) whose research underscored the
volatility of socio-economic and political factors taking place in Lebanon, students seem to have developed an
“entitled Machiavellian approach”; that is, if they were expected to survive in such volatile circumstances,
then they would use technology to justify maintaining their grades to keep their scholarships. The findings
were underscored in students’ readiness to employ Al tools readily to maintain their grades, despite having
technology thwart their focus through distractions. Students voiced their viewpoints as:
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“Of course, I will use the “Search” option to find the answers. It is a reliable tool, accurate and saves me
time. Look, doctor, we lost our house during the August explosion, and my family cannot afford to pay for my
education. So, to be here, I play on the university soccer team and the Lebanese national team because they
pay my pocket money and I need every extra point I can get because they give me an athletic scholarship.”

“I mean, the world is evolving, and we can’t run away from technological advancements. We need to have
the skills to use these technologies if we want to decent jobs, right? Especially if we want to work abroad.
Schools and universities need to start letting us use these tools comfortably and not feel like we are stealing
something or doing something wrong”.

“Yes, I want to say that it’s time to let us use technologies and applications to make our university work
easier. I mean it is already tough dealing with unemployment and the pressure of grades, and now that there
is Al, if we want to find good jobs, future employers will ask us what skills we have. So, it is necessary to use
digital tools and Al.”

Digital Technology as a Source of “Stress”. “Inattention” and “Diminished Focus”

Furthermore, findings seem to go in line with the research of Carr (2010) as well as Baron (2021) who
cautioned from the continuous, extensive use of technology likely resulting in “inattention” and lack of focus
as neural circuitries of the brain get rewired through shallow modalities of engaging with reading texts. To
this effect, a marked inability to focus deeply and utilize cognitive faculties has been reported. Subsequently,
the findings are equally in line with the works of (Arnold et al., 2023) as well as (Pham Thi & Duong, 2024),
who posit that with lesser engagement of cognitive capacities through shallow reading modalities such as
patterned reading, students were likely to experience information overload and find themselves caught in a
continued cycle of jumping from one snippet of information to the next due to compromised or discontinued,
fragmented focus (Delgado et al., 2018). Consequently, respondents seemed to show very little inclination or
motivation to read the entire text, navigating it instead through mannerisms similar to hyperlinks, scanning,
and jumping across sections; thus, this seems to go in line with the current corpus of research where students
have very little incentive to read and may very well be dopamine deprived as dopamine is the
neurotransmitter associated with motivation and learning (Baron, 2021; Salamone & Correa, 2012; Sharpe
& Spooner, 2025). As such, responses varied as follows:

“Yes, to be honest, having the phone next to you, where I often do most of my reading if the laptop is at
home or with my brother can be very distracting. It gets very difficult to focus when you are reading something
like macro-economics and those messages start coming in. And like sometimes you give in and tell yourself
you’ll take a break and scroll for only five minutes and like two hours later it hits you that you’ve just wasted
time. Then the stress is on!”

“When I sit down to study, the phone is on silent in another room so that I don’t hear it and can focus a
little. If it rings, I don’t hear it. I will usually tell my parents to call me on the landline if they need anything.
Because if the phone stays with me, I will not get anything done.”

“To be honest, lately, I seem not to be able to focus when I have the phone near me. I keep telling myself
that I will answer this message or that for five minutes and then I lose track of time and my five minutes
become five hours”. When it really gets bad, like I don’t have notes, I ask my friends in class what we will be
tested on and I go to ChatGPT for notes and even memorize ideas.”

“I cannot focus if my phone is not next to me. I mean, I can put it on silent no problem. But it must be
next to me otherwise I cannot focus on all. I take it everywhere I go. I even put it under my pillow when I
sleep.”

“No I cannot focus with audiobooks. I tried. My mind always wanders”.

“If I cannot use a laptop, then I have no choice but to read everything. Sometimes, it gets hard because
in most of my subjects we are allowed to use laptops, so arriving at the answer is easy and takes less time.
When I have to read on paper, it feels strange and yes there is more pressure. Sometimes, I must read the
same thing twice to focus because I zone out.”

“It 1s stressful for me when we cannot use our laptops, and we must do a reading quiz. I have difficulty
finding the main points and often find myself jumping from page to page-to find the answers. Usually, I will
read the headings or just look for the keywords”.

Conclusion, Limitations, and Implications

As such, the given research at hand has served to investigate the reasons behind Gen Z’s continued use
of digital and Al tools despite waning performance and eroded critical thinking skills. Consequently, as
students continue to experience inattention, grade fixation, information overload, distractions, and dopamine
deprivation in addition to other stressors such as academic, extra-curricular as well as environmental
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pressures, learners seemingly revert to digital and Al tools as coping mechanisms. Subsequently, students
engage in the use of varied digital shorts as well as Al as coping or “control” mechanisms for the purpose of
maintaining higher scores or to aid them in completing their course requirements which gives them a sense
of “power” to obtain more “secure”, “controllable” results on which their future likely depends. This is
especially true when learners find themselves in volatile, unstable environments where the constant norm is
unpredictability through financial crises, wars and socio-political instability, as is the case in Lebanon, a
lower middle-income country. Moreover, the findings of the study revealed that “coping strategies” employed
by students included reverting to Al applications, patterned reading, skimming, and resorting to digital
shortcuts such as “Search”/ “Find”. Results also revealed that such “strategies” helped students to navigate
their way around exams and facilitated completion of tests and tasks within time-bound, anxiety-inducing
environments. To this effect, one can only question and reflect upon the long-term consequences of having a
stress driven generation bound by an extrinsic achievement addiction.

Moreover, the research at hand is not without its limitations. One shortcoming in the research at hand
was that it was non-representative involving a sample of 14 respondents specific to one university. In addition,
with the semi-structured focus group interviews being conducted in exposed groups of three, there may have
been a possibility of social desirability bias. Thus, to have more comprehensive findings, not only is a larger
sample size for semi-structured interviews required to avoid social desirability bias, but it would be more
conclusive to have multiple samples from different universities in Beirut, Lebanon, for different courses, to
cement the findings or at least allow for more generalized conclusions. Furthermore, having a random sample
instead of a convenient, non-random pool of participants would have likely revealed more generalizable and
representative attitudes for students’ coping mechanisms rendering deeper and further insight into the study.
Finally, quantitative findings of student GPA’s and grades would have illustrated stronger conclusions,
coupled with the interview findings. Future research engaging both qualitative and quantitative findings
from a larger sample of students from STEM subjects in addition to the Humanities can be conducted to
compare students’ tendencies concerning digital shortcuts and Al use and why these technologies might be
used. If students continue to feel pressured to perform without a robust education being the outcome, this
may indeed create deeper rifts in skillsets in graduating generations. As such, it is up to educators to try and
incentivize students as much as possible to learn, become more knowledgeable, and have the necessary skills
required to navigate a changing world. In addition, more emotional support in the form of counseling services,
student support groups, mental health support systems and awareness campaigns to enable students to
understand how to navigate and deal with stress during their educational journey are strongly urged.

Education is broken, and generations of young learners, leaning on the crutch of superficial, fragmented
knowledge, barely able to hold its weight, are in the making. Educational institutions have introduced
overstimulation and information overload through technological novelty into their teaching modalities and
curricula as a trade-off for exorbitantly priced tuition fees. And as students continue to navigate their way
through the challenges of digital addictions, information overload, hijacked attention as well as a plethora of
stressors, from environmental to academic and extracurricular, coping modalities for Generation Zs continue
to surface in myriad forms. From anxiety to procrastination, to patterned reading, skimming, using digital
shortcuts, collecting snippets of information from AI applications, and copying/pasting them as assignments
and projects, the fruit of students’ labor is marked by declining performance. Thus, with a paradigm shift
marking the end of the Enlightenment era and its quest for fundamental knowledge, a new “transactional”
era - where grades are a means to an end degree, job, post, or status, has begun. As such, the quest for learning
and acquiring knowledge seems to have become compromised, or yet, even artificial in nature, yielding a
generation boasting of accolades of an artificial education.
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