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ABSTRACT 

Digital technologies have been embedded in the life of learning, shaping access, participation, construction of 
identity, and relationships within educational spaces. This review explored the relationship between digital 
culture and learning, identity and social interaction in current learning environments. The integrative literature 
review approach was followed using peer reviewed studies and authoritative report. Structured searches were 
conducted in Scopus, Web of Science, ERIC, PsycINFO to identify literature. The evidence was organised 
thematically across three interwoven strands: learning, identity, and social interaction, as well as digital 
inequality, literacy, privacy, wellbeing, ethics, algorithmic influence and AI. The review identified a number of 
positive outcomes for flexible learning, collaborative learning, learning about information and knowledge, self-
expression, and social participation that can be gained from the use of digital technologies, as well as negative 
outcomes such as distraction, social comparison, isolation, unequal access, privacy and problematic 
technology use. These relationships have been further complicated by the emergence of generative AI, which 
alters authorship, learner independence, assessment methods, and interactions with educational content. The 
results point to an understanding of educational technology not just as an educational tool, but as a part of 
the larger cultural and social context in which learning occurs. Future studies should pay more attention to the 
long-term effects, cultural differences, digitally disadvantaged learners, and increasingly intelligent 
educational systems and their role in relation to human interaction. 

KEYWORDS: Digital Culture; Digital Education; Educational Technology; Learning; Digital Identity; Social 
Interaction; Digital Literacy; Artificial Intelligence. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Digital technology is now a part of today's 
education, not just the way knowledge is presented, but 
the ways in which learners communicate, interact in 
education, and live their lives. UNESCO (2023) argued 
that the importance of the technology in education was 
related to the context of access, governance and use of 
technology. Digital education has therefore evolved 
from being a single pedagogical device to an expanded 
system of technologies, institutions, policies and human 
capacities (OECD, 2023b). This shift has also fueled 
overarching conversations on the role and future of 
education in the new social and technological contexts 
(UNESCO, 2021). 

Gaps in connectivity, device access, digital skills, 
and support have continued to be a major concern, as 
they can hinder meaningful engagement with 
technology-mediated education (UNICEF, 2021). At the 
institutional level, digital transformation has included 
not only an adoption of technology, but a change to 
strategy, teaching, services, and organizational 
practices (Castro Benavides et al., 2020). The technology 
solutionism has as a result raised concerns, especially in 
the context of the products emerging as simple 
solutions to complex educational issues (Teräs et al., 
2020). 

COVID-19 further pushed these changes and 
brought digital learning to the core of the learning 
experience. There has been evidence from multiple 
countries that online/blended learning will continue to 
have an impact on higher education beyond the 
emergency situation (Guppy et al., 2022). Digitalization 
also affected the daily life of school education and 
family life (Iivari et al., 2020). Concurrently, the 
challenges of access, interaction, pedagogical readiness 
and technological infrastructure were highlighted in 
the context of emergency online teaching (Ferri et al., 
2020). Students felt that digital education went beyond 
learning outcomes and impacted their communication, 
social relations and wellbeing (Aristovnik et al., 2020). 

Previous studies have tended to analyse learning, 
digital identity and technology mediated social 
interaction in isolation. This review thus compiled these 
dynamic strands to explore the impact of digital culture 
on learning practices, learner identity and self-
expression, social relations and participation, as well as 
opportunities and challenges that appeared in each of 
these interrelated aspects. The questions under review 
were: How digital technology has transformed learning 
practices and experiences; How digital learning 
environments have affected learners' identity and self-
expression; How digital technology has changed social 
interaction and participation; and What were the 

common opportunities and challenges that arose in 
these interrelated aspects? 

2. METHODOLOGY 

2.1. Review Design 

A literature review that employed an integrative 
approach was conducted to explore the impact of 
digital technologies on learning, identity and social 
interaction within education. This allowed quantitative, 
qualitative, mixed methods and conceptual studies to 
be accommodated across disciplines. To find recurring 
patterns, contrasting findings and relations between the 
three central dimensions of digital culture a structured 
search was used in conjunction with interpretive 
synthesis. 

2.2. Literature Search Strategy 

Structured searches were performed in the 
databases Scopus, Web of Science, ERIC and PsycINFO, 
and Google Scholar was used to supplement the 
searches. The terms used in the search were related to 
learning, identity, belonging, interaction, collaboration, 
communication, and social presence, plus the terms 
“digital culture,” “digital technology,” “digital 
education,” “social media,” “artificial intelligence,” and 
“digital platforms.” 

2.3. Eligibility And Study Selection 

English-language studies were included when they 
examined digital technology in education in relation to 
learning, identity, or social interaction. Studies that 
included quantitative, qualitative, mixed-methods, 
conceptual and other relevant authoritative studies 
were taken into consideration. Technical, software and 
non-educational studies were not included. Using the 
pre-established inclusion/exclusion criteria, potentially 
relevant records were placed in the screening and 
abstracted and then assessed for full text if necessary. 

2.4. Data Extraction and Thematic Synthesis 

Extraction of data was done based on publication 
year, geographical context, participants, educational 
setting, technology, study design, and key findings. 
Themes were developed from the synthesis of the 
evidence with the themes of learning, identity, and 
social interaction. To support an integrated 
interpretation of the literature, cross-cutting issues, 
such as digital inequality, literacy, privacy, wellbeing, 
ethics, algorithmic influence and artificial intelligence 
were then examined. The framework employed to 
structure the evidence reviewed is outlined in Table 
1. 
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Table 1: Analytical Framework Used for the Integrative Review. 
Review domain Main issues examined Illustrative concepts 

Learning 
Changes in access, participation, engagement, and knowledge 

practices 

Flexible learning, self-regulation, 
collaboration, blended learning, AI-assisted 

learning 

Identity 
Ways digital environments shape self-understanding and 

representation 
Digital identity, self-presentation, digital 

footprints, autonomy, professional identity 

Social interaction 
Changes in communication, belonging, relationships, and 

participation 

Social presence, peer interaction, 
connectedness, loneliness, collaborative 

learning 

Cross-cutting dimensions Conditions influencing all three domains 
Digital inequality, digital literacy, privacy, 

wellbeing, ethics, algorithms, artificial 
intelligence 

3. DIGITAL CULTURE AS A CHANGING 
EDUCATIONAL ENVIRONMENT 

Digital culture has transformed the understanding, 
organization and experience of education. Today, 
technology is integrated into the information, 
communication, collaboration and knowledge 
construction environment for learners. This 
transformation has changed the importance of digital 
competence.The importance of digital competence has 
grown. Spante et al. (2018) reported that the concepts of 
digital literacy and digital competence are used in a 
wide variety of contexts in the study of higher 
education, and Law et al. (2018) defined digital literacy 
as the capacity to access, manage, assess, produce, and 
share information using digital technologies. 

In addition, the changing environment has brought 
with it more expectations on teachers. Pedagogical 
judgment, ethical consciousness, communicative 
competence, and informed technology choice have 
been needed in digital teaching, rather than technical 
skills. This was captured by falloon (2020) who 
developed a teacher digital competency framework 
which is linked to technological, pedagogical and 
professional capabilities. Beyond technical skills, 
questions of responsibility, citizenship and rights have 
been on the agenda of digital participation (Pangrazio 

& Sefton-Green, 2021). 
The arrival of digital culture has added to the 

ambiguity of the formal/informal learning dichotomy. 
Learners now traverse institutional platforms, social 
media, search engines, mobile applications, and online 
communities. This broader picture was reflected in 
integrated components of the DigComp 2.2 framework 
like information literacy, communication, content 
creation, safety, and problem solving (Vuorikari et al., 
2022). Successful integration has relied on the way 
technologies have been incorporated into the 
curriculum and in teaching (Fernández-Sánchez et al., 
2022). 

This has been strengthened by policy frameworks. 
The European Commission (2020) considered digital 
transformation a priority for education in the long term, 
and the OECD (2021a) stressed the need for critical 
navigation of digital information. Emerging 
technologies have also had an impact on educational 
systems and decision making (OECD, 2021b). UNESCO 
(2019) emphasized that in the field of education, AI 
should be human-centered, inclusive and ethically 
regulated. Combined, these changes set the stage for the 
emergence of digital culture as the overarching context 
for learning practices, identities and social relations to 
be increasingly constructed. Conceptually this 
relationship is shown in Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1: Conceptual Representation of Digital Culture as an Educational Environment Shaping Learning, 

Identity, And Social Interaction. 
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4. TECHNOLOGY AND THE 
TRANSFORMATION OF LEARNING 

Digital technologies have transformed learning by 
providing access to knowledge, flexible participation 
and new means of interaction with knowledge. In the 
context of higher education, technology has been 
closely linked with student engagement, but its 
impact has been inconsistent depending on context 
and technology (Bond et al., 2020). The use of e-
learning and blended learning, together with the 
pedagogical and institutional support, has also 
yielded positive results in place of classroom 
teaching or to complement classroom teaching, and 
not as a mere alternative (Galvis & Carvajal, 2022). 

Digital platforms, mobile apps, online videos and 
social media have opened up learning outside of the 
classroom, fostering more flexible and student-
directed learning (Haleem et al., 2022). However, 
self-regulation, interaction, and social presence 
(Miao & Ma, 2022) have been the three key factors for 
successful online learning. Social media has also 
helped to facilitate the collaborative learning of 
students by allowing them to share their ideas and 
resources outside of the classroom (Ansari & Khan, 
2020), and has affected how students use social 
media as a tool to engage in learning in different 
ways (Abbas et al., 2019). Online learning has been 
flexible, as well as having significant issues with 
concentration, interaction, access and instructional 
quality during the pandemic (Coman et al., 2020). 

Artificial intelligence has introduced another 
major shift. There's been potential for the use of 
ChatGPT as a tutor, to provide feedback, and to offer 
personalized support — and it has also introduced 
concerns about academic integrity and dependence 
(Lo, 2023). The same concerns have been raised 
regarding generative AI (Grassini, 2023) and its 
cognitive and ethical implications. These tools can 
contribute to educational reform but have limitations 
of effectiveness, responsible use, and evolving 
teacher roles (Yu & Guo, 2023). 

5. DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY, IDENTITY, AND 
THE LEARNER 

Digital environments have come to be vital areas 
in which learners construct, contest and reconstruct 
identity. Social media can provide an important 
setting for identity exploration and self-definition 
during adolescence, as young people interact with 
others, present themselves, and receive feedback in 
digital environments (Pérez-Torres, 2024). 
Meanwhile, online settings can be extremely 
competitive, leading to self-optimization and a desire 

to create a self-presentation that is idealized (Butler, 
2024). Developmental stage, family, culture, and 
social conditions, particularly in lower and middle-
income communities, also influence these processes 
(Magis-Weinberg et al., 2021). 

The formation of identity in digital environment 
is closely related to wellbeing and social comparison. 
Social media has been found to have positive and 
negative relationships with adolescent mental health, 
depending on the usage pattern and context in which 
it is used (Schønning et al., 2020). Another self-
determination (SDT) lens indicates that digital 
participation may have implications for the need for 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness (West et al., 
2024). Self-presentation behaviors can also influence 
the self-evaluation and quality of life of the person 
(Skogen et al., 2021). 

Digital identity is not limited to social media 
profiles in the educational context. Considering the 
fact that students are leaving behind digital 
footprints that can affect their reputation, privacy 
and future opportunities, it is more important than 
ever to be aware of them (Sürmelioğlu & Seferoğlu, 
2019). Higher education may also be more 
purposeful in supporting learners to create their 
digital identities in a professional and academic 
context (Borrás-Gené, 2022). Cultural context is 
important, too. Research with university students in 
Bolivia has shown that young people negotiate 
cultural identity across social media platforms by 
adapting their self-presentation to different 
audiences, social expectations, and platform 
possibilities (Condemayta Soto et al., 2023). Digital 
identity presents then opportunities to express and to 
participate, but also new pressures to be visible, 
compared and judged socially. 

6. TECHNOLOGY AND CHANGING 
PATTERNS OF SOCIAL INTERACTION 

Digital technologies have transformed social 
interaction in education by altering how a student 
communicates, collaborates, and feels connected to 
others. In online, hybrid and blended learning 
environments, social presence has become a key 
factor in determining a learner's sense of 
accessibility, responsiveness and meaningful 
involvement in learning (Kreijns et al., 2024). 
However, introducing the live virtual classroom 
provides more real-time interactions and feedback 
opportunities that can enhance this sense of being 
(Aldosari et al., 2022). Where students may feel 
further removed from academic communities, 
positive online interactions with teachers can 
enhance a sense of belonging and engagement 
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(Thacker et al., 2022). 
Peer relationships have also changed in digitally 

mediated environments. However, in addition to 
technological access to communication tools, 
successful online collaboration is also dependent on 
the social conditions that facilitate the regulation of 
interactions, participation and trust (Vrieling-
Teunter et al., 2022). Positive social interactions may 
also reinforce engagement and connection, 
motivating ongoing learning, which can benefit from 
online social interactions (Zhang et al., 2023). 

Meanwhile, digital education may deepen the 
feelings of isolation when interactions are 
insufficient. Online students with disabilities have 
experienced feelings of isolation associated with 
fewer opportunities for informal contact and social 
engagement (Kotera et al., 2021). Student loneliness 
was also found to be affected by disrupted routines, 
limited in-person interaction, and a change in 
learning environments during the pandemic (Phillips 
et al., 2022). Loneliness has also been found to be a 
concern for college students with disabilities, 
including with online learning experiences and 
student outcomes (Bevens et al., 2024). The less time 
spent in school the more time spent at home, and this 
has been associated with learning difficulties in the 
time spent at home (Pavin Ivanec 2022). Social 
presence is thus an important factor in the creation of 
digital education, which promotes learning and 
human interactions (Grech, 2022). 

7. CONNECTING LEARNING, IDENTITY, 
AND SOCIAL INTERACTION 

Digital education is not an education that is 
divided into learning, identity, and social interaction, 
but one in which they are deeply intertwined. Access 
influences participation, as disparities in 
infrastructure, skills and support can restrict access 
for some to the benefits of digital learning 
environments (OECD, 2023a). The emergence of 

artificial intelligence has introduced another 
dimension to these relationships: how AI is used to 
communicate with learners, how learners use AI to 
make decisions, and how learners interact with 
educational systems, all of which has raised the need 
for human-centred and equitable policy approaches 
(Miao et al., 2021). The use of Generative AI has also 
sparked discussions around learner autonomy, 
authorship, privacy, and responsible use in 
education (Miao & Holmes, 2023). 

These technologies can support cognitive and 
emotional needs, yet current evidence also points to 
limitations in reliability, personalization, and 
meaningful human support (Ortega-Ochoa et al., 
2024). Likewise, social sites have a dual nature. They 
can enhance collaborative learning and knowledge 
sharing (Khan et al., 2021) and facilitate teaching 
when learners find them helpful and suitable for 
learning tasks (Al-Rahmi et al., 2022). Social and 
motivational factors are also conditions for 
knowledge sharing in online environments, 
demonstrating that knowledge is always relational, 
even in digital mediated contexts (Wang & Lin, 2021). 

The same environments can produce tensions. 
Strong associations between intensive/dysfunctional 
social media use and social support differences and 
life satisfaction scores (Boniel-Nissim & Alt, 2022), 
and cross-segment associations between problematic 
digital use and psychological distress overtime 
(Chang et al., 2022) have been reported. The design 
of the platform also influences the content of what 
learners view and how they interact, as 
demonstrated in the study of the viewing behavior of 
learners in social media-based classrooms based on 
data analysis (Su & Lai, 2021). Digital culture is then 
a relational and social environment in which learning 
practices, positioning oneself, participation, 
wellbeing and relationships are co-created in an 
ongoing process. Table 2 shows the main 
opportunities, tensions and crosscutting issues 
discussed across these fields. 

Table 2: Integrated Synthesis of Digital Culture Across Learning, Identity, And Social Interaction. 
Domain Key opportunities Key challenges Cross-cutting implications 

Learning 
Flexible access, collaborative learning, 

self-directed learning, personalized 
support 

Distraction, misinformation, 
dependence, uneven digital 

competence 

Literacy, equity, pedagogy, AI 
governance 

Identity 
Self-expression, identity exploration, 

professional identity development 

Social comparison, idealized self-
presentation, privacy concerns, 

persistent digital footprints 

Wellbeing, citizenship, cultural 
context, privacy 

Social interaction 
Peer connection, social presence, 

collaboration, academic belonging 

Isolation, loneliness, reduced 
informal interaction, problematic 

platform use 

Inclusion, accessibility, 
wellbeing, human connection 

AI-mediated education 
Personalized assistance, feedback, 

information support 
Bias, inaccurate output, 

authorship concerns, overreliance 
Agency, ethics, transparency, 

assessment, digital literacy 
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8. DISCUSSION 

The literature reviewed in this study revealed a 
growing trend of educational technology being used 
as a component of the social and cultural fabric of 
learning and education instead of an innocent tool for 
teaching. The effects were contingent upon the use of 
digital environments, the enabling or inhibiting role 
of institutions to participate and the interplay 
between motivation, well-being and social 
experience and technology. Students frequently 

experienced a need to learn new ways to regulate 
themselves, especially in their planning, 
concentration and study habits (Biwer et al., 2021). 
Social media was also part of students' academic 
practices, as students identified the advantages of 
communication, sharing resources and receiving 
informal support, as well as the disadvantages of 
distractions and permeable boundaries between 
school and home life (Fuchs, 2022). Relationships that 
arise from the evidence reviewed are synthesized in 
Figure 2. 

 
Figure 2: Integrative Model of the Relationships Among Learning, Identity, And Social Interaction Within 

Digital Educational Culture. 

The evidence was therefore not uniformly 
positive. The potential for digital connectivity to 
enable communication and participation also 
revealed differences in mental health across national 
contexts in relation to intensive platform use 
(Thygesen et al., 2022). Problematic social media use 
was further linked with anxiety, with academic 
burnout and psychological resources influencing this 
relationship (Jiang, 2021). The results indicate that 
having more opportunities for access to digital 
environments does not necessarily lead to better 
education experiences. The competence of 
information seeking, utilizing essential technologies, 
and adapting to disruptions seemed to make a more 
significant contribution to learning outcomes than 
access (Miraj et al., 2021). 

Several studies nevertheless showed that 
technology could strengthen learning when social 
and pedagogical conditions were supportive. When 
interaction, digital literacy and collaborative learning 
are properly integrated, the use of social media has 
been linked to the students' performance and 
satisfaction in higher education (Al-Rahmi et al., 
2022). In personal narratives too, the students and 

teachers were shown how they can access social 
platforms to enrich teaching and learning beyond the 
walls of the classroom (Kara et al., 2020). The online 
learning platform also provided flexibility and 
convenience, but there were also some reported 
challenges regarding interactions, focus, technical 
issues, and hands-on learning in the online 
environment (Bączek et al., 2021). Similar issues were 
reported in contexts where internet availability was 
limited and interactions minimal, affecting the 
effectiveness of using online learning during an 
emergency (Adnan & Anwar, 2020). 

The mixed results indicated a key message: 
Technology was not the primary factor that made 
educational quality. The instructional design, 
learner's readiness, social presence, institutional 
support, and context-sensitive implementation were 
major factors in effective digital education. The 
experience of the quick changes of the higher 
education system showed that structured teaching, 
clear communication and appropriate learning 
support have added value to the digital transition in 
the field of education (Bao, 2020). Therefore, in the 
future, the policy and practice should no longer be 
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based on technology adoption but on equitable 
access, digital competence, wellbeing, inclusive 
design and meaningful human interaction. There is 
still a need for additional research in areas that were 
not extensively studied during the pandemic and 
higher education that do not reflect the diversity of 
learners, such as younger students, marginalized 
groups, and newer technologies. 

9. RESEARCH GAPS AND FUTURE 
DIRECTIONS 

The rapid expansion of artificial intelligence has 
created new questions that current educational 
research has only begun to address. While the use of 
generative AI across higher education has garnered 
additional interest in personalization, feedback, 
assessment, and academic support, there is limited 
evidence for its long-term impact (Batista et al., 2024). 
The study on teaching and learning applications has 
also stressed the importance of robust empirical 
assessment, transcending the perceptions and initial 
adoption research that occurred in the short term 
(Ogunleye et al., 2024). A further study is therefore 
needed for the long-term impact of a continuous use 
of AI on learning behavior, learner autonomy, 
learner identity, and relationships. 

Generative AI may reshape educational practices, 
yet its wider cultural consequences remain uncertain, 
particularly in relation to authorship, agency, and the 
role of human interaction in learning (Han, 2024). 
Assessment is another area which is far from settled 
and is continuing to change as institutions have 
reacted to generative AI in a variety of ways 
(Moorhouse et al., 2023). Student voices have shown 
interests and concerns, and have indicated that it is 
important to examine the ways in which trust, 
confidence, dependence and perceived fairness are 
formed in various education settings (Chan & Hu, 
2023). 

The evidence base is also not consistent. While AI 
research in higher education has expanded 
exponentially, there are distinct disparities between 
disciplines, institutions, and learners that have not 
been thoroughly studied consistently (Crompton & 
Burke, 2023). Wider evaluations have recommended 
enhancing the ethical focus, equity, transparency, 
and accountable execution (Chiu et al., 2023). The 
need to investigate teacher roles and institutional 
practice in the context of AI education was further 

confirmed by earlier research where teachers were 
underrepresented in AI related higher education 
research (Zawacki-Richter et al., 2019). 

The study of AI literacy should also be explored 
in the context of digital citizenship and learner 
preparedness (Ng et al., 2021) in future research. 
Further cross-cultural, longitudinal and inclusive 
research is required to examine the impact of AI in 
education on digitally disadvantaged learners, social 
connectedness, privacy and online and offline 
identity. The social, cultural, and human impacts of 
AI use in education should be a focus of research as 
AI increasingly becomes a part of learning (Chen et 
al., 2020). 

10. CONCLUSION 

Digital culture has become a part and parcel of the 
twenty-first century's education, influencing the way 
that learner’s access to knowledge, engage in 
learning, represent themselves, and connect with 
others. The case for technology's potential in 
learning, identity, and social interaction revealed that 
access and participation opportunities can be 
expanded, collaboration can be facilitated through 
the use of technology, there can be increased 
flexibility, and there can be new opportunities for 
participation, but these outcomes are not guaranteed. 
They rely on the digital competence, pedagogical 
design, institutional support, social presence and 
equitable access. Digital environments can also create 
pressures of distraction, comparison, isolation, 
privacy, problematic digital platform use and 
unequal digital inclusion. As artificial intelligence 
has become more prevalent, it has complicated 
matters even more for students in their information 
consumption, academic work, feedback, and 
authorship/responsibility. The changes indicate that 
the use of educational technology is not just about the 
technology used as a teaching tool, but the broader 
cultural and social context in which education 
happens. The future of education practice needs to 
therefore strike a balance between innovation and 
human connection, ethical protections, critical digital 
literacy and inclusive design. As digital technologies 
become more intricately involved in the fabric of 
daily learning, there will be an increasing need for a 
deeper understanding of how learning, identity, and 
social interaction are related. 
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