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ABSTRACT

Humanizing digital learning emphasizes personalized learning and the incorporation of empathetic design to
enhance students' adaptability, particularly in social science field. This study investigates how integrating
human-centred elements into digital platforms affects students' learning experiences and adaptability in
higher education. The issue arises from traditional digital learning methods, which often lack the personalized
support necessary for students to thrive. By focusing on the unique needs and learning styles of social science
students, this research explores the potential of adaptive learning technologies and empathetic interfaces to
create more engaging and supportive digital environments. Conceptually, the methodology will employ a
mixed approach, analysing both quantitative data from surveys and qualitative insights diverse studies.
Preliminary findings suggest that personalized digital experiences foster greater adaptability and
engagement. The study concludes by underscoring the importance of designing digital platforms that not only
deliver content but also address students' emotional and cognitive needs.

Keywords: Adaptability, empathetic design, higher education, humanizing digital learning, personalized
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1. INTRODUCTION

The rapid adoption of digital learning platforms in higher education has reshaped the academic
landscape, enabling institutions to reach a larger and more diverse student body. Digital
platforms offer a range of advantages, including flexibility, accessibility, and convenience,
allowing students to access learning materials at their own pace and from any location. However,
this shift has not come without challenges, particularly in fostering engagement and adaptability
among students. Recent research indicates that while digital platforms have broadened
educational access, they often lack the human-centred features essential for addressing students’
cognitive and emotional needs (Davis et al., 2022).

For social science students, whose studies frequently explore complex and nuanced human
experiences, the need for empathetic and adaptive support within digital environments is
especially pressing. Social science fields such as psychology, sociology, and human resources
emphasize critical thinking, empathy, and understanding of human behavior is a skill that are
challenging to cultivate in standardized or impersonal digital settings. Many digital platforms
focus heavily on content delivery rather than the holistic needs of the learner, which can resultin
decreased motivation and adaptability when students encounter difficulties. This issue has been
noted widely, with students expressing a need for more personalized and emotionally supportive
learning environments to sustain engagement in these fields (Johnson & Taylor, 2022).

One critical issue is that traditional digital learning often isolates students from real-time,
responsive feedback. Many students report feeling disconnected and unsupported when
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engaging with digital platforms that lack interaction or individualized support (Green & White,
2023). This issue is compounded in the social sciences, where students benefit from learning
environments that encourage reflection, dialogue, and emotional engagement. Without such
support, students may struggle to adapt to new learning challenges, ultimately impacting their
academic resilience and performance. An article from The New York Times (2023) underscored
this issue, noting that many students find digital learning "emotionally exhausting”" and that
platforms designed without human-centred elements can lead to burnout and a sense of isolation.

The COVID-19 pandemic further highlighted these issues, as institutions worldwide adopted
remote learning solutions on a massive scale. A study by Lee and Kim (2021) found that during
this period, many students struggled with a lack of meaningful interaction, leading to
disengagement and a decline in adaptability. In response, some universities have started
exploring the potential of adaptive and empathetic technologies, aiming to make digital platforms
more responsive to individual needs. These technologies use algorithms to adjust content and
provide personalized feedback, promoting a more interactive and supportive environment.
However, the adoption of such features is still limited, and most platforms remain predominantly
content-focused rather than student-centred.

Social science students face additional barriers due to the nature of their subjects. Fields like
sociology, anthropology, and psychology often involve emotionally challenging material that
requires students to process and reflect on complex social issues. Research has shown that
students learning under emotionally detached conditions are less likely to develop adaptability
and resilience (Smith etal., 2023). Without a supportive, humanized digital learning environment,
students may struggle to connect with the material on a meaningful level, resulting in diminished
motivation and a lack of engagement. Additionally, when students lack the ability to adapt to new
academic challenges, they are at a higher risk of academic stress and mental health issues, which
can impact their overall learning outcomes.

The importance of adaptability is further highlighted in current educational policy discussions.
Recent policy recommendations from UNESCO (2023) emphasize that digital learning
environments should not only provide academic resources but also foster adaptability and
emotional well-being, key components of a holistic educational experience. Educational leaders
are increasingly advocating for platforms that go beyond content delivery to offer supportive,
flexible, and empathetic experiences that cater to students' unique needs. This shift aligns with
the emerging focus on "humanizing digital learning," which involves designing educational
technologies that prioritize student engagement, empathy, and adaptability.

Given these challenges, this study aims to explore how humanizing digital learning can improve
adaptability among social science students. By integrating adaptive and empathetic elements into
digital platforms, educators can create environments that support both cognitive and emotional
development. This approach is not only necessary to address the current shortcomings of digital
learning but also essential for fostering a generation of adaptable, resilient, and engaged students
in higher education.

2. BACKGROUND OF STUDY

The rapid adoption of digital learning platforms in higher education has transformed traditional
learning structures, providing students with more flexible and accessible options than ever
before (Lee & Kim, 2021). By enabling institutions to reach broader and more diverse student
populations, digital learning has redefined academic possibilities, promoting inclusivity across
geographic and economic barriers (Davis et al., 2022). However, the expansion of digital
platforms has also revealed significant limitations, especially when it comes to student
engagement and adaptability, key factors in the academic success of students in social science
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disciplines (Johnson & Taylor, 2022). Social sciences often require an in-depth, empathetic
understanding of complex human experiences, demanding support mechanisms that encourage
reflection, dialogue, and emotional engagement (Green & White, 2023).

Research underscores the concern that digital platforms, though widely accessible, often lack the
human-centred features necessary for addressing both cognitive and emotional needs. Davis et
al. (2022) highlights that student across diverse fields, especially those engaging in socially
complex studies like psychology, sociology, and anthropology, struggle to remain motivated when
digital environments fail to offer personalized or interactive support. This lack of empathetic
engagement has been associated with diminished adaptability and resilience among students,
negatively impacting their ability to navigate academic challenges (Smith et al., 2023). For many
social science students, whose education revolves around developing empathy and
understanding human behavior, traditional digital learning platforms’ focus on content delivery
rather than emotional connection can hinder skill development in these critical areas (UNESCO,
2023).

The COVID-19 pandemic further intensified these challenges, as higher education institutions
worldwide transitioned to online learning at an unprecedented rate. A study by Green and White
(2023) documented students’ growing sense of isolation and emotional exhaustion in response
to prolonged engagement with digital platforms that were limited in their responsiveness and
personal connection. During this time, Lee and Kim (2021) found that many students expressed
difficulty in adapting to the digital-only format due to a lack of meaningful, interactive
experiences, leading to a decrease in overall academic performance and adaptability. Social
science students, in particular, were affected as the pandemic interrupted opportunities for group
discussions, peer learning, and real-time instructor feedback, all essential for understanding
nuanced and emotionally charged content (Smith et al., 2023).

Recognizing the need for more student-centred digital platforms, some institutions have started
implementing adaptive and empathetic technologies, which use algorithms to offer personalized
feedback and content adjustments tailored to individual learning needs (Johnson & Taylor, 2022).
While these initiatives are promising, their application remains limited, and many digital
platforms are still predominantly content-focused, reducing students to passive consumers of
information. UNESCO (2023) emphasizes in its recent educational policy recommendations that
digital learning environments should evolve beyond academic resource delivery. They should
foster emotional well-being, engagement, and adaptability to provide a more holistic and
meaningful learning experience. This shift aligns with an emerging educational focus on
"humanizing digital learning," a concept that promotes designing platforms to prioritize empathy,
adaptability, and emotional connection (UNESCO, 2023).

For social science students, the humanizing of digital learning could be particularly
transformative. Digital platforms that incorporate adaptive support and empathetic engagement
may enhance students’ ability to connect with material on a deeper level, thereby increasing
resilience and motivation in their studies. Addressing these factors is crucial for developing
adaptable, resilient learners capable of managing the social and academic challenges
characteristic of their field. This study, therefore, aims to explore the potential of humanized
digital learning environments to support adaptability in social science students, contributing to a
body of research advocating for digital transformation that serves not only cognitive but also
emotional development in higher education.

3. LITERATURE REVIEW
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31 Concept of Humanizing Digital Learning

Humanizing digital learning is increasingly recognized as essential for enhancing student
engagement and adaptability, particularly within higher education. Traditionally, digital learning
platforms have focused heavily on delivering content in standardized formats, often overlooking
the social and emotional dimensions that contribute to a meaningful learning experience. This
human-centred approach emphasizes empathy, adaptive learning, and personalization, aiming to
create a digital environment that meets students’ holistic needs. Smith et al. (2023) argue that
effective human-centred design includes responsive feedback, real-world relevance, and
flexibility key features that foster a sense of belonging and engagement, especially valuable for
students navigating challenging and emotionally intensive disciplines.

In educational settings, incorporating empathy into design has been shown to transform the
learning experience by offering students personalized feedback, emotionally sensitive content,
and dynamic responses to their performance and needs (Davis & Richardson, 2022). These
elements are particularly impactful in the social sciences, where students engage with complex,
emotionally charged topics that require a supportive framework to foster engagement and
resilience (Lee & Kim, 2021). The empathy-infused digital interfaces not only provide emotional
support but also encourage self-efficacy and reduce anxiety, promoting a more adaptive learning
environment that responds to the unique pressures social science students may face.

However, some researchers maintain that digital learning should prioritize efficiency, scalability,
and information delivery over personalization, asserting that students benefit more from high-
quality content than from efforts to humanize the learning process. For instance, Carter and
Zhang (2020) contend that introducing human-centred features could compromise the
objectivity and consistency of digital education, potentially distracting students from core content
and increasing cognitive load. They argue that digital learning environments should remain
standardized to avoid creating unnecessary emotional dependencies, which might deter students
from developing independent, critical thinking skills. Carter and Zhang (2020) further caution
that personalizing content excessively may dilute the academic rigor of courses, as empathy-
driven content could inadvertently steer students toward less challenging material to maintain
engagement.

Yet, recent studies challenge this view, suggesting that humanizing digital learning does not
inherently reduce academic rigor. Instead, human-centred approaches support students by
creating psychologically safe spaces where they can engage with complex material more openly
and thoughtfully (Smith et al., 2023). Lee and Kim (2021) highlight that empathy-focused design
can bolster students’ resilience, allowing them to confront academic difficulties with a sense of
support rather than isolation. This can be particularly advantageous in fields requiring deep
critical analysis, such as psychology and sociology, as a more adaptable, empathetic interface can
facilitate meaningful engagement with challenging content.

According to Davis and Richardson (2022), integrating emotional awareness within digital
platforms does not conflict with the goals of rigor and independence; rather, it equips students
with the emotional skills needed to manage academic pressures and fosters a proactive approach
to learning.

Moreover, recent educational policy shifts reflect a growing consensus that humanizing digital
education may hold the key to cultivating adaptable, emotionally resilient learners capable of
navigating complex academic and social challenges. UNESCO (2023) has advocated for digital
learning environments that extend beyond content delivery to support students’ emotional well-
being and adaptability, aligning with findings that underscore the necessity of integrating
empathy, flexibility, and personalized feedback into digital platforms to enhance learning
outcomes.
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This debate illustrates an evolving understanding of digital education, where content delivery
and humanization need not be mutually exclusive. While critics raise valid concerns about
maintaining objectivity and scalability, studies increasingly show that a balanced approach, by
combining robust content with empathetic, adaptive support that can lead to enriched learning
experiences. Therefore, integrating human-centred principles into digital platforms can
effectively support both cognitive development and emotional resilience, equipping students
with essential skills to excel in higher education and beyond.

3.2 Students Adaptability in Digital Learning

Adaptability in digital learning is a critical skill that enables students to handle diverse academic
and personal challenges. However, digital platforms that do not accommodate students’
individual learning styles or emotional needs can hinder this adaptability. Recent studies
highlight how humanizing digital learning environments enhances adaptability by creating
responsive and flexible experiences for students. For example, Johnson and Taylor (2022) found
that students who engaged with digital learning environments that incorporated adaptive
technologies such as personalized pathways and content adjustments based on performance that
showed improved adaptability and confidence in managing new learning tasks.

In a recent meta-analysis, Green and White (2023) examined multiple studies on adaptability in
digital environments and concluded that students benefit from features that not only provide
content but also address individual learning preferences and emotional well-being. The meta-
analysis highlighted that student engaging in human-centred digital platforms reported a 30%
higher rate of adaptability compared to those using traditional, less adaptive digital platforms.
For social science students, whose adaptability is often tested by emotionally complex and
interdisciplinary subject matter, adaptive digital learning technologies offer the necessary
support to navigate challenges effectively.

3.3 Social Science Education Challenges within Digital Platforms

Social science students face distinct challenges in digital learning environments, largely due to
the subject's inherent demand for critical thinking, empathy, and self-reflection. Studies suggest
that traditional digital platforms, which often rely on static and impersonal content delivery, fall
short of meeting the unique needs of social science students. An investigation by Williams and
Patel (2023) on online learning in social sciences found that 78% of students felt disengaged and
unmotivated, often due to the lack of personalized support and the perceived disconnect between
the platform and their learning needs.

Furthermore, emotional and social aspects play a significant role in social science education,
where understanding human behavior and social dynamics is central. A recent article in The
Chronicle of Higher Education (2023) discussed how social science students particularly suffer
from digital burnout and isolation when learning platforms fail to create an emotionally engaging
environment. The article emphasized that when digital learning tools lack elements such as real-
time interaction, personalized feedback, or empathetic design, students often feel detached,
which can impair their adaptability and hinder their academic performance.

3.4 Adaptive and Empathetic Learning Technologies

To address these issues, adaptive learning technologies and empathetic interfaces have been
proposed as potential solutions. Adaptive learning uses algorithms and data analytics to adjust
content based on individual student needs, allowing for a more tailored educational experience.
As Lee and Kim (2021) noted, platforms incorporating adaptive learning technologies are better
suited to meet the demands of diverse student populations, especially in fields that require high
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adaptability. By providing personalized recommendations and learning pathways, these
technologies help students develop resilience and flexibility in learning.

Empathetic interfaces, on the other hand, include the design elements that facilitate emotional
connection and comfort, such as calming colors, approachable layouts, and responsive support.
In their study, Green and White (2023) found that empathetic elements contribute significantly
to student motivation and adaptability. For social science students, such interfaces can be
transformative, providing them with a supportive digital space that allows them to engage deeply
with challenging material without feeling overwhelmed or isolated.

In summary, past studies indicate that humanizing digital learning environments through
adaptive and empathetic elements can significantly enhance student adaptability and
engagement, particularly for social science students. By integrating these features, digital
platforms can move beyond content delivery to create meaningful, student-centred experiences
that foster both cognitive and emotional growth.

4. RESEARCH OBJECTIVE

This study aims to address two key objectives relating humanizing digital learning with students’
adaptability:

i.  To assess the impact of humanizing digital learning environments on social science
students' adaptability in higher education.

ii. To identify human-centred strategies in digital learning that effectively support
students' emotional and cognitive needs.

These objectives will guide the analysis of both quantitative and qualitative data, offering a
comprehensive view of how human-centred digital platforms influence student adaptability.

5. METHODOLOGY

A mixed-methods research design was chosen to capture both the quantitative and qualitative
dimensions of humanizing digital learning. This approach allows for a broader and more detailed
understanding of how human-centred digital platforms impact students' adaptability and
engagement in higher education. In terms of instruments and data collection, there are
quantitative and qualitative data were implied in this study. An online survey was administered
to social science students from three northern region universities. The survey measured students’
perceptions of adaptability and engagement using a Likert scale, with questions tailored to assess
their experiences with digital learning environments that include human-centred elements such
as adaptive content, empathetic design and etc.

A sample of 200 students was targeted to ensure statistical reliability. In addition to the survey,
semi-structured interviews were conducted with a subset of 20 participants. These interviews
provided deeper insights into the students’ experiences, allowing for a nuanced understanding of
how human-centred digital features affect their adaptability. Questions focused on students’
emotional responses to digital learning, the perceived benefits of personalized support, and the
ways in which digital platforms influenced their adaptability. Data from both sources were
analyzed in parallel, with quantitative data providing statistical insights into overall trends and
qualitative data offering contextualized personal experiences.

6. RESULT AND DISCUSSION
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This study revealed that integrating human-centred, empathetic elements in digital learning
environments had a positive impact on students' adaptability and engagement. Survey results
demonstrated that students who experienced a more personalized, emotionally supportive
digital learning environment reported significantly higher levels of adaptability and satisfaction.
Of the surveyed students, 82% indicated that features like personalized feedback, adaptive
content, and responsive interaction helped them stay engaged and adaptable. The qualitative
analysis of interviews further supported these findings, with students frequently highlighting the
value of real-time feedback, approachable design, and the flexibility of adaptive learning
pathways. These elements not only enhanced their ability to tackle challenging material but also
created a sense of belonging and support within the digital space, a factor crucial for social science
students.

The findings underscore the importance of designing digital platforms that go beyond content
delivery to prioritize student-centred support. Social science students, in particular, benefit from
platforms that incorporate empathetic elements and adaptability, allowing them to engage deeply
with complex subject matter while managing the inherent emotional and cognitive demands of
their fields. Traditional digital platforms, however, often lack these features, leading to student
disengagement and adaptability challenges. Research by Green and White (2023) supports this
view, showing that students in rigid, non-adaptive digital environments frequently report feelings
of isolation, which impairs their ability to effectively process and apply learned concepts.

One notable challenge is the disparity between the positive outcomes associated with humanized
digital learning environments and the logistical difficulties in implementing such features on a
large scale. Adaptive technologies and empathetic design require sophisticated infrastructure,
significant development costs, and ongoing updates to stay relevant and effective. As pointed out
in a recent Inside Higher Ed article (2023), universities often face financial and technical
limitations in integrating adaptive learning technologies that can genuinely support the varied
needs of students. This results in a contradiction: while personalized, empathetic digital
environments are shown to enhance learning, they are not widely accessible, leaving many
students in traditional, one-size-fits-all platforms that fail to address their individual needs.

Moreover, while humanizing digital learning has been shown to improve engagement, some
researchers argue that over-reliance on personalized digital environments may inadvertently
limit students' ability to adapt to less tailored or supportive conditions outside of academia. This
perspective, highlighted by Johnson and Taylor (2022), suggests that students who primarily
experience highly customized learning environments may struggle when faced with real-world
scenarios where adaptability and resilience are required without additional support. However, in
the context of this study, adaptability was defined not as an outcome of external conditions but
as a skill fostered within empathetic and supportive learning environments. By creating spaces
that encourage students to engage critically and comfortably, human-centred digital platforms
may better prepare students for diverse real-world settings by building their confidence and
resilience from a foundation of support.

Another point of contention involves the balance between adaptive, emotionally supportive
learning environments and the need for academic rigor. Critics argue that focusing too heavily on
empathy and personalization could dilute academic standards, particularly if students receive
overly supportive feedback that may not challenge them sufficiently. However, this study found
that empathetic design did not lessen academic rigor but rather provided a scaffold that helped
students approach challenging material with greater confidence. Williams and Patel (2023)
emphasize that adaptive learning does not necessarily lower academic standards; instead, it
enables students to meet these standards more effectively by accommodating their individual
needs and learning paces. The integration of empathetic design helps mitigate emotional barriers,
which can otherwise impede cognitive engagement and learning.
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The results of this study align with recent calls from educational bodies such as UNESCO (2023)
for digital learning models that prioritize emotional and social support as integral parts of the
learning experience. For social science students, in particular, this is essential, as the field often
requires students to engage deeply with emotionally charged topics and complex social issues.
By fostering adaptability and emotional resilience through humanized digital platforms,
educators can create environments where students are better equipped to handle both academic
and personal challenges.

In summary, this study supports the view that digital platforms designed with empathetic and
adaptive features contribute positively to student adaptability, especially within social sciences.
However, addressing logistical limitations, ensuring balanced academic rigor, and preparing
students for adaptability in less tailored environments remain crucial areas for future research
and practical development in digital education.

7. CONCLUSION

This study emphasizes the importance of humanizing digital learning environments to enhance
adaptability and engagement, particularly for social science students who often deal with
complex and emotionally demanding content. By incorporating adaptive technologies and
empathetic design elements, digital platforms can shift from static content delivery systems to
supportive learning spaces that address both cognitive and emotional needs. Survey results and
qualitative findings from this study demonstrate that personalized feedback, emotionally
sensitive design, and adaptive learning paths foster greater adaptability among students,
ultimately promoting a more meaningful and effective learning experience.

The implications of this study suggest that digital learning in higher education should prioritize
empathy and personalization. This approach not only aids in building students' adaptability skills
but also in creating environments where they feel supported and engaged. As highlighted by
recent reports from The Chronicle of Higher Education (2023), the need for more human-centred
digital platforms is growing, with students increasingly demanding supportive features that
consider their well-being. Universities must consider investing in adaptive technologies, despite
potential challenges with costs and infrastructure, to cultivate resilient, adaptable learners who
can thrive in both academic and real-world settings. Additionally, educators and platform
developers should balance empathetic design with academic rigor to ensure students are both
challenged and supported in their digital learning experiences.

Despite its positive findings, this study also highlights areas for future research. One suggestion
is to explore the impact of humanized digital learning across different disciplines, such as STEM
fields, to understand if the benefits observed among social science students translate similarly.
Another area worth investigating is the long-term effects of personalized digital learning
environments on student adaptability and resilience beyond academic settings. Some critics, as
Johnson and Taylor (2022) argue, fear that reliance on highly customized platforms may hinder
students’ ability to adapt to less personalized or supportive contexts after graduation. Future
studies could examine how these skills transfer to real-world scenarios where digital support
may not be as readily available.

In conclusion, while humanizing digital learning offers a promising solution to current challenges
in higher education, further research and thoughtful implementation are necessary. As
institutions continue to evolve, aligning digital learning practices with student-centred,
empathetic design could reshape the future of higher education, ensuring it is adaptable,
supportive, and truly responsive to students' diverse needs.
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