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	Summary: This study aimed to examine the challenges faced by students when transitioning from secondary level to tertiary education and to identify possible solutions that can inform government policies and institutional strategies. The findings will also provide useful insights for Divine Word University to develop programs and support mechanisms that enhance students’ academic success and overall well-being. Ultimately, addressing these challenges will contribute to improving the quality, accessibility, and inclusiveness of higher education in Papua New Guinea.
The findings highlight that the transition to higher education is a complex, multifaceted process shaped by academic, technological, social, and institutional factors. For many students, particularly those from rural and disadvantaged backgrounds, this transition is marked by significant challenges that affect their ability to adjust, participate, and succeed. These difficulties are not isolated but interconnected, revealing gaps between prior educational experiences and university expectations, as well as shortcomings in institutional support systems. Previous studies similarly emphasise that first-year transition challenges are multidimensional and require holistic institutional responses (Reyes & Serrano, 2025). Together, the evidence underscores the need for more inclusive, structured, and responsive approaches to student transition.

•Student transition is complex and unequal: Adjustment to university involves academic, technological, social, and economic factors, with students from rural and disadvantaged backgrounds facing significantly greater challenges. 
•Academic and language gaps hinder success: Many students are underprepared for independent learning and struggle with English proficiency, limiting participation, confidence, and overall academic performance. 
•Digital and institutional readiness is insufficient: A lack of basic ICT skills and poorly structured orientation or support programs leaves students unprepared for technology-driven learning environments. 
•Stronger, targeted support systems are essential: Coordinated interventions such as mentoring, practical teaching approaches, language and ICT training, and improved orientation are critical to ensure equitable transition and student success.
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	Development issue
The development issue examined in this research is the inequitable transition of first-year students into higher education, particularly for those from rural and disadvantaged backgrounds. This issue arises from systemic gaps in academic preparation, English language proficiency, and digital literacy, as well as weakly structured institutional support systems. In contexts where access to quality secondary education and technology is uneven, many students enter university without the foundational skills required for independent and technology-mediated learning.
This issue is significant because it directly affects student retention, academic success, and equity in education outcomes. Poor transition experiences often lead to low performance, disengagement, and higher dropout rates, undermining national investments in education and limiting the development of a skilled workforce. It also reinforces existing social and economic inequalities, as disadvantaged students are less likely to complete their studies and benefit from higher education opportunities. This has broader implications for development outcomes, including reduced human capital formation, slower economic growth, and limited social mobility.
Research context: 
Education is essential for national development in Papua New Guinea. However, many students face significant challenges when transitioning from secondary to tertiary education due to financial constraints, geographic barriers, and limited institutional support. Although universities like Divine Word University play a key role in developing skilled human resources, students often struggle with academic, social, and financial pressures that affect their success and well-being.
These challenges are closely linked to global development priorities, particularly Sustainable Development Goal 4, which promotes equitable access to quality education. Addressing transition barriers is therefore critical to improving student outcomes and supporting national development.
This study focuses on identifying the challenges faced by first-year students at Divine Word University, evaluating the effectiveness of existing support services, examining students’ coping strategies, and proposing recommendations to improve access, support, and overall success in higher education.
Stakeholders 
DWU students 
They are central actors in the transition process. Their role is to engage in learning actively, develop independent study habits, and seek support when needed.
Photograph 1: Divine Word University students, who participated in this research Source; Author 


Divine Word University
Universities are responsible for providing support systems such as orientation, mentoring, and counselling, while secondary schools play a role in preparing students academically and technologically. 
Secondary schools
Secondary schools have a foundational role in preparing students for higher education. This includes strengthening academic readiness, promoting independent learning skills, and improving English language proficiency. Importantly, schools are responsible for introducing basic digital literacy and ICT competencies so that students are not disadvantaged when entering technology-driven university environments. The study highlights a clear gap at this level, indicating the need for better alignment between secondary education outcomes and university expectations.
Papua New Guinea Department of Education 
Governments and policymakers shape education systems and allocate resources, and development agencies may support capacity-building initiatives.  
Development Partners
Development partners (such as NGOs, international agencies, and donors) support the broader education system by providing funding, technical expertise, and capacity-building initiatives. Their role may include supporting curriculum reform, investing in digital infrastructure, funding student support programs, and strengthening teacher training. They can also facilitate partnerships between institutions and promote inclusive education strategies that target disadvantaged and rural populations. 
Together, these stakeholders must work in a coordinated and complementary way. Students need to be empowered with the skills and confidence; secondary schools must better prepare learners for transition; and development partners can help address systemic gaps through resources and strategic support.
Scale of the problem
In terms of scale, this is a widespread issue affecting large proportions of first-year students, particularly in developing and geographically dispersed contexts where rural populations are significant and access to technology is limited. The costs include not only financial losses from student attrition but also long-term economic impacts due to underdeveloped human capital.
Existing literature highlights that first-year transition challenges are multidimensional and globally recognised. Studies show that many students are academically underprepared for the demands of university (Mulaudzi, 2023), while language barriers significantly affect participation and confidence (Geeganage, 2025). Research also identifies gaps in digital readiness as a growing concern in technology-driven learning environments (Kolodziejczyk et al., 2020). It emphasizes the importance of strong institutional support systems to improve student outcomes (Reyes & Serrano, 2025). Together, these findings position student transition as a critical development issue requiring coordinated, system-wide responses.
Key findings 
Research Questions: What challenges and barriers do students experience when transitioning from secondary to higher education?

Academic Preparedness and Learning Gaps
The findings reveal that student transition is a multidimensional issue, shaped by the interaction of academic, linguistic, technological, socio-cultural, and institutional factors. A major issue uncovered is academic under preparedness, in which students struggle with independent learning, critical thinking, and engagement due to a mismatch between secondary education and university expectations. 
“I do not think students are well prepared in their secondary schools before coming to tertiary level. “They are heavily dependent on the lecturers. Even when we give tutorials, they do not do the tasks.” “They learn theory in the first year, in the third and fourth years, it is more practical because they have already studied the theory in their junior classes”-SP1
Language and Communication Barriers
This is closely linked to language barriers, as limited English proficiency reduces students’ confidence, participation, and comprehension, particularly for those from remote areas.
 “Students from remote areas find it difficult in terms of language, especially speaking English. They lack confidence, feel ashamed and fear”- SP2.
Technological and Digital Literacy Challenges
The study also highlights limited digital literacy as a critical barrier. Many students lack basic ICT skills and are unfamiliar with online learning platforms, making it difficult for them to engage with technology-driven learning environments. 
“There are no actual transition programs in place especially programs related to the use of technology since everything here is online. “Communication is a challenge, especially with the first years because they do not know how to use emails, and also to do tests using MOODLE”-SP6
“Most of us are computer illiterates because back in the secondary schools, we did not take computer classes; therefore, when we come here, it is a big challenge for us. And this MOODLE is totally a new thing to us, the first year students, it really takes time for us to understand it fully”-Focus Group Discussion.
Socio-Cultural Adjustment and Identity
Socio-cultural adjustment issues, including differences in confidence between rural and urban students, feelings of inferiority, and exposure to new social pressures and independence. Socio-cultural adjustment issues, including differences in confidence between rural and urban students, feelings of inferiority, and exposure to new social pressures and independence further compound these challenges further compound these challenges. Together, these factors are interconnected, academic struggles are intensified by language limitations, which are further exacerbated by technological gaps and low self-confidence.
“Those students coming from the urban areas are more outspoken and confident, whereas the ones coming from the rural areas feel inferior because of where they come from”-SP5
“There is too much freedom here compared to life in secondary schools. Even our parents are not watching us, and so most times lots of students are influenced by their peers and end up being influenced and faced negative consequences”-Focus Group Discussion.
Below are the discussions and interpretations on the findings. 
· Students report feelings of anxiety, exclusion, and difficulty adapting, while lecturers observe students’ dependence on guidance and lack of participation. Institutional actors acknowledge the presence of support systems such as orientation, mentoring, and counselling, but also recognise that these are often insufficient, poorly coordinated, or not tailored to students’ actual needs. 
· Rural students, in particular, feel that existing systems do not adequately address their unique challenges. Current approaches show partial success but overall limitations. 
· Practical teaching methods and some mentoring initiatives help improve understanding and engagement. However, orientation programs are often too general and lack depth, especially in preparing students for academic expectations and digital learning. 
· There is also a lack of structured and continuous support, particularly in ICT training and language development, which limits the effectiveness of these interventions.
· The impact of these dynamics is significant. Students facing these barriers are more likely to experience low academic performance, reduced participation, and a higher risk of dropout. This disproportionately affects disadvantaged groups, reinforcing existing inequalities in access to and success within higher education. At a broader level, these challenges hinder human capital development, social mobility, and national development outcomes, as fewer students complete their education and contribute to the skilled workforce. 

	Limitations
· There was limited time to fully explore more on the topic as students were preparing for their final examinations. 
· Geographical location was a major challenge as the researcher had to travel from Honiara to PNG-Madang to collect data. 
· Focused on a single institutional context (DWU), limiting generalizability to other settings 
· Relies mainly on qualitative data (staff and student perspectives), which may be subjective 
· Limited sample diversity, with little or no input from students who dropped out 
· Lack of quantitative data (e.g., retention rates, academic performance) to support findings 
Implications  
The findings show that inequitable student transitions into higher education are not just an education issue but a development challenge affecting human capital, equity, and long-term economic growth. For development actors, this means that improving access to university is insufficient on its own; greater attention must be given to student preparedness, inclusive support systems, and successful completion. Without targeted intervention, existing inequalities, particularly for rural and disadvantaged students, will persist and undermine development outcomes.

Recommendations for policymakers:

Strengthen Secondary Tertiary Alignment
Policymakers should reduce the gap between school and university expectations by:
· Revising secondary curricula to emphasize independent learning, critical thinking, and academic writing 
· Introducing bridging or foundation programs for school leavers, especially in English and core subjects 
· Promoting collaboration between secondary schools and universities to align learning outcomes 

Invest in Targeted Support for Rural and Disadvantaged Students
Since inequality is a major issue, policies should prioritize equity by:
· Providing scholarships, stipends, and accommodation support for rural students 
· Establishing pre-entry orientation or transition camps for students from remote areas 
· Expanding regional learning centres or access hubs to reduce geographic disadvantage 

Improve English Language Support Systems
Language barriers significantly affect participation and success, so policymakers should:
· Mandate compulsory academic English support programs in the first year 
· Fund language support units within universities 
· Integrate English for Academic Purposes (EAP) into both secondary and tertiary education 

Enhance Digital Literacy and ICT Access
To address technological gaps:
· Introduce national digital literacy programs at secondary level 
· Ensure universities provide basic ICT training during orientation 
· Invest in infrastructure (internet access, devices, campus ICT facilities), especially for underserved students 

Institutionalize Structured First-Year Transition Programs
· Transition support should not be optional or fragmented. Policies should require:
· Comprehensive first-year experience (FYE) programs 
· Structured orientation, mentoring, and peer-support systems 
· Continuous academic advising and counselling services throughout the first year 

Promote Inclusive and Student-Cantered Teaching Approaches
· Policymakers can improve teaching quality by:
· Supporting professional development for lecturers in inclusive and practical teaching methods 
· Encouraging blended learning approaches that accommodate diverse learning needs 
· Embedding formative assessment and feedback systems to support adjustment 

Strengthen Institutional Accountability and Data Use
Effective policy requires monitoring:
· Require universities to track student transition, retention, and success rates 
· Use data to identify at-risk groups early and design targeted interventions 
· Link funding or incentives to student support outcomes and equity goals 

Foster Inter-sectoral Collaboration
Transition challenges are not just an education issue. Policymakers should:
· Coordinate across education, finance, and ICT sectors 
· Partner with communities, NGOs, and development agencies to support students holistically

Suggested areas of further research:
Future studies should consider the following areas;
· Use a mixed methodology to get more diverse samples.
· Conduct a comparative and longitudinal studies on the topic
· Similar studies should be carried out in other tertiary institutions in Papua New Guinea
· A study should be conducted on students who dropped out in their secondary schools to see how they transit after completing their secondary education. 
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