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Artificial intelligence (Al) is often discussed as something that will reshape higher
education in the future. But for many students, that future has already arrived.

At the University of Papua New Guinea (UPNG), students are already using Al tools
to search for information, summarise readings, draft ideas, improve their writing and
prepare job applications. This does not mean that Al has transformed learning
overnight. Nor does it mean that students are all using it in the same way or always
using it well. But it does suggest that Al is no longer outside the university. It is
already part of student life.

A preliminary survey of 77 students at UPNG gives us an early indication of how
students are engaging with Al. The survey included undergraduate and
postgraduate students from the School of Business and Public Policy, including
Executive MBA students and Bachelor of Business and Management students.
Seven questions about Al were asked of the students.

The sample is limited, so the findings should be read with caution. They are not
representative of all UPNG students or of higher education students in Papua New
Guinea more broadly. A larger follow-up study is planned, which will include more
students and academics.

Even so, the findings are useful because they point to an issue universities can no
longer ignore.

Of the 77 students surveyed, 42% said they use Al tools daily. Another 30% said
they use Al weekly. In other words, more than seven in ten students reported using
Al at least once a week. Only one student said they never use Al.
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Figure 1: How often do you use Al tools in your studies?

42%

Daily Weekly Rarely Monthly Never

Source: UPNG Al Survey « Created with Datawrapper

The most commonly used tool was ChatGPT. 66 students, or 85%, said they had
used it. Microsoft Copilot was also widely used, by 34 students or 44%, followed by
Google Gemini, used by 18 students or 23.4%. Smaller numbers reported using
Grammarly, Claude or other tools.

These figures suggest that Al use among these students is not marginal. It is
already common. But the data also raise questions about access and equity. Most
students reported using free Al tools. Free versions may be useful, but they often
have fewer features and capabilities than paid versions. Students with better
internet access, better devices or the ability to pay for more advanced tools may
have an advantage over others. In a country where digital access is uneven, this
matters.

The survey also asked students which Al uses were most beneficial for their
learning. As shown in Figure 2, students most often selected Al research tools, at
about 73%, followed by Al writing assistants, at around 62%. A substantial share
also saw value in Al for resume and cover letter support and personalised content
recommendations, both at about 40%. Fewer students selected adaptive
assessments (personalized tests that adjust in real time to a learner’s responses) at
around 18%, Al tutoring chatbots at about 15% and mock interviews with an Al
avatar at around 10%. Only a small proportion selected other uses.
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Figure 2: What do you use Al tools for?

Al research tools 73%
Al writing assistant 61%

Resume and cover letter 39%

Personalised content recommendation 39%

Adaptive assessments 18%

Al tutoring chatbot 16%

Mock interview with Al avatar 10%

Others 7%

Source: UPNG Al Survey « Created with Datawrapper

This is an important point. Public discussions about Al in education often focus on
cheating. That concern is real and should not be dismissed. But the survey
suggests that students are also using Al in more ordinary and practical ways: to
understand material, organise ideas, improve written expression and manage study
tasks. For students working in a second or third language, or balancing study with
work and family responsibilities, these tools can be attractive and useful to enhance
learning.

Students also raised concerns about the risks of Al use at UPNG, particularly
around fairness, privacy, trustworthiness and educational quality. These concerns
suggest that students are not simply asking for more Al use, but for clear guidance
on how Al can be used responsibly, fairly, ethically and without weakening
educational standards.
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Figure 3: Concern about UPNG use of Al

Bias and fairness in Al evaluations and
decisions

42%
Privacy and data security 41%
Trustworthiness of Al-generated content 38%

Decline in quality of education 35%

Potential decrease in the perceived value of

0,
students’ degrees 33%

Insufficient Al capabilities among faculty 25%

Accessibility and inclusivity 17%

Source: UPNG Al Survey « Created with Datawrapper

For universities, the challenge is not simply to catch misuse of Al. It is to help
students understand both the value and the limits of these tools.

When asked what they expected from UPNG in relation to Al, the most common
answer was better guidelines and communication about Al use. This was selected
by 74% of respondents. Students also wanted greater use of Al in teaching and
learning, selected by 61%, and more Al literacy courses, selected by 48%. A
smaller but still important group wanted more student involvement in Al-related
decisions.

This is a constructive message. They want to know how Al can be used
appropriately, what is allowed in assessments, what needs to be acknowledged and
where the boundaries are.

We suggest four practical strategies.

First, universities need clear and practical Al guidelines. These guidelines should
not be written only as rules against cheating. They should explain how Al can
support learning, when its use is acceptable, when it must be acknowledged and
when it is not allowed. Students and staff both need shared expectations. (The
Australian National University has published a guide on best practice when using
generative Al.)

Second, universities should invest in Al literacy. Students need to learn how to use
Al critically, responsibly and ethically: how to ask better questions, check the
accuracy of responses, protect personal data, avoid plagiarism and use Al to
strengthen rather than replace their own thinking. Academics also need support.
They are being asked to teach, assess and supervise in an environment that is
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changing quickly. Without training and institutional support, the burden will fall on
individual lecturers.

Third, Al should be integrated into teaching and curriculum in a careful way. This
does not mean every course should become a course about Al. Rather, each
discipline should ask what Al means for its field. How will Al change business,
public policy, law, accounting, health, education or human resources? What skills
will graduates need? How can assessment be redesigned so that students can
develop their own knowledge and judgement while learning how to use Al
responsibly?

Finally, this is not only an institutional issue. PNG'’s higher education sector would
benefit from broader policy guidance. National guidelines could help universities
respond consistently while still allowing flexibility across different institutions and
disciplines. They could also help address questions of access, equity, academic
integrity and workforce readiness.

The findings from this small survey should not be overstated. They are preliminary
and limited to a small group of students at one school within UPNG. But they are
still informing us. They show that students are already experimenting with Al, often
for practical learning purposes, and that they want clearer guidance from the
university.

The next stage of this research will involve a larger study of students and
academics. That broader evidence will be important for understanding how Al is
being used across the university, how staff are responding, and what policies and
support systems are most needed.

For now, one lesson is clear: Al is already part of student learning. The task for
universities is not to pretend otherwise. It is to guide its use in ways that protect
academic standards, support genuine learning and prepare students for a world in
which Al will increasingly be part of professional life.
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