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Abstract: In developing countries like Cameroon, students’ participation in higher education can 
improve on the social, economic, and political status of the country. However, the mismatch 
between students’ program choices and the preferences of the admission board may undermine 
this vision of national development. Surprisingly, even when students are admitted into 
mismatched programs, they accept and persist in the study of such programs. This study aimed to 
understand the mismatch phenomenon amongst university students using a phenomenological 
mixed method design. Data was collected from 34 final year students in the University of Buea 
and thematic analysis revealed the following three patterns of mismatch, including: first, students 
who never applied for their preferred programs of study; second, students who applied but were 
not admitted into any of their preferred programs; and third, students who were admitted to their 
least preferred programs of study from their ranked choices. These mismatches are mainly 
determined by prior subject choices in secondary and high school but students persist because 
other alternatives will result in time and money losses. However, while some students found 
congruence in their new programs, others indicated that their new programs still do not match 
their interests. Mismatches in program choices are detrimental to the quality of student 
participation. A multi-sectoral approach including efforts from basic, secondary, and higher 
education can limit the effects.  
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Participation in higher education is central to enabling social, economic, and political 
development both at individual and societal levels, particularly essential for developing countries 
such as Cameroon. Nevertheless, the gateway to the benefits of higher education is hinged on 
admission into a higher education institution such as the university. The admission process is a 
two-way process where the autonomy of both the applicant and the admission board regarding 
program choices may either align or mismatch. Therefore, the admission process is crucial, but 
central to that process is the selection of programs of study, which can influence the overall 
learning experience of an individual. Research on higher education choices indicates that program 
choices have significant effects on key university processes such as enrollment (Soppe et al., 
2023); persistence (Muskens et al., 2019), and graduate outcomes (Bo et al., 2019; Campbell et 
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al., 2021; Ntemngweh, 2016). In developing countries such as Cameroon (unlike developed 
countries such as the US, Chile, UK, etc.), the program choice made by the applicant is central to 
admission decisions. The admission board studies files of applicants based on the programs of 
study that they have indicated. College or institutional choices are relative to the individual and 
the institution is unaware of possible alternative institutions that the applicant may be considering. 
While errors in choosing a program of study may result in complete rejection in most universities 
around the world, in Cameroon, errors in choosing a program of study may rather result in 
admission into a completely different program of study, sometimes resulting in a program 
mismatch.  

Previous research has primarily examined the phenomenon of mismatch in contexts where 
university admissions involve selecting from a range of institutions, rather than programs of study. 
In this context, mismatch is viewed in relation to the students’ ability and choice of institution and 
has been defined as a phenomenon, where low ability students sort into too challenging or highly 
selective or high-quality institutions while high ability students select less challenging or less 
selective or low-quality institutions (Belasco & Trivette, 2015; Dillon & Smith 2017; Hoxby & 
Avery, 2013; Prakhov & Sergienko, 2020). This view has undoubtedly limited the understanding 
of mismatch in a context like Cameroon where programs of study shape admission decision instead 
of institutional (or college) choices. Generally, mismatch can be viewed as a phenomenon where 
a fit is not found and, in this study, mismatch was conceptualized as a phenomenon where students 
do not experience a program fit based on their program preferences. Including students’ 
perspective in defining mismatch is critical in developing solutions that are central to the students’ 
needs. When students apply to study at universities in Cameroon, particularly public and English-
speaking universities, which are the most highly solicited because of the low cost and the Anglo-
Saxon culture respectively, they can choose up to three programs of interest ranked in order of 
preferences. When students do not get selected for admission into any of these programs, they can 
re-apply with new choices. In most cases, at the second round of application, students rather gain 
admission into programs that they never selected but are considered by the university admission 
board as a good fit based on their high school as well as secondary school performances. 
Nevertheless, most of these students experiencing this kind of mismatch, enroll and persist with 
these mismatched programs until graduation. This phenomenon presents a kind of program 
mismatch stemming from a misfit between students’ preferred programs and the programs offered 
for admission by the university admission board. This kind of mismatch has been understudied in 
the college mismatch literature.  

The paper therefore provides empirical evidence from 34 final year undergraduate students 
who were admitted only in the second round of application (it is worth noting that all second-round 
applications are not due to a mismatch) and who indicated a mismatch between their preferred 
program and the current program of study at the University of Buea. In so doing, the paper explores 
three patterns of mismatch that are not common in the literature while analyzing the determinants 
of mismatch and the rational for persistence with mismatched programs to provoke policies that 
can improve on students’ choices and the admission process. Consequently, the current paper 
contributes to the existing literature by providing new patterns of mismatch from the perspective 
of the student - a view that Campbell et al. (2021) have previously noted, was missing in the 
understanding of educational mismatch. This paper examines the choices of the students in the 
framework of the Self-Determination Theory (SDT), which posits that autonomy in choice making 
fosters intrinsic motivation relevant for students’ success (Ryan & Deci, 2008). The paper also 
studies a cohort of students in the context of Cameroon, a developing country where studies of this 
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nature are significantly missing. In addition, the paper looks at persistence in relation to 
mismatches while providing evidence for further research into the causal relationships of program 
mismatch and student drop-out, poor performance, unemployment, and so on. Summarily, the 
paper seeks to achieve the following; 
1. To describe the patterns of mismatch in university admission among final year students 
2. To identify the determinants of mismatch amongst final year students 
3. To analyze the rationales for persistence in mismatched programs 

The rest of the paper structure provides a literature review including a briefing of the program 
mismatch literature, a theoretical framework as well as the admission procedures in Cameroon - 
case of the University of Buea. The literature review section is followed by the methods section, 
findings, discussions, conclusions, and a way forward. 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

PROGRAM MISMATCH IN UNIVERSITIES  
While mismatches are primarily associated with institutional choices, the selection of 

programs is also crucial for participation in higher education. Program mismatch has been 
described here as a phenomenon where students’ preferred programs do not match the programs 
to which they were admitted, yet, these students accept the offer, enroll, and persist in such 
programs. Campbell et al. (2021) opined that mismatch breathes inefficiencies. In their study, they 
found that subject preferences were a large determinant of mismatch in earnings. However, they 
noted that a key limitation of their study was students’ perspective in defining mismatch. An 
individual’s perspective of their lived experiences reveals several nuances that cannot be 
understood in the abstraction of the experiencer. Similarly, Soppe et al. (2023) analyzed 20,104 
academic records from 13 programs in Dutch universities and found that program misfit affected 
students’ enrollment behavior. Enrollment rates were lower in programs with more intensive 
matching, indicating the need for students to check a program fit before application. Therefore, 
mismatch has dire consequences at all phases (admission, persistence, retention, and graduation) 
of higher education participation. Holmegaard et al. (2016) indicated that when students’ 
expectations are not met, they struggle to learn and make compromises to bridge the gap that 
sometimes remains counterproductive. 

While most of the studies on higher education have viewed choices from an economic 
perspective (Vulperhorst et al., 2020), Holmegaard et al. (2015) found that choice making is a 
personalized process where students feel encouraged to identify their interest, informed and 
validated within their social networks. Sometimes, students’ choices are wrong and disregarding 
these choices uncarefully can further exacerbate the negative emotions associated with wrong 
choice making. This is why Bergerson (2009) stressed that understanding the decision-making 
process from an individual perspective can be more supportive of students’ choices. In line with a 
more personal perspective, Vulperhorst et al. (2020) employed a student interest perspective to 
study the dynamics of program choices using semi-structured interviews with 20 Dutch high 
school seniors. In the study, they found that students’ programs of interest are dependent on a 
back-and-forth dynamic process between program and interest, and vice versa. Similarly, 
Holmegaard et al. (2014) in a longitudinal qualitative study of the higher education choices of 38 
Danish students indicated that the choice process is a complex ongoing process made by an 
individual in consideration of social interactions. Regardless of this, some authors have argued 
that mismatch usually occurs in the application process rather than at the admission process. For 
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instance, Dillon and Smith (2013) studied 2,125 participants from the1997 National Longitudinal 
Survey of the Youth cohort in the U.S and found that application and enrollment decisions mostly 
drive mismatch. Hoxby and Avery (2012) have also found that high achieving students from low-
income backgrounds do not apply to selective universities in contrast to high achieving students 
from high-income backgrounds. It is consistent in the literature that students internalize the 
realities of their context when making choices. However, students also have the responsibility of 
accepting the consequences of going along with one choice or the other as posited by the Self-
Determination Theory. 
 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: SELF-DETERMINATION THEORY 

Students’ definition of mismatch reveals the autonomy and volition employed in the 
choice-making process. The Self-Determination Theory (SDT) developed by Ryan and Deci in 
1985 addresses autonomy and volition in choice-making. The theory stresses individual volition 
in the choice process and argues that when individuals make choices out of their own autonomy 
and willingness, they feel intrinsically motivated to act. Students’ choices when made through an 
autonomous decision are accompanied by the experience of endorsement and willingness (Moller 
et al., 2006). In cases of autonomous decision making, the quality of one’s experience and 
performance is higher than when the decision is controlled (Deci & Ryan, 2000), as cited in Moller 
et al. (2006). The practice of allowing students to select their programs of interest endorses their 
volition as actors in the decision-making process. However, when these choices are not achieved, 
they are likely to lose autonomy over their learning experiences. SDT also acknowledges that 
autonomy is hinged on a personal understanding of the rationale of a choice, allowing others to 
provide these rationales in an unpressured way. On the one hand, students want to enter the 
university and study in certain programs of interest while on the other hand, universities want to 
fill up their seats and increase enrollment in new programs. The interest of these groups – the 
applicant and the admission board - are sometimes conflicting. Following the tenets of SDT, when 
students are provided with an understanding of the meaningful rationale (Moller et al., 2006) of 
the importance of a program that was previously not selected by the applicant, their autonomy in 
choice and decision making will increase. This becomes a necessary pre-condition for driving 
actions toward success 

Students must internalize the change process and while some others may accept this 
change, it may be difficult for some others to accept, creating internal conflict and frustration. The 
process of internalizing changes in a choice-making process requires support, and this is what the 
authors of SDT (Ryan, 1995; Ryan & Deci, 2008) refer to as autonomy support, a process where 
attitudes and practices of a personal or a broader social context can facilitate the organization and 
regulation of an individual’s actions and experiences. Competence is necessary to achieve any type 
of motivation. However, Deci and Ryan (2000) argued that perceived autonomy is required to 
make the motivation intrinsic. Soppe et al. (2023) also argued that the need to feel a sense of 
belonging and stay motivated limits dropout and improves student engagement.  
 
ADMISSION PROCEDURE IN PUBLIC ENGLISH-SPEAKING UNIVERSITIES IN CAMEROON 

In August every year, successful students in the Advanced Level General Certificate of 
Education (G.C.E A/L) apply to one university of interest or the other in Cameroon. The General 
Certificate of Education is a national examination written after five years of secondary education 
to obtain an Ordinary Level Certificate (G.C.E O/L) and after two years of high school to obtain a 
G.C.E A/L. These certificates certify students for completing secondary education in Cameroon. 
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Cameroon is a developing country in sub-Saharan Africa that relies on the educational sector partly 
for social, economic, and political development. The G.C.E A/L is used as the entry requirement 
into higher educational institutions in Cameroon (in addition to an entrance examination for some 
highly specialized programs). The University of Buea is one of the two cherished public English-
speaking universities in the country and it serves more than 40,000 students who have received 
secondary education dominantly in English schools. Public universities in Cameroon are more 
affordable than private universities as they operate on an almost cost-free tuition policy. In all 
public universities in Cameroon, students pay an annual tuition fee of 50,000frs CFA 
(approximately 83 USD when 1 CFA = 0.0016 USD) compared to the annual tuition fee in private 
universities amounting to at least 500,000 CFA (approximately 825 USD when 1 CFA = 0.0016 
USD). 

For admission into undergraduate programs at the University of Buea, every applicant 
selects three programs of study (majors) indicated in a ranked order of preference. In this way, 
students have the autonomy to choose whatever programs of interest that they desire. However, 
students’ choices are of course self-regulated by the admission requirements for each faculty 
indicated in the online admission portal. When applications are received, an algorithm match is 
performed to sort the students following their ranked order of preference. For instance, if a student 
selected Educational Psychology as his/her first choice, Animal Psychology as his/her second 
choice and Zoology as the third choice, he/she will automatically be selected into the first choice 
(Educational Psychology) if qualified following the set criteria for admission to the program. 
However, if he/she does not get admission into the first choice, he/she will be selected for the 
second or third choice accordingly. Still, if students do not gain admission into any of these three 
dchoices, they are given an opportunity to re-apply. If they do not get selected into any of the self-
selected programs in the second round of application, they would be admitted into a program that 
was not on their ranked list but the admissions board considered it a good fit for match. It is in this 
context of re-application and match with programs that were not self-selected that this study was 
designed to explore the phenomenon of mismatch. 

  
METHODS 

 
The study employed a phenomenological mixed method research approach with a two- 

phase sequential data collection approach. The phenomenological mixed method approach also 
referred to as mixed methods phenomenological approach (Mayoh & Onwuegbuzie, 2015) can 
simply be described as the use of quantitative and qualitative methods to study the lived 
experiences of individuals from their own perspective (Martiny et al., 2021). The study adopted 
the Quan-Phen design which involve two sequential phases from a quantitative phase to a 
qualitative phase (Mayoh & Onwuegbuzie, 2015). The motivation for using the Quan-Phen design 
was to identify participants experiencing mismatches construed as a phenomenon where students 
do not get selected into their preferred programs of study. However, the quantitative phase aimed 
to identify participants and themes of discussion for the qualitative phase. The second and 
qualitative phase constituted six Focused Group Discussions (FDGs). 
 
PARTICIPANTS 

The sample of the study was made up of 34 final year undergraduate students at the 
University of Buea who were only admitted at the second round of application and indicated a 
program mismatch. These students had already spent about two and a half years in the current 
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mismatched program of study out of the expected three years of study. Students ages ranged 
between 18 and 44, with majority, 28 (82%) of the students between ages 18 and 24, followed by 
05 (15%) of the students aged between 25 and 34 and 01 (3%) between 35 and 44 years. The 
sample included 15 males and 19 females from across 11 establishments (including faculties, 
schools and colleges) within the University of Buea. Each student selected a pseudonym, used 
throughout the study. Informed consent was obtained from all individual students who participated 
in the study. Written consent to participate was collected through a semi-structured questionnaire 
used to select participating students and reinforced through verbal consent during the FDGs. 

 
INSTRUMENTS 

The study set out to explore the phenomenon of mismatch in university admission referred 
to here as one where students were not admitted into their preferred programs. To evaluate this 
phenomenon, a semi-structured questionnaire was administered to university students to identify 
those experiencing mismatch. The semi-structured questionnaire collected data on students’ 
current program of study, programs applied for, reasons for mismatch, feelings toward program as 
well as gender, age, and other demographic data. The survey identified 34 students who reported 
experiencing a program mismatch. These students participated in six FGDs consisting of six 
students each of exception to the last group that included four students. The FGD provided in-
depth discussions on why students persisted in mismatched programs and the challenges they 
faced.  

 
DATA ANALYSIS 

Findings from the quantitative data were analyzed descriptively; however, open-ended 
responses were analyzed thematically like the findings from the FGDs. Descriptive analysis 
included frequency counts, percentages, means and standard deviations. Thematic analysis of the 
questionnaire responses was read over and over to identify keywords that described the students 
perspective of mismatch. After this, these keywords were merged to develop codes while taking 
into consideration the frequency of the codes indicated here as grounding. After coding, sub-
categories were identified and sometimes merged to develop themes in cases where similar sub-
categories were identified. In the FGD, after familiarization of the recorded discussion, the data 
were transcribed and in addition to the notes taken during the discussions, the analysis proceeded 
in the same order as the thematic analysis of open-ended responses previously described. 
 

RESULTS 
 

Findings are presented in three sections, including patterns of mismatch, determinants of 
mismatch and rationale for persistence, as seen in the following sections: 

1. PATTERNS OF MISMATCH 
Analysis of the data revealed three patterns of mismatch amongst students who did not get 

admitted into their preferred programs of study including; those who had never applied for their 
preferred programs (pattern 1); those who had applied for their preferred programs and were not 
admitted to any program chosen (pattern 2) as well as those who were only admitted to their second 
or third choice based on their ranking (pattern 3) as presented in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Patterns of Program Choice Mismatch  

Figure 1, indicates that students experience program mismatch based on different patterns. 
Among the 34 students who reported experiencing mismatch, 10 (29%) never even applied for 
their preferred programs, 13 (54%) did not get admitted into any of their preferred programs, while 
the majority of those who applied and were admitted, 11 (46%) did not get admitted into their first 
choice (which represented their preferred programs). A computation of standard deviation 
indicated a score of 1.25 with a mean of 11.33. This suggests a moderate variability in student 
mismatch patterns. No pattern dominated the phenomenon as the frequencies in each pattern are 
very close to the mean.   

The mismatch created negative emotions for students as they reported feelings of 
frustration or disappointment. In expression of frustration, one of the students indicated “I felt 
totally unqualified not to have been taken for at least one of these programs, it was frustrating – 
Brave (male)”. Another expressed that “it was quite frustrating – Cari (female)”. According to 
these students, not being accepted for any of their selected programs left them feeling ‘unqualified’ 
evoking a feeling of frustration. Similarly, another student indicated that they felt disappointed but 
could not lose the year of study as she expressed “I was disappointed but I could not wait for the 
second year so I just decided and accepted the program – Abra (female)”. 
 

2. DETERMINANTS OF MISMATCH 
When students’ reasons for not being accepted into their preferred programs were analyzed, 

the findings revealed four broad themes viewed as causes of program mismatch, as presented in 
Table 1. 
 
Table 1. Determinants of Program Mismatch 

Applied for Preferred 
Program (pattern 1)

Yes No

Admitted to Applied 
Program (pattern 2)

Yes No

0
5
10
15

First
Choice

Second
Choice

Third
Choice

Admitted Based on Ranked 
Choices (pattern 3)

Yes No

Theme Sub-category Grounding  Quotation  
Inadequate academic 
pre-requisites 

Missed a key 
required subject 

12 “Because I never had ordinary level 
mathematics” 
“I did not have what it takes that is 
requirements like O level math was 
absent” 
“I did not have maths” 
“Because lack of O Level Maths” 
“Failed probatoire maths” 
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Table 1 indicates that students were not predominantly selected for their preferred 
programs because they did not meet the academic prerequisites 20 (57%) of the university 
program. Students did not meet the academic prerequisites either because they missed a required 
subject, they did not have adequate points for entry into the preferred program or they failed the 
pre-requisite exam. Information deficits 10 (29%) equally accounted for the reasons why students 
were not admitted into their preferred programs of study. Students with information deficits 
reported that they were unaware of the availability of the program; had poor orientation; did not 
know the admission criteria, and some were unsure about why they were not admitted into their 
preferred programs. Fewer students associated a mismatch to admission flaws 3 (9%) where 
students indicated that the admission board intentionally did not admit them in their preferred 
programs but rather in another program so they could boost enrollments in those programs. 
Students also indicated that their program of interest was unavailable. High cost of program 1 (3%) 
was the least indicated reason for program admission mismatch. 
 

Theme Sub-category Grounding  Quotation  
“Because I failed advanced level 
literature in English” 

Did not have the 
required points 

5 “Maybe I didn't have the required 
points for the program” 
“My points were not sufficient” 
“Because I didn’t have the required 
point for the program” 
“Due to my A/L grades” 

Failed the pre-
requisite exam 

4 “Failed concur” 
“I failed the concur” 

Information deficits Unaware of the 
availability of the 
program 

4 “Wasn't aware it existed, so didn't 
fill it in my application” 
“Program was unavailable” 

Poor orientation 3 “I was misled, I had good points to 
pursue any course I wanted” 
“I made a mistake in choosing the 
program choices” 

Unaware of the 
admission criteria 

2 “I have no idea what the university 
does or select as criteria to admit 
someone in a department” 

Unsure 3 “I don’t know” 
“Maybe I didn’t meet the necessary 
requirements” 
“I have no idea” 

Admission flaws Used me to boost 
new programs 

1 “Animal Psychology was a new 
program and they just gave me” 

Cost of the program Cost of the 
program 

1 “I did not bother applying because 
when we made inquiries, it turned 
to be expensive” 
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3. PERSISTENCE IN MISMATCHED PROGRAMS 
In the case of mismatch in program admission, students were only given admission offers. 

This means that they could decide to turn down the offers; however, turning them down was not 
as simple as perceived by the students. When students’ reasons for persisting in the programs were 
analyzed, the cost of the program; encouragement from ‘significant others’ and stringent 
procedures associated with program transfer were the initial reasons for persistence, as described 
in the following sub-sections. 
 
COST ASSOCIATED WITH PREFERRED PROGRAMS 

Many of the students who experienced program mismatches considered other options such 
as a change of institution. However, they could not afford the cost of leaving their home town to 
study in other locations as expressed by one of the students “My father never wanted me to go out 
of Buea plus that will be too much expenses – Mira (female)” and another indicated “It would have 
been expensive to go and study in another place outside Buea – Stella (female)”. These students 
raise the issue of location, associated with the cost of studying out of their hometown as significant 
reasons why they did not consider other options.  

However, for some other students, the cost of the program was associated with high fees 
charged with the option of studying in private institutions as expressed by one of the students 
“Private universities admit without mathematics but financial issues so I could not go in - James 
(Male)”. According to this student, missing a key admission requirement would not have been a 
problem if he had considered studying at a private university. However, the high tuition fees of 
private universities prevented him from considering this option. Similarly, another student 
indicated “I did not have Math ordinary level and they took me into plant science but I never 
wanted to do it so I considered going to a private institution that's Fomic Polytechnic Buea for 
computer engineering but it was too expensive for my parents – Abra (female)”. In a slightly 
different pattern, another student indicated that a change of program would have meant paying 
tuition fee a second time and she could not afford these expenses as she expressed “I could not 
afford paying fees again – Mary (female)” 
 
ENCOURAGEMENT FROM ‘SIGNIFICANT OTHERS’ 

Regardless of the cost of the programs, some students who considered an alternative 
solution persisted because of the encouragement received from significant others such as friends 
and family. For instance, one of the students expressed that “I told my mum that I will not go to 
school anymore and she advised that no knowledge is useless – Brave (male)”. According to this 
student, his mother encouraged him to pursue the unchosen program, which might eventually 
amount to something useful. Similarly, another student indicated that, “My friend told me that I 
could just accept the major then minor in my desired program - Maon (male)”. According to this 
student, his friend encouraged him to continue pursuing the undesirable program and consider 
taking a minor in his area of interest. Similarly, considering encouragement from friends, another 
indicated that, “a masters’ student, my friend advised me that educational leadership is close to 
management so I took it - Mary (female)”. According to this student, it was a senior student with 
prior experience of the university system who advised her to continue. 
 
STRINGENT PROCEDURES ASSOCIATED WITH PROGRAM TRANSFER 

Students always have the option of changing their programs of study at the onset of 
admission. To change to a new program, students must satisfy all the entry requirements of the 
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new program. While this was not possible for most of the students because they were not admitted 
in the first place since they did not meet certain academic pre-requites, others tried to and 
discovered that the process was stringent as expressed by one of the students “initially I thought 
minoring in accounting will help me switch but I discovered that my degree program did not even 
allow me to take a minor – Brave (male)”. According to this student, his initial boost for accepting 
a program that he did not prefer was the hope that he could take some courses in his area of interest, 
but this was impossible since the degree program standardly did not accept students to take courses 
out of the program. 

Similarly, another student indicated that “applying for change of program is so 
complicated, I tried and waited for weeks then I just decided to continue in the Educational 
Psychology – Cari (female)”. According to this student, the lengthy process of the program 
transfer made her persist in the new program of study. Frank also agreed that the waiting time was 
too long as he expressed “…that, I have to wait till the next academic year to change so I just 
decided to continue – Frank (male)”. 

When students were asked if they would continue with the same program (mismatched 
programs) at the postgraduate level, the findings indicated that some students, 19 (56%) found 
congruence with their mismatched programs and were ready to continue with the same programs 
at the postgraduate level. The dominant reason for this view was because these students felt that 
continuing with these programs would ease admission access at the postgraduate level. Similarly, 
others had recorded high academic performances in these programs and now considered the 
programs suitable. However, 15 (44%) indicated that they would not continue with the same 
programs, if they had to undertake postgraduate studies because of incompatibility between their 
interest and that of the program. Some felt overqualified and viewed their current programs 
(mismatched programs) as less prestigious. 

  
DISCUSSION 

 
Program mismatch can deter students’ success; however, it is an understanding of students’ 

own definition of mismatch borne by their experience that can provide guidance to solving the 
problems of program mismatch and improve students’ learning experiences in Cameroon. This is 
particularly important in public English-speaking universities that predominantly host English-
speaking students. Students experience three patterns of mismatch dominantly emanating from the 
application process and enrollment decisions, similar to the findings of Dillon and Smith (2013) 
in the U.S. However, institutional support can help to limit program mismatch as well as the 
negative effects associated with it. All patterns of mismatch indicated the absence of a balance 
between students’ preferences and competencies. As posited by the Self-Determination Theory, 
such an imbalance will hinder endorsement and willingness. When students do not endorse or 
willingly accept their programs of study, learning can become less meaningful. The findings 
showed that accepting this new state was a struggle, an easy one for some students but a very 
difficult one for others. This finding supports that of Holmegaard et al. (2016) which indicated that 
as students make compromises to meet unmet expectations, their actions may sometimes remain 
counterproductive. This also alludes to the role of individual differences in dealing with difficult 
situations. Therefore, it is important to increase institutional support and narrow the gap between 
program preferences and individual competencies. 

In the first pattern of mismatch, students do not even apply for their preferred programs. 
This indicates that students face barriers to their autonomy prior to the university application 
process. In the second instance, students applied but did not get accepted into any of their preferred 
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programs of study. This mismatch is completely different from the previous one in the sense that, 
students expressed their programs of interest by indicating them on their application form yet they 
were not accepted for any of the selected programs. No doubt, every admission is based on set 
criteria and when students do not meet these application requirements, they cannot be offered 
admission. However, several factors account for students’ abilities and competencies, which 
culminate in different types of performances. These differences should also be considered in the 
admission process by creating multiple pathways for entry and considering several competencies 
in admission such as extracurricular activities, community service, etc. Finally, in terms of 
patterns, a third group of students considered a program mismatch in cases where they were not 
accepted to their preferred programs ranked as first choice in their application forms. This is linked 
to the absence of an understanding of program entry requirements. Students are unaware prior to 
the application process that every university program specifies certain high school and secondary 
school subjects with relevant points. In the absence of these, students will not be admitted into 
their preferred programs. 

The need to use an intersectoral effort from basic to tertiary education is crucial. 
Interestingly, the determinants of program mismatch are similar across the different patterns of 
mismatch and are principally provoked by experiences before the admission phase. For instance, 
not meeting the academic pre-requisites of certain programs results in program mismatch. 
However, certain academic pre-requisites such as mathematics at the G.C.E O/L are missed two 
years prior to high school, but it is only at the university application phase that students discover 
that these pre-requisites will hinder them from successfully gaining admissions into their preferred 
programs. Therefore, there is a need for systemic action across all levels (basic, secondary, and 
higher) of education that support students’ choices. Secondary schools should adequately prepare 
their students in terms of the combination of subjects and academic routes. On the part of the 
university, the online application interface can be improved with a focus of turning it into a mini-
guide containing a briefing of the program content such as requirements, courses, learning 
experiences, career opportunities and so on. This online application interface can also allow 
students to indicate their subjects and number of points earned as well as their preferred program 
to test for a program fit before application. Soppe et al. (2023) provided evidence that a prior 
program fit test can improve enrollment behavior. This can serve to limit the problems of mismatch 
that results from information deficits. Similarly, guidance and counselling services can develop 
strategies for students to voice their perceptions of programs. This will allow the university 
community to identify and provide support to students who are struggling with adjusting to 
mismatch programs. 

Public universities are low paying and can equally increase access to low-income students 
by diversifying the admission criteria. For as long as possible, the University of Buea has focused 
only on academic pre-requisites for selection, but other competencies and skills have become 
relevant for enabling diversity. In this way, the university can consider diverse competencies such 
as adaptability, resilience, motivation, and interest that are necessary to transform underperformed 
students into high achievers.  In addition, the university can create separate admission routes like 
allowing underperforming students to take pre-requisite courses that will enhance their 
performances since there is no evidence that underperforming students cannot catch up with the 
others. There is also a need to develop policies and promote practices that do not stiffen the process 
of program transfer in cases where students struggle to find a program fit. 
 

CONCLUSION 
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This paper presents quantitative and qualitative evidence from a phenomenological mixed 

method study of program mismatch defined from the students’ perspectives considering the 
patterns of mismatch, determinants, and rationales for persistence. Data collected from 34 students 
revealed three patterns of program mismatch fueled by inadequate academic pre-requisites, 
information deficits, high tuition cost and university admission flaws. However, although some 
students persist due to encouragement from significant others such as parents and peers, others 
feel bounded by the barriers of unaffordable high tuition fees charged by alternative universities 
as well as stringent program transfer procedures. Again, some students found congruence and will 
want to persist in such programs but for others, it remains a frustrating struggle. Institutional 
support through intersectoral policies and practices can narrow the gap between students’ preferred 
programs of study and admission offers. 
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