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ABSTRACT

The choosing of an academic program is an important facet which influences students’ motivation, participation in their studies and career plans. However, many students end up in programs other than their first choice because of financial constraints, familial pressure, institutional restraints and other external factors. This study was an exploration of the lived experiences of students enrolled in programs that were not their first choice. Specifically, it explored their experiences, reasons, struggles, strategies, and perceptions of staying in non-preferred academic programs. A qualitative phenomenological research design was applied to acquire a deeper understanding of the participants’ experiences. Participants were purposively selected from among eight college students enrolled in programs that were not their first choice. Data were acquired via semi-structured interviews and analyzed using theme analysis. Results revealed five dominant themes: (1) emotional disruption after non-preferred enrollment, (2) academic adjustment and persistence among uncertainty, (3) family as the primary source of motivation, (4) developing an appreciation through adaptation and growth, and (5) resilience and future-oriented meaning-making. Initially, participants described dissatisfaction, perplexity, self-doubt, and academic struggles. Despite these hurdles, family support, dreams of the future, economic realities, and personal motivation drove them to pursue their education. Over time, many participants developed appreciation for their programs, found new skills and saw chances in their chosen industries. Even though there are emotional and academic hurdles to being in a non-preferred program, students are able to adjust and persevere with resilience, support systems, and meaningful goals for the future. The results are beneficial to guidance counselors, educationalists and higher education institutions in helping students with course incongruence.
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1. Introduction
The Problem and Its Background

Problem and Its Background 

Choosing an academic program is one of the most essential decisions students make as they prepare for their future jobs. Students will ideally choose curricula that are in line with their interests, abilities and long-term aims. Students who take classes aligned with their own inclinations are typically more motivated, academically engaged and satisfied. But not all students get the chance to enroll in the program of their choice. Enrollment selections are sometimes influenced by financial constraints, parental influence, admission criteria at institutions, regional accessibility, and the availability of programs. This leads to some students enrolling in academic programs that were not their first choice.
The decision to enroll in a non-preferred academic program may affect students’ emotional, academic, and educational experience. Existing research has demonstrated that students who encounter an incongruence between their interests and academic programs tend to have lower motivation levels, ambiguity about career aspirations, and difficulties in adjusting to academic responsibilities. However, many students continue to pursue their degrees despite these hurdles. As students continue to adjust, receiving support from family and classmates and developing new perspectives, they may begin to discover significance and value in their chosen studies.

	While various studies have investigated factors related to course choice and academic persistence, there is little qualitative research on the lived experience of students persisting in programs they did not prefer. The majority of the extant studies focus on academic outcomes, student satisfaction, or career alignment; fewer investigations focus on how students understand, navigate, and make meaning of their experiences throughout time. Understanding these experiences is critical for higher education institutions to provide effective academic advising and student support services.
	This study sought to analyze the lived experience of students in programs that were not their first choice. Self Determination Theory and Social Cognitive Theory were used as frameworks. Specifically, it aimed to explore their experiences, motivations, challenges, coping strategies and insights in taking academic programs other than their original choices. Results may inform the creation of treatments and support mechanisms that increase student persistence, academic adjustment, and educational success.
1.1 Purpose of the Study 
The study is a phenomenological study and the objective is to identify the lived experiences of students of the eight programs of the Monkayo College of Arts, Sciences, and Technology (MonCAST) taking a course not their first choice. The study particularly seeks to understand how the institution’s limited program alternatives and practical reasons such as financial considerations, accessibility, family influence and the necessity to continue studying lead them to take on a non-preferred course. It also aims to uncover the challenges people face, how they cope and why they continue in a program that does not match their own interests. 
The study through the narratives of the students seeks to provide insights that could perhaps help to better academic advising, career advice and student support services in MonCAST notably for students suffering enrollment in non-preferred programs.

1.2 Literature Review 
Course Preference and Program Choice 
Choosing an academic program has major implications for students’ learning experiences, motivation, and future job options. Course preference shows the alignment of students’ interests, abilities, values, and career objectives. Research has repeatedly demonstrated that students who enter programs that match their interests are more likely to be engaged in their studies, more likely to be committed to their learning, and more likely to be satisfied with their educational experiences. On the other hand, those who do not receive the program they want will likely have adjustment difficulties and low motivation throughout their study. 
Factors such as personal interests, family expectations, financial conditions, institutional admission procedures and job market considerations influence course selection. Students frequently start out with the idea that their choice of course is based on enthusiasm and job prospects, but practical reasons sometimes influence their final choice of course. As a result, many students start off in programs that are not their first choice.
Non-preferred Course Enrollment 
The term “non-preferred enrollment” refers to students who enroll in academic programs that are not their first choice. Such situations may develop owing of financial constraints, program limits, regional access, parental pressure, academic credentials or institutional requirements. Studies show that students in non-preferred disciplines often describe feelings of disappointment, dissatisfaction, confusion and decreased academic confidence early in their studies. 
Several research have demonstrated that misalignment between students’ interests and academic programs may adversely affect academic engagement and perseverance. Students often describe difficulties with meaningful engagement in courses, motivation, and a sense of academic identity. But not all is lost. Some students learn to adjust to their situations and come to value their programs through pleasant experiences, exposure to new opportunities and supportive learning settings.
Student Motivation and Persistence 
Motivation is an important characteristic that determines students’ capacity to stay engaged to their academics despite setbacks. People are more likely to engage in prolonged behaviors when their demands for autonomy, competence and relatedness are satisfied (Self-Determination Theory). At first, the students’ motivation may drop since they feel little control over their course decision. Yet supportive relationships, academic accomplishment, and meaningful goals can help restore motivation over time.” 
Student persistence is often affected by external and internal factors. Intrinsic motivation is based on personal interest, enjoyment and satisfaction. Extrinsic motivation is based on external rewards, expectations and duties. Students enrolled in non-preferred programs often report external influences such as family expectations, financial investment, future work chances, and the desire to earn a degree as factors that foster perseverance.
Family Influence and Financial Constraints
In many civilizations family remains one of the most powerful influences in schooling decisions. Parents and relatives usually provide emotional, financial and motivational support to the student throughout his academic career. In collectivist cultures, scholastic performance is often considered a family achievement rather than an individual achievement. As a result, the students might take into account the family expectations and financial reality when making an educational choice. 
Financial restrictions can have a major effect in course choice and educational persistence. Limited economic resources make relocation, increased tuition rates or additional charges prohibitive, therefore students may not be able to attend their selected programs. This means students tend to select programs that are easier to get into and cheaper. Financial constraints may limit choice in school but it can also drive students to keep going and utilize opportunities.
Academic Adjustment and Resilience 
Academic adjustment is the ability of pupils to adapt to the new learning environment, academic standards and institutional expectations. Students in non-preferred programs often had adjustment problems due to unfamiliarity with the subject matter, lack of enthusiasm and less confidence in their academic abilities. These challenges can be self-doubt, disengagement, trouble grasping instruction and emotional stress.

However, resilience allows kids to persevere despite these challenges. Resilience is “the capacity to adapt well in the face of adversity, trauma, tragedy, threats or significant sources of stress” . Research shows that resilient kids are more likely to adopt coping techniques, seek help from others, and reframe unpleasant events as opportunities for growth and learning.
Student Support and Guidance Services 
Guidance and counseling services are very important in helping students with academic and personal problems. Good academic advice can help students learn program requirements, consider career options and make educated educational selections. Counseling services can also offer emotional support and intervention for students who are stressed, anxious, uncertain, or having adjustment difficulties. 
Universities and colleges are encouraged to develop anticipatory support systems that identify students who are unhappy with a course and intervene at the right time. Mentoring programs, academic advising programs, career development activities, peer support groups, and other interventions can assist students develop confidence, increase persistence, and improve overall academic experiences.

2. Methods 
This study adopted a qualitative phenomenological research approach to explore and comprehend the lived experiences of students in academic programs that were not their first choice. Phenomenology was considered appropriate since it is concerned with recording the personal experiences, perceptions and interpretations of a given occurrence by the participants. Using this technique, the study explored how students managed intellectual, emotional, and personal problems encountered in pursuing degrees they did not expect to pursue. The study featured eight college students who were enrolled in programs that were not their first choice. Participants were selected using a purposive selection technique to guarantee they had direct experience related to the issue under inquiry. They should be currently enrolled in a programme other than their intended one and willing to discuss their experiences, were the eligibility conditions.
Semi-structured interviews were used to collect data. An interview guide was developed to direct the discussion and at the same time provide the participants the opportunity to comment on their experiences. Interviews examined participants’ feelings, motivations, obstacles, coping strategies and attitudes about being placed in non-preferred programs. The data that were obtained were subjected to thematic analysis. Interview transcripts were read repeatedly to uncover common themes, important statements and meaningful experiences. Similar responses were collated and classified into categories which were then developed into themes that reflected the common experiences of the participants.
2.1 Results and Discussion 
Theme 1: Emotional Disruption Following Non-Preferred Enrollment
The initial emotional anguish was felt by the participants when they discovered that they were enrolled in different programmes from their desired options. Often people described feelings of disappointment, bewilderment, uneasiness, worry and uncertainty. Many participants found it difficult to accept the situation because they had already envisaged themselves taking alternative academic and career routes.
Participant 3 shared:
“I felt disappointed and a bit lost. It was hard to accept because I had already imagined myself in a different course.” 
These results suggest that the loss of autonomy in educational decision-making may have detrimental consequences for students’ initial motivation and psychological well-being. The results support Self-Determination Theory by showing that the relevance of autonomy in motivating and engaging students.
Theme 2: Academic Adjustment and Persistence Amid Uncertainty
Participants expressed academic challenges due to limited enthusiasm in their respective programs and limited baseline knowledge in course-related subjects. Problems included trouble understanding lessons, keeping motivated, managing high assignments, and dealing with self-doubt.
Participant 3 explained:
“It was really hard to adapt. I attended my classes and did my best over time, but it felt like I was just complying rather than genuinely learning.” 
However, the participants progressively adjusted to the academic requirements of their degrees. Persistence, self-discipline and ongoing exposure to the learning environment facilitated adjustment. The results indicate that adaptation is a dynamic process that requires both personal effort and external support.
Theme 3: Family as the Primary Source of Motivation
Family was cited as the most important factor pushing students to continue their education despite their dissatifaction with their academic programs. Participants repeatedly mentioned parental sacrifices, emotional support, financial support, and family expectations as reasons for their commitment to their educational ambitions.
Participant 1 stated:
“My main motivation is my family. They are the reason why I continue even if this is not my first choice.” 
For many participants, earning their degree was a way to give back for the sacrifices their families had made and to create a better future for their family’s circumstances. These findings are consistent with the collectivist attitude of Filipino families, where educational attainment is generally seen as a shared family responsibility and achievement.
Theme 4: Developing Appreciation Through Adaptation and Growth
While participants expressed discontent with their programs initially, many developed an appreciation of their courses over time. This appreciation was developed via exposure to meaningful learning experiences, engagement with supportive teachers and peers, and realization of the practical worth of their programs.
Participant 1 remarked:
“Over time, I learned to appreciate the course. I realized that Marketing is actually important and useful.” 
Participants also reported uncovering previously unknown abilities, hobbies and possibilities. The findings suggest that a person’s appreciation of an academic program might take time to grow, as students become knowledgeable, competent and confident.
Theme 5: Resilience and Future-Oriented Meaning-Making
The participants showed resilience by redefining their experiences and concentrating on long-term goals. “I realized my goals for the future, like having a good job, helping my family, being financially secure and successful, were all great motivators.”
Participant 8 explained:
“I want to prove to myself that I can succeed even in a path I did not originally choose.” 
The participants’ narratives indicate that their tenacity was mostly maintained by thinking about the future and the hope that scholastic accomplishment would open doors, irrespective of the choice of course. These results are consistent with Social Cognitive Theory, which emphasizes the importance of self-efficacy and goal-directed behavior in persistence.
3. CONCLUSIONS 
The study investigated the lived experiences of students who enrolled in academic programs other than their first choice. The findings revealed that the participants experienced a sense of disappointment, uncertainty, self-doubt and adjustment issues, after enrolling. Apart from academic obstacles, low interest in course content, high workloads, financial constraints and emotional struggles were also reported. 
However, individuals were devoted to their studies based on strong family support, future goals, personal determination, and a desire to respect the sacrifices of their family. Many found new abilities, developed a fresh respect of their programs, and saw opportunities related with their chosen disciplines over time. Findings show that children can adjust to non-preferred academic contexts with resilience, persistence and relevant support structures.

Educational performance is not only a function of course preference in the end. When students are well-supported and utilize adaptive coping mechanisms, they can successfully traverse hurdles and achieve their academic goals despite their initial discontent with their programs.
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