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Resumen

Introduccidén: En los afios recientes se ha reportado un incremento sostenido del numero de
estudiantes que causan baja de la Educacién Superior en Ecuador. Esto sugiere que se trata de un
tema prioritario para las ciencias pedagdgicas.

Objetivo: Compartir un enfoque pedagdgico para mejorar la retencién en la Educacién Superior,
basado en la formacion vocacional y la orientacion profesional, como contribucién a la reduccién
de las tasas de desercidn durante el primer afio de estudios.

Métodos: Se aplicd una metodologia de revisién documental de sistematizacion de la
informacién relevante sobre formacién profesional y orientacidn vocacional en la experiencia
latinoamericanay en el contexto del sistema educativo ecuatoriano. Igualmente, una modelacién
tedrica desde un enfoque cualitativo y alcance descriptivo que facilitd la articulacion del proceso
de acceso a la Educacion Superior entre las universidades y la educacion previa de los
estudiantes.

Resultado: Se identifican diferencias epistemolégicas y conceptuales respecto a la formacidn
profesional y la orientacién vocacional; falta de experiencias sobre la necesaria vinculacion
estratégica entre las instituciones de Educacidon Secundaria y Superior; limitado tratamiento
tedrico, metodoldgico y practico que la formacion profesional, la orientacion vocacional y la
motivacion profesional; bajas tasas de retencién durante el primer afio de los programas
universitarios en el Ecuador; una modelacion tedrica para el desarrollo de la motivacion
profesional basada en un proceso continuo y constante de la formacién vocacional y la
orientacién profesional.

Conclusiones: El estudio logro su objetivo de compartir un enfoque pedagdgico orientado a
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mejorar la retencion estudiantil en la Educacion Superior durante el primer afio de los programas
de grado, basado en la formacidn vocacional y la orientacidn profesional. La metodologia aplicada
demostré ser efectiva para comprender la complejidad del abandono universitario y para
construir un modelo conceptual sélido, relevante y aplicable al contexto ecuatoriano.

Palabras clave: Formacién profesional, orientacion profesional, retencidn universitaria,
concepcion pedagogica.

Abstract

Introduction: In Ecuador, in recent years, there has been a steady increase in the number of
students entering Higher Education. At the same time, there has also been a significant decrease
in university dropout rates, with trends for 2025 predicting an increase of up to 25% during the
first year of studies, which constitutes a national issue and a priority for Pedagogical Sciences.
Objective: This paper aims to describe a pedagogical approach for improving retention in Higher
Education, based on vocational training and professional guidance, as a contribution to reducing
dropout rates during the first year of studies.

Methods: A documentary review methodology and theoretical modeling were applied to support
this pedagogical approach implemented within the Educational Model of Universidad
International SEK (2025), which facilitates that the process of access to Higher Education
demonstrates that the articulation between universities and prior education can be realized
through vocational training and professional guidance of future students, thereby ensuring that
they have a better understanding of the profession, an essential foundation for developing their
professional motivation and, consequently, for achieving university retention.

Results: Professional education and vocational guidance conceptual differences is clearly argued.
The study shows the need of a strategical relation between senior high school and university
institutions, points out theoretical limitations and Ecuadorian freshmen retention rates. Likewise,
a model for arising motivation is devised.

Conclusions: The study accomplishes the objective of describing a pedagogic approach for
improving retention rates in Higher Education. The suggested methods prove to be effective, they
are reliable and relevant and feasible for the Ecuadorian context.

Keywords: Vocational training, Career guidance, University retention, Pedagogical conception.
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Introduction

One of the fundamental priorities of Ecuadorian Higher Education is reflected in the contradiction
that occurs between the sustained growth of the gross enrollment rate expressed as a
percentage in relation to the population aged 18 to 24 (see figure 1) and the high dropout rates
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that are reached during the first year of university programs. According to a report 2022
(Senescyt, 2022), within the framework of the National Development Plan —Plan for Creating
Opportunities (2021-2025)- issued by the National Planning Secretariat (2021), foresees that by
the year 2025, the dropout rate for this stage of university studies will reach 19.89%, calculated
using a cumulative national annual variation rate between 2015 and 2021. This shows that,
although there is a trend of increasing enrollment of new students, it is countered by a
considerable decline in university retention.

The Higher Education System Development Plan (Consejo de Educacion Superior, 2022) for the
2022-2026 period is based on a national diagnostic study derived from the challenges facing the
Ecuadorian Higher Education system. It acknowledges that high dropout rates are closely linked
to behavioral problems, academic performance, and students' lack of interest in pursuing
university studies. This reality supports the need to create a pedagogical framework that
promotes better attention to students' interests, goals, plans, and life projects.

The Ecuadorian reality is complex in relation to university retention, especially in the first year.
Predictions presented in a Diagnostic Report on Higher Education and Science post COVID-19
(Organization of Ibero-American States, 2022) foresees a regional increase in Latin America of
dropout rates between 10% and 25%, considering all years of study and citing reasons based on
the effects of the economic crisis, which has been exacerbated by the post-pandemic situation
and the digital divide present in most countries of the region.
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Figure 1. Gross enrollment ratio in tertiary higher education, first-year projection to 2025 (%).
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The authors, aware of the situation described above, consider that studies should also take into
account reasons related to the personal development of students entering universities, which,
according to Castro et al. (2016), Gallego et al. (2019), and Barattini (2020), are reflected in
university dropout rates, whose origin is professional motivation, which develops from previous
education and must continue developing during the first year of the degree programs. Various
Ecuadorian studies and international publications related to university retention, among which
those by Herrefio et al. (2024); Ayala et al. (2023); Galve et al. (2022); Barrios et al. (2021); Bravo
et al. (2020); Arias et al. (2018); Bernardo (2018); Vergara et al. (2016); Pesantez et al. (2015)
stand out, agree that, despite the influence of the existing socioeconomic reality, gaps and
deficiencies can be identified epistemological, methodological, and practical aspects in the
educational models of secondary and university institutions that do not promote the
achievement of a conscious retention of newly admitted students in the selected programs.

The studies by Barrios et al. (2018) justify that university retention is a process that takes place
throughout the entire curriculum, but it’s essential and decisive stage can be focused during the
first year of the programs, which is where the highest number of dropouts occurs. Consequently,
it is necessary to identify the genesis of these negative manifestations, both for the students and
for society as a whole, taking into account the levels developed by students in relation to
professional motivation.

The studies reviewed at CLABES Congresses by Barria et al. (2021), Olvera and Cruz (2021),
Hurtado and Prieto (2021), Stepke et al. (2020), Zumarraga et al. (2020) provide essential
elements for vocational guidance. From a theoretical point of view, it is assumed, as proposed by
Gonzalez (1982), that the main personal resource that ensures that the students right choice is
professional motivation, which constitutes the core of the career guidance received during prior
education. In the same way, according to Sampedro et al. (2006), career guidance is the result,
over time and from an early age, of vocational training also developed by the individual. Reality
shows that both career guidance and vocational training currently have limited influence and
prominence at university institutions in their relationship with preceding educational institutions
and vice versa.

In line with the above, works such as those by Ponce and Carrasco (2017) and Mena et al. (2021),
among others, are based on the pedagogical concept that characterizes the dialectical
articulation of Secondary Education and universities, which in Ecuador shows a limited
connection between these educational levels. This generally results in the development of
vocational training that is disconnected from contextual needs and offers generic rather than
specialized professional guidance, compounded by constant changes in educational regulations.

According to Valle Lima (2007), in Pedagogical Sciences, a conception is a scientific outcome in
which a system of ideas, concepts, and representations about an aspect of educational reality is
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modeled, in the search for a foundation for practical activity. This is closely related to Kuhn
(1962), an author who reflects on theoretical conceptions as part of a higher system of thought
that guides research and the interpretation of data associated with it.

Taking all of the above into account, the scientific problem to be addressed was determined: how
to contribute to reducing university dropout during the first year of study programs?

The objective, as the purpose and goal of this work, highlights the authors' aspiration to "Socialize
a pedagogical approach for improving retention in Higher Education, based on vocational training
and professional guidance, as a contribution to reducing dropout during the first year of degree
programs".

Methods

The research is approached from a descriptive scope and a qualitative approach, according to
Hernandez Sampieri et al. (2014). From this scientific perspective, the following methodological
actions are highlighted:

1. Systematic documentary review based on the procedure proposed by Peters et al. (2015). A
systematization of relevant information regarding vocational training is carried out and Career
guidance in the Latin American experience and in the conditions of the Ecuadorian education
system. For this, the following is taken into account:

1.1 The Scopus database was selected, using the following inclusion criteria: a) Ecuadorian
scientific articles from 2019 to 2023, related to vocational training; professional guidance, and
professional motivation, connected to any of the initial, basic, and high school levels. b)
Ecuadorian scientific articles from 2019 to 2023, related to vocational training; professional
guidance, and professional motivation. ¢) Ecuadorian scientific articles from 2019 to 2023,
related to experiences linking Secondary Education and Higher Education, and including
vocational training; professional guidance, and professional motivation.

1.2. Use of the database hosted on the Red Guia Gestidn Universitaria Integral del Abandono
CLABES from 2019 to 2021 (hosted at the University of Technology of Panama Journal Portal).
Articles were selected using the following inclusion criteria: works related to vocational training;
career guidance and professional motivation in Secondary Education from the first year to the
third year of high school, and linked to Higher Education.

1.3. Information on references and the specification of the modeling was requested through an
interaction with ChatGPT, an artificial intelligence developed by OpenAl (2025).

2. - Theoretical modeling based on the systemic—structural-functional research method, which
is aimed at modeling the object through the determination of its components and the
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relationships between them, thus forming a new quality of the object itself. These relationships
determine the structure and hierarchy of each component within the object and its dynamics, its
functioning. The systemic—structural-functional method becomes, in addressing the problem of
the present study, an important means to describe the genesis of the university retention process
and its improvement characteristics during the first year of the degree programs (Alvarez de
Zayas, 2017).

Results and discussion

A total of seven articles were identified in the Scopus database, whose main patterns were
related to: evident epistemological and conceptual differences regarding vocational training and
career guidance. Likewise, a lack of experiences concerning the necessary strategic linkage
between Secondary Education and Higher Education institutions was observed.

In the thematic line connecting Secondary and Higher Education, reviewed within the Guia
Gestion Universitaria Integral del Abandono CLABES network, in its Congress versions from 2019
to 2021, the limited theoretical, methodological, and practical treatment that vocational training,
career guidance, and professional motivation have received in and from Secondary and Higher
Education in a coordinated manner was confirmed.

The absence of publications on joint strategies between universities and education related to the
integrated study subjects of vocational training, career guidance, and professional motivation to
increase university retention rates in Ecuador can be attributed, among other factors, to the low
priority given to interinstitutional collaboration. According to Gdmez & Pérez (2018), educational
policies in many countries do not sufficiently encourage research in this area, which limits
scientific production. Likewise, the lack of longitudinal data and the limited integration of
educational systems complicate the evaluation of effective strategies (Lopez, 2017). These
obstacles limit the visibility of such studies in high-impact databases like Scopus.

Consequently, it is possible to delve into the Ecuadorian reality, which differs politically, socially,
economically, and educationally from other contexts, and address the issues presented in this
work with pedagogical approaches aimed at solving manifestations of low retention rates during
the first year of university programs when they are linked to causes related to low levels of
professional motivation.

Modeling results

The object of study, the process of persistence in Higher Education from vocational training and
professional guidance, is modeled using the systemic—structural—functional research method
(see figure 2).
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Figure 2. Graphical representation of the modeling of the pedagogical conception of the retention process
through vocational training and career guidance as a contribution to reducing university dropout during the
first year of the degree.

The modeling carried out using the systemic—structural—functional research method is described
below:

Components of the genesis of the university retention process up to the first year of the degree:

a) Vocational training.

b) Career guidance.

c) Professional reaffirmation.

These components are developed with different objectives and contents, systematically,
coherently, and they maintain close dialectical relationships among themselves. Students
progressively develop their personality and professional inclinations based on learning
experiences, combined with social influences. Systematizing professional guidance stands, as
both a process and a quality, in the mediation of the construction of meanings and feelings about
professions. This equips them with the necessary knowledge so that, when the time comes, they
can consciously choose and affirm the profession they wish to study, with full conviction and
professional identity according to the needs of society and their personal interests.
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O Relationships of the components: According to Bertalanffy's General Systems Theory
(1968), the model presents key criteria for pedagogical conception, taking into account
that its synergy promotes collaboration and amplifies coordinated actions in the
educational environment. Entropy helps management processes avoid disorder and
promote organized and efficient structures. Homeostasis ensures stability, allowing
adaptations to changes. Autopoiesis highlights the continuous self-renewal of actions,
resulting in the development of professional motivation, fostering autonomy and the
capacity of institutions to self-organize. These relationships integrate a pedagogy that
gives meaning and purpose to the structure of the model and, consequently, determine
one of its essential functions: those new students, by reaffirming their choice of degree,
remain in their studies.

0 New quality derived from the relationships between components: The development of
professional motivation, as conceived in the pedagogical framework, impacts university
retention outcomes and can be expressed through students' goals, plans, and life
projects, in a future-oriented manner as a preparation for their professional practice. It
constitutes the expression of the emotional experience regarding motivational
fulfillment, through which academic performance is regulated, involving personal
resources such as time perspective, perseverance, flexibility, personalized reflection, and
the active stance taken to achieve professional interests.

Practical application of result

The pedagogical approach for improving retention in Higher Education has been one of the
essential foundations of the 2024 Educational Model (Gallar & Barrios, 2024) implemented at the
International SEK University (UISEK) as a contribution to improving university retention rates.
During the first year of the programes, it is implemented through:

The system of planned and developed actions from the Admissions and Marketing Department
is carried out jointly with all the programs that make up the educational offer and with the set of
schools and colleges in the context of the Metropolitan District of Quito (the fundamental basis
of the institution's on-campus enrollment). These inter-institutional collaboration actions, from
their pedagogical content, are aimed at training, advising, and supporting the needs of
administrators, teaching staff, and families, with the purpose of improving the vocational training
process and professional guidance. Similarly, it serves as feedback to the programs to strengthen
actions in achieving the professional reaffirmation of new students.

The pedagogical strategy that the programs design and implement for new entrants is derived,
among other aspects, from the results of the professional motivation assessment, which allows
for specifying actions within each of the four institutional differentiators with a view to
professional reaffirmation:
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a)

b)

c)

d)

A

Differentiator: Personalization of training contributes to ensuring that syllabus planning aligns
with the strengths, needs, skills, and interests identified in each student, considering their
psychocognitive, personal, motivational, and emotional development.

Differentiator: Internationalization of the educational offering prioritizes those new students
actively participate in productive and service environments within local, national, regional,
and global contexts. This helps them approach their chosen profession with greater
intentionality, understanding its characteristics, employability prospects, and opportunities
for personal growth.

Differentiator of the training in comprehensive hard and soft skills, it is expected that the
integration of teaching, research, and community engagement functions will achieve a
balance between knowledge, know-how, personal development, and social skills as a
foundation for personal formation, and not just the technical skills required by the profession.
Differentiator of Educational Technological Innovation, it is ensured that its use (as a learning
resource and professional tool) enhances a motivational state that is crucial for student
protagonist role. In this, the ethical and responsible use of artificial intelligence and its
associated technologies plays an essential role. These technologies have been shown to adapt
to individual needs, fostering student participation and engagement through tools that enable
interactive exploration, helping to create a more inclusive and effective environment and
increasing students' confidence, including: the use of specialized software with virtual reality,
web and mobile applications, online interactive workshops, and advanced tools with artificial
intelligence.

comparative study between the retention results recorded at the Academic Registry

Directorate of UISEK for the academic periods from 2021 to 2023, compared with the first-year

dropout rate of tertiary-level undergraduate students in Ecuador between 2015 and 2021

(Senescyt, 2022), allows us to confirm the contribution of the application of the pedagogical

approach to improving retention at UISEK (see figure 3).
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Figure 3. Graphical representation comparing the annual variation of university dropout rates between

national data from Ecuador and that recorded at the International SEK University from 2021 to 2023
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Conclusions

The study fully achieved its objective of disseminating a pedagogical approach aimed at
improving student retention in higher education during the first year of degree programs, based
on vocational training and professional guidance. The methodology applied —which combined a
systematic literature review and theoretical modeling through the systemic-structural-functional
method— proved to be effective for understanding the complexity of university dropout and for
constructing a sound, relevant, and applicable conceptual model for the Ecuadorian context.

The document review made it possible to identify epistemological gaps and limitations in the
articulation between Secondary Education and Higher Education, which justified the need to
design a pedagogical conception that would strengthen this relationship. Meanwhile, the
theoretical modeling made it possible to coherently structure the essential components of the
retention process and define the dialectical relationships that give rise to a new quality: the
development of professional motivation as a regulating axis for academic choice and continuity.

The results achieved show that the proposed pedagogical approach is not only theoretically
sound but also applicable within an institutional educational model. Its implementation in
practice helped to enhance actions of support, personalization, internationalization, and
innovation, generating positive impacts on the professional reaffirmation of new entrants.
Consequently, the proposal constitutes a viable and necessary strategy to strengthen university
retention from a comprehensive and coordinated perspective.
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