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ABSTRACT 

In recent years, higher education has emphasized competency-based training to adapt to national and 

international labor needs, which demands a transformation in educational roles. University dropouts, 

especially in health careers such as nursing and physiotherapy, have increased due to factors such as the 

lack of vocational guidance, socioeconomic conditions, and the COVID-19 pandemic. This study 

investigates transversal competencies and risk factors for dropping out in first-year students of these 

disciplines in a post-pandemic context. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In recent years, higher education has focused its efforts on the design of competency-based training 

programmes, with the aim of adapting these programmes to the needs of insertion both nationally and 

internationally. This holistic and inclusive approach to the environment requires a transformation of 

traditional roles in education (Cardoso, Cerecedo, & Ramos, 2019; Yáñez, 2020). 

For health sciences students to successfully complete their studies and perform professionally, it is 

essential that they develop key competencies such as teamwork, critical thinking, decision-making, and the 

ability to adapt to changes. In addition, they must face internal and external factors that can influence the 

continuity of their career, such as socioeconomic conditions, family situation and academic performance.  

However, in recent years an increase in university student dropout has been observed, so it has been 

interesting to explore the factors that cause such dropout (Cortés-Cáceres, Álvarez, Llanos, & Castillo, 

2019). Dropout refers to the process of abandonment, voluntary or forced, of the career in which a student 

is enrolled, influenced by internal or external circumstances (Del Carmen, 2014). This phenomenon is 

multifaceted and significantly affects higher education, especially in health careers such as nursing and 

physiotherapy. Dropout implies not only a loss of educational opportunities for students, but also a 

significant economic and social cost for institutions and the country. 
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Dropout in careers related to health sciences is also a critical problem. In the case of nursing and 

physiotherapy students, studies carried out in various regions have identified key factors that contribute to 

this problem, identifying that it has a multifactorial origin, mainly highlighting vocational, ethnic, gender, 

and economic factors, among others (Romero-Encalada et al., 2020; Ryan, et al. 2021). A high percentage 

of students choose these careers without sufficient knowledge of the profession or due to a lack of other 

options, leading to a high dropout rate. In addition, most students are financially dependent on their 

families, which aggravates the situation when financial conditions are not favorable. 

Dropout is also influenced by a lack of adequate vocational guidance. The choice of a university 

career is a complex process that involves multiple factors, such as self-concept and the image of the career 

(Hidalgo Blanco, 2017). The lack of vocational guidance and the wide variety of career options also 

generate uncertainty and anxiety among students, which contributes to dropout and poor academic 

performance (Aguirre Zazueta & Ontiveros Herrera, 2024). 

In the case of nursing and physiotherapy, intrinsic factors such as the desire to care and the sense of 

social usefulness are determinants, but the lack of guidance can lead to unfounded career choices, resulting 

in frustration and abandonment. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated these challenges, affecting higher education globally and 

increasing dropout rates. According to UNESCO (2022), the pandemic impacted 94% of students 

worldwide, transforming face-to-face classes into virtual ones and aggravating the economic crisis, which 

has negatively influenced educational continuity. 

The first year of university is particularly critical in terms of dropout rates (Silva-Laya, 2011). This 

period is characterized by a pedagogical, cultural, and generational break compared to high school, where 

students enter a new institution, changing the forms of school work and relationships with teachers and 

peers (Guzmán et al., 2022). 

Added to all of the above is the situation generated by the COVID-19 pandemic, which complicated 

the educational landscape by transforming face-to-face classes into online classes, along with an economic 

crisis that affected a large part of the population. According to the United Nations (UN, 2020), the 

pandemic affected 94% of students worldwide. 

This study aims to identify the transversal competencies of nursing and physiotherapy students and 

the risk factors for dropping out in the post-pandemic context, given that they have returned to face-to-face 

learning with the "new normal" after confinement at home. 

 

OBJECTIVE 

To identify transversal competencies and risk factors for university dropout in first-year 

physiotherapy and nursing students. 



 
  

 
 

METHODOLOGY 

A quantitative study of descriptive cross-sectional design was carried out, focused on students of 

the first and second semester of the physiotherapy and nursing careers of a private school in Jalisco, 

Mexico. A total of 61 students were included in the study, 30 nursing students and 31 physiotherapy 

students, using convenience sampling. For data collection, seven scales were applied to measure 

competencies in Critical Thinking, Decision Making, Time Management, Planning and Organization, 

Teamwork, Problem Solving and Emotional Competence. In addition, a questionnaire was used to evaluate 

the risk factors associated with university student dropout, including individual, institutional, 

socioeconomic, and academic aspects. 

The data obtained were presented using measures of central tendency and dispersion. For 

quantitative variables, the mean was used, while for qualitative variables, percentages were used. A 

descriptive analysis was carried out to determine the level of professional competencies, classifying them 

as high, medium and low according to this criterion. Subsequently, a comparison was made between the 

two groups using Student's t-test for independent samples, and a statistically significant difference was 

considered if the p-value was less than or equal to 0.05. Likewise, a frequency analysis was carried out to 

identify the factors associated with dropout. All participants gave their informed consent and the study 

protocol was evaluated and approved by the university's research and bioethics committees. 

 

DEVELOPMENT 

30 nursing students and 31 physiotherapy students were included. The mean age was 20.08 ± 2.084 

years.   Most live with both parents, 87.1% in physiotherapy and 66.7% in nursing depend economically on 

third parties, in addition 71% of physiotherapy do not work, while in nursing 50% work. More than 60% 

feel very attached to their family. Regarding their relationship situation, 64.5% in physiotherapy and 70% 

in nursing are single. The vast majority of students do not have children (96%). Only 15% of students have 

illnesses or physical limitations that they consider can support their academic performance 

Graph 1 shows the percentage distribution of students in three levels of proficiency, low, medium 

and high, in various areas.  Students show the highest competencies in critical thinking, teamwork, and 

emotional competence, with more than 75% of them achieving high levels in these areas. On the other 

hand, the areas with the greatest need for improvement are problem solving, and time management, where 

a more significant percentage of students at low levels is observed.  

 



 
  

 
 

 
 

The comparison analysis did not show significant differences (p<0.5), however, physiotherapy 

students have higher levels of competencies compared to nursing students, mainly in critical thinking, 

emotional competence, decision-making and problem solving (See Table I). 

 

Table I. Level of competition by career 

Competence Physiotherapy Infirmary 

Time management Frequency % Frequency % 

Low 4 12.9 3 10 

Middle 3 9.7 5 16.7 

High 24 77.4 22 73.3 

Planning and organization 

Low 3 9.7 3 10 

Middle 6 19.4 5 16.7 

High 22 71 22 73.3 

Teamwork 

Low 2 6.5 1 3.3 

Middle 4 12.9 5 16.7 

High 25 80.6 24 80 

 

Critical thinking 

Low 0 0 1 3.3 

Middle 3 10 7 23.3 

High 27 90 22 73.3 

Decision-making 

Low 1 3.2 1 3.4 

Middle 7 22.6 9 31 

High 23 74.2 19 65.5 

Emotional competence 

Low 2 6.5 5 16.7 

Middle 1 3.3 5 16.7 

High 28 90.34 28 66.7 

Troubleshooting 

Low 0 0 1 3.3 

Middle 26 83.9 27 90 

High 5 16.1 2 6.7 

 



 
  

 
 

Regarding the analysis of the risk factors for dropout perceived by physiotherapy and nursing 

students, several critical areas were identified that can influence their academic performance and continuity 

in their studies (See Table II). 

When examining factors that influence their learning process, it was observed that more than half of 

the physiotherapy students (54.8%) show difficulties in managing their time effectively, compared to 

nursing where a lower proportion (33.3%) is reported. Physiotherapy students (48.4%) indicate difficulties 

in maintaining concentration, while in nursing only 36.7% report it. Regarding the lack of an adequate 

place to study, both careers have similar percentages, 19.4% in physiotherapy and 20% in nursing. Nursing 

students (30%) perceive greater difficulty in understanding the topics than physiotherapy students (22.6%). 

Finally, lack of interest or motivation is more common in physiotherapy (12.9%) than in nursing (20%). 

The main reasons they perceive as a cause for failing a course differ between the two programs, 

with transportation being a significant problem for a high percentage of physiotherapy students (54.8%) 

compared to nursing students (20%), while economic problems were mentioned more frequently by 

physiotherapy students (35.5%) compared to nursing students (30%). Work (33.3%) and caring for a 

family member or child (26.7%) is a more common cause in nursing than in physiotherapy (29% and 

19.4% respectively). 

Regarding the reasons for considering dropping out of the career, a greater number of nursing 

students (33.3%) consider economic problems as a reason for dropping out compared to physiotherapy 

(25.8%), the results are similar when addressing the lack of satisfaction with the career, a slightly more 

common reason in nursing (20%) than in physiotherapy (19.4%). Personal and/or family problems have 

similar percentages, with 22.6% in physiotherapy and 23.3% in nursing. 

  



 
  

 
 

Table II. Risk factors perceived by students 

 
 

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 

The aim of this study was to identify transversal competencies and risk factors for university 

dropout in first-year physiotherapy and nursing students. The competencies of critical thinking, emotional 

competence, decision-making and problem solving are the areas where the greatest differences are 

observed between the study groups, in these, physiotherapy students show higher levels of performance 

compared to their nursing peers, suggesting the need to strengthen the development of these competencies 

in nursing programs to reduce these differences. 

Although students have strong interpersonal and thinking skills, they could benefit from more 

support and resources in improving their problem-solving and time management skills. 

To address dropout challenges in nursing and physiotherapy careers, a variety of strategies must be 

implemented. First, it is crucial to increase opportunities for financial support, especially for nursing 

students, to alleviate the economic burdens that contribute to dropout.  

Second, improving career guidance and counseling programs can increase career satisfaction and 

reduce dropout. In addition, increasing psychological and family support services is essential to help 

students manage personal and family problems that affect their academic continuity. Simplifying and 

improving administrative processes can reduce the bureaucratic barriers students face. Finally, reviewing 



 
  

 
 

and making class schedules more flexible will allow you to better accommodate the individual needs of 

students. Implementing these measures can significantly help reduce the dropout rate and improve the 

academic experience of students in both majors. 
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