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Abstract: is article aims to review the effects of policies on access to higher
education in Ecuador. e method used was a statistical and qualitative analysis of
the research methodology: documentary, statistical and with interviews, aimed at
producing discussion and recommendations on public policies and the fulfillment of
the 2010-2017 objectives. Results show how these changes manifest through university
evaluations and their categorization, planning of quality management processes in
teaching and relevance of academic offers to ensure applicants’ admissions system is
meritocratic. is higher education policy has led to a paradoxical situation in the
system, both at national level and within higher education institutions.
Higher education; education policy; Ecuador; access; university reform.
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Resumen: El presente artículo tiene como objetivo revisar los efectos que la política
tiene sobre el sistema de ingreso a la educación superior de Ecuador. Como método
se realizó un análisis estadístico y cualitativo de la metodología de investigación:
documental, estadístico y de entrevistas, para elaborar una discusión y recomendaciones
sobre las políticas públicas y el cumplimiento de los objetivos de 2010 a 2017. Los
resultados muestran cómo estos cambios se manifiestan mediante las evaluaciones de las
universidades y su categorización, la planificación de procesos de gestión de calidad en
la enseñanza y la pertinencia de la oferta académica para garantizar que el sistema de
ingreso de los postulantes sea de manera meritocrática.La política de educación superior
ha provocado una situación paradójica en este sistema, tanto en el ámbito nacional como
dentro de cada institución de educación superior.
Palabras clave: Educación superior, política de educación, Ecuador, acceso, reforma
universitaria.

INTRODUCTION

e motives that have prompted this investigation are based on the
limitations experienced by many applicants before entering university,
these include constraints such as tests that lack clarity in terms of what
is being evaluated (aptitude or knowledge), inefficiency of these tests’
systematic process, shortage in university places and a bottleneck that has
been the result of eliminating universities, whilst modifications are being
made in terms of how to access this system. e aforementioned factors
affecting enrollment behavior from 2012 to date have been studied.
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A debate on quality has taken place amidst the Ecuadorian political
and social agenda, it led to deep changes in university reforms through the
new 2008 Constitution and the Organic Law on Higher Education (Ley
Organica de Educacion Superior - LOES), valid since October 12th, 2010
(Asamblea Nacional, 2010). ese reforms strongly imposed policies
for higher education institutions. is process resulted in the definitive
elimination of seventeen universities in Ecuador and in a new regulatory
system to evaluate, accredit and assure quality aer high school, which was
proposed in the new 2010 LOES (CES, 2012).

Objectives of the policies implemented by the Secretary of Higher
Education, Science, Technology and Innovation (SENESCYT, for its
Spanish acronym) focused on:

· Evaluating higher education institutions in a three-stage process
(2009, 2012 and 2014).

· Promoting technical and technological education aimed at changing
the productive matrix.

· Standardizing the access criteria with a test. Enrollment in this Latin
American country reaches eighteen million students who have a Gross
Rate of Higher Education (TBES, for its Spanish acronym) of around
38% (CEPAL, 2013).

erefore, the general objective of this paper is to analyze the policies
and its consequences on the higher education system, specifically the
institutional evaluation and access policies. Accordingly, the effects of
evaluations on higher education institutions will be studied; and the
access policy from 2012 to date will be explained based on three analyses
axes (meritocracy, transparency and affirmative action), with the aim of
noticing effects on applicants (Barbon Perez & Fernandez Pino, 2018;
Vega, Medina, Saquicela, & Espinoza, 2019).

Research Problem

Higher education in Ecuador has traversed profound changes since the
2008 Constitution and the 2010 LOES. e institutional performance
evaluation of higher education institutions, conducted by the National
Council of Evaluation and Accreditation (CONEA, for its Spanish
acronym) between June and October 2009, attempted to focus on
generating elements to build a more efficient policy in higher education
with the ultimate goal of refining and improving it. It all started with
the evaluation of Ecuadorian universities, which took place in 2012 and
was conducted by the current Council of Evaluation, Accreditation and
Quality Assurance of Higher Education in Ecuador (CEAACES, for its
Spanish acronym).

erefore, the work herein starts with an introduction to the university
system in Ecuador, according to the programs they offer (2,804 in 2017),
and proceeds with the research problem framed by the political and
social agenda, which, aside from debating the quality of higher education,
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faced a demand than exceeded the existing offer, challenging. the State
and government’s capacity to guarantee continued quality studies with
demand surpassing 40,000 students, through a contingency plan with
an estimated cost to the State of USD $3,497,718 (SENESCYT, 2015).
Statistics showed that by 2011, 11,196 students registered for the
National Test of Higher Education, while in 2017 the number of students
registered soared to 292,728.

In terms of the offer, a total of 111,422 university places were
available in 2011, but for 2017, the amount was of 123,154. is
means that applicants. increased by 281,532 and university places. by
11,732 (Ramírez, 2018). As demonstrated, a new regulatory system with
evaluation, accreditation and quality assurance processes had to be put in
place.

Governmental policies promoted segmentation of higher education
institutions; moreover, technical and technological institutes were
founded to make up for the elimination of universities and polytechnic
schools. In 2008, 3,309 programs were offered, out of which 277 were
technical and technological. In 2015, 2,012 programs were regularized
in public technical and technological institutes. In 2017, 2,804 programs
were offered and only 1,060 were offered by public technical and
technological institutes (Ramírez, 2018). Hence, there is a pressing need
to balance the demand of higher education with the offer by technical
and technological institutes; in the period of 2012-2014, 100% of the
seventeen universities that were closed were private universities.

It is important to emphasize that higher education is divided in
universities and polytechnic schools, subdivided by funding and academic
offer, in addition to this, by the recent creation of certain higher
institutions to increase academic offer. and reconfigure higher education’s
enrollment (SIGMA, 2015). Amidst this context of strong social
segmentation, higher education has become a privileged tool to improve
insertion in the social spectrum, while, at the same time, guarantee higher
levels of cohesion and integration in a deeply fragmented society. Higher
education is being fragmented into socioeconomic levels. and into types
of higher education institutions.

Depending on the type of higher education institutions, universities
have been categorized with letters A, B, C and D, and others, to
hierarchize them based on quality, as the following table shows. is has
a bearing on meritocratic processes to access universities and could hold
students accountable for their social origins and discriminate them based
on entry to a certain university.
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Table 1.
Universities, polytechnic schools, technical and technological

institutes with the highest demand and Categories (2017)
Source: SENESCYT (2017). Compiled by the author.

Public Problem

In the framework. of the concept of “good living” (Buen vivir, in
Spanish)., education is regarded as a public asset that is free of charge,
it is also a priority and strategic area of development. us, in the quest
for guaranteeing fair access to education, the SENESCYT, through its
National System of Placement and Admission (SNNA, for its Spanish
acronym), executes the public policy in charge of regulating access to
public higher education institutions, following the principles of equal
opportunities, meritocracy and transparency (PNBV, 2013).

A critical issue that deserves the greatest concentration of educational
policies is access to higher education institutions. According to Ferreyra,
Avitabile, Botero, Haimovich and Urzua (2017), there is an upsurge
in third-level students in Latin America, but this situation is a sign of
warning about the difficulties they face to graduate, the coverage rate went
from 21% in 2000 to 43% in 2013 in the region. e increase is equivalent
to twenty million students attending one of the ten thousand higher
education institutions in Latin America and the Caribbean. Pertaining to
Ecuadorian universities, Rene Ramirez, former secretary of SENESCYT,
declared that enrollment rose thirteen percentage points since 2006,
currently, there are over 303,000 new students.

Which is why the public problem of this research is to find the
best possible selection system to access higher education institutions.
e definition of “best” aims at harmonizing elements or factors that
come closer to a fairer selection system; meaning a system that is not so
limited and that balances factors such as meritocracy, transparency and
affirmative action.
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Changes or reconfigurations of enrollment are influenced by value
criteria such as meritocracy, transparency and affirmative action. In that
context, the main question posed by this study may be defined as follows:
How did the 2010 reforms influence the admissions and placement
system used to access higher education in Ecuador? Taking into account
the indicators of meritocracy and quality with the variables of reform and
access to higher education, the contradiction of shutting down garage
universities becomes evident, while at the same time access to higher
education was modified; therefore, the following is the hypothesis of this
research: 2010 reforms have not been enough to make way for a fairer
selection of participants because they emphasize a meritocratic approach
above other elements such as affirmative action and development of
capacities in contexts of exclusion and transparency.

METHOD

e method used was a statistical and qualitative analysis of the research
methodology: documentary, statistical and with interviews, aimed at
producing discussion and recommendations on public policies and the
fulfillment of the 2010-2017 objectives

e research strategies comprised the use of documentary analysis,
bibliographic and statistical compilations, with fundamental reading
on accountability concerning higher education. Experts in revolution
through knowledge and human talent were interviewed, i.e., officials
that take part in the process of reforming access to higher education
and people indirectly involved or who suffered the consequences of
the initial institutional changes. ese enable a confrontation of the
selection system and complement statistical data with qualitative field
work through interviews.

Recent papers and documents published in journals, books and
conferences of regional institutional organizations were analyzed.
Additionally, sources of international stakeholders are directly described,
e.g., United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) and the UNESCO International Institute for Higher
Education in Latin America and the Caribbean (IESALC). e approach
has a multidisciplinary methodology, judging by the topic of study. On
the other hand, a chart of the variables of higher education and access
was employed, as seen in the following Table. Moreover, a descriptive
methodological approach was developed, which complemented the
statistical techniques of the most important databases.
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Table 2.
Operationalization of variables in higher education

Source: LOES (2012). Compiled by the author.

Table 3.
Operationalization of access to higher education

Source: SNNA (2014). Compiled by the author.

e analysis le out standards implemented by international
organizations for Latin American countries. Based on guidelines by
several international organizations dedicated to education, the higher
education policy is set in a managerial-like institutional framework,
which introduces new operation rules and efficacy and efficiency
instruments into the political administrative machine (Roqueñi, 2017).
Also, countries adjust their policies, thus, its extension, reach and
intention may vary between countries depending on the existing higher
education system and on the educational policy that the government has
prioritized. Ecuador has an educational policy based on good living, as
delved into in the first chapter.

RESULTS

Despite reforms introduced to the higher education sphere in Ecuador
and of having been regarded as a favorable area to raise enrollment in
practice, shut down of higher education institutions, loss of programs
in different fields and applicants’ limitations to access the system
have corroborated an insufficient redesign of the higher education
institutional policy to guarantee access to higher education by any
individual.

In order to explain this particular situation, a set of proposals were
developed throughout this research which allowed to fulfill the study’s
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objectives. In a few words, a theoretical framework was defined and the
topic’s problem was identified to clarify the approach of the Ecuadorian
educational policy.

Likewise, and with the objective of determining the feasibility of the
equitable policy proposal, a comparison between education systems in the
last six years led to a demonstration of the potentialities, strengths and
advantages that could be achieved regarding access, due to the fact that the
set of installed capacities in each higher education institution (categorized
A-D) would allow greater use of said resources, offer, infrastructure,
and especially of academic teaching, while prompting the demand of
university education at regional level and in cities with more coveted
institutions, playing the game of meritocratic policies supported on a
transparent system and a quota policy favoring the criteria of affirmative
action.

Later on came a study of value criteria of meritocracy, transparency
and affirmative action of three previous systems, these systems existed
before reaching the conclusion that the last selection system is the most
suitable as long as the recommendations herein are applied. Meritocracy
(not to the liking of all of the beneficiaries) segregated those who got
a place from those who did not. A fact that proved that, despite the
rhetoric of the most suitable candidate to get a place, the bottleneck
caused by the elimination of higher education institutions and the lack of
capacity by existing universities (including State, SNNA and INEVAL)
to offer enough programs have exerted more weight with disagreements
and pending negotiations to deal with the new problem to be solved: less
places for applicants.

Despite conditions to which higher education institutions were subject
in order to favor quality, implying interventions to categorize and/
or recategorize them in a top-down hierarchy, signs of stagnation are
evident. is due to shortcomings discovered in the fieldwork with
interviews to key informants of the institutional reform process. In
addition to constant divergencies among higher education institutions, as
a result of a lack of contextualization process of their situation as public
entities (in terms of policies and autonomy), this is an issue in which
SENESCYT has lost its goal of changing institutions instead of getting
rid of those that failed to fulfill the mandatory requisites and parameters.

Also, factual weaknesses and disadvantages arising from said
institutional reforms have been considered, in particular, for the
meritocracy variable concerning access. is is why it was defined that,
in spite of the considerable political benefits of assigning a category, the
absence of coordination between the system and universities, polytechnic
schools and technical and technological institutions affects the possibility
of meeting the end goal of offering equitable public education for all. Yet,
the evaluation policy has been effective and it has fulfilled its objectives
(stated in the introduction of this work), it managed to do so through
classification, and some higher education institutions have encouraged
the application of legal and administrative criteria (academia, research,
organization and infrastructure).
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However, as for teachers that are forcibly retired at the age of 65, it
must be underlined that their age does not immediately imply senility. In
fact, there is a premise stating that brilliant people are being disregarded
based and forced to retire academia solely due to their age.

On the other hand, criteria of access policy: meritocracy, transparency
and affirmative action were fulfilled, but the argument is based on critique
towards the lack of installed capacity of higher education institutions and
students that are lagging behind as per the system.

e proposal of public policy begins with the improvement of higher
education institutions’ variable of quality, which triggers the second
proposal that consists in the policy of fairness in access by modifying
the redesign of value criteria (meritocracy, transparency and affirmative
action). is entails a process of universalization prior to the evaluation
of institutions and a review of teams and laboratories (existing or missing)
in higher education.

An important critique to the evaluation policy consists in the drastic
decision of eradicating higher education institutions. What is required
is the definition of a quota for institutional levels that are not so well
equipped, in order to increase the social criteria of contextualization. is
is a likely solution, albeit not a very academic one.

Pertaining access policy, the moment meritocracy takes a turn towards
egalitarian speech, it completely loses perspective about context and
difference of conditions, thus, if equality means providing the same
to everybody, equity means justice in every situation. erefore, in an
investor wellbeing State, equity is necessary to obtain effectiveness of
equal opportunities. Consequently, one of the first conclusions is the
need to prioritize the equal preparation of each individual during the
unified general high school (bachillerato general unificado - BGU), also
known as secondary education.

e problem of whether to hold back or push meritocracy towards
the job market becomes evident, a debate emerges concerning the fact
that a selection system may assess a person’s capacity to attain a score to
be admitted to higher education, while the rest of the process (with its
advantages and limitations) could simply prove that the person is capable
of passing an exam (of many in the foreseeable future) if he or she can
get a place to study. However, with change comes resistance, and research
studies such as this one, get involved in emerging social movements with
the aim of championing radical tendencies to limit or restrict access to
higher education.

Although access is mediated by the higher education system and higher
education institutions, it is not enough for a test to be an indispensable
and legitimate mechanism to enter the system. Interviewees agree on the
fact that higher education has a structural problem.

To test the hypotheses, the critique to the selection system is reiterated,
an inclusive democratization of access to higher education has not been
enough since there are many students lagging behind who decide to
leave the system before taking the higher education test, in addition to
the fact that the population who decide to take it come from different
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social classes. Hence, each applicant’s individual inequalities become
individual differences, the intention is to hold applicants accountable for
not entering a higher education institution, they failed to take advantage
of the equal opportunities that were offered to them (Alban Taipe &
Mauricio Sánchez, 2018).

Moreover, intellectual merit may open the doors of university to
anyone (in theory) because wealth, cultural capital and opportunities
are unequally distributed (Shea, 2010); meaning, the consequence of the
principle of meritocracy benefits middle and high classes, but affects social
groups with larger disadvantages (Barbon Perez & Fernandez Pino, 2018;
Jimenez Alvarez, Vega, Capa Mora, Fierro Jaramillo, & Miguitama, 2019;
Miranda-Calderon, Angulo-Hernandez, & Roman-Lopez, 2018).

e structure of the universal system in education should focus
on equality of results since a very specific public policy problem is
identified; instead of accentuating the topic of educational system’s
equal opportunities, more emphasis should be placed on the fact
that each individual’s life conditions are different. Universal structures
are concerned with generalizing only equal opportunities, creating a
lack of preparation and of contextualization of university applicants,
and therefore, failure to take discretionary measures and consider
individualization. Also, it is assumed that applicants possess the same
knowledge and preparation and that students who wish to access different
higher education institutions should not be evaluated following the same
standards (Jimenez Alvarez et al., 2019).

So, evaluation must take into account a more robust policy of quotas
to safeguard access of minorities over majorities with places reserved for
them before each test. is is how equal opportunities fail to modify
preexisting inequality conditions with which people access services of
higher education. e stance of the research herein is that the idea
of meritocracy is idealistic because passing prior tests is dependent on
applicants’ socioeconomic levels of origin.

In terms of selection systems, it is concluded that reforms to admissions
and placement systems to access higher education in Ecuador since 2010
have had positive aspects, such as the elimination of garage universities
and increased enrollment. But negative aspects prevail, such as the
frustration of applicants who fail to get a place in their aspired third-
level program, a system limited by a test as mechanism of discriminatory
measurement of skills in an unequal context of applicants, lack of installed
capacity of higher education institutions, and as a result, a scant offer of
places.

It was contradictory to eliminate garage universities while modifying
the way to access higher education, this decision led to a “funnel”:
the system was trying to increase and reconfigure enrollment, plus the
number of higher education institutions was declining. Additionally, it
placed a very heavy load on universities with popular and in-demand
programs. e ideal scenario would be to replicate the same programs in
other universities.
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DISCUSSION

Future evaluations should be voluntarily conducted by higher education
institutions with the aim of improving their quality and participating
in the intervention, to ultimately boost institutions’ installed capacity
by means of more assistance from the State, which would consequently
increase university places.

Placement must take place in high school prior to taking the higher
education test because higher education institutions cannot be liable
for the knowledge level, therefore the State has to act and put in place
evaluations for educational units in primary and secondary education, not
to close them or shut them down, but to help level private and public
schools that are below the academic standard.

Moreover, there must be a strategy to reopen higher education
institutions that have been shut down and mechanisms to elevate their
service quality. Meaning, not closing down universities but generating
cofounding schemes for those institutions that fail to reach established
academic standards, providing technical assistance, human resources
among other elements.

For instance, professional internship programs could be temporarily
implemented in understaffed higher education institutions, this would
indirectly impact jobs for young people and alumni could become
temporary teachers there.

A survey to high school graduates who plan on enrolling in the higher
education system is recommended, the objective is to explore their higher
education institutions and professional programs of choice in the system’s
offer to see if they choose it, the influence at knowledge level in their
selection of private higher education institutions, and the combination of
study and work of students in public higher education institutions.

e design of the institutional evaluation policy failed to consider
the fact that the elimination of higher education institutions would
increase the deficit of university places. In the program selection stage, the
system could discriminate between two options in programs. Meaning,
at the moment of choosing their top option, the student could choose a
program related to his/her first choice, e.g., jurisprudence programs.

On the other hand, an increase in the number of places in higher
education does not necessarily entail broadening access to a wider array
of social groups. Intellectual merit depends on income, cultural capital
and opportunities, which are unevenly distributed. Ecuador has tried to
expand access without overhauling meritocratic selection; from 2012 to
date, many applicants have had scores above the reference score, yet they
do not get into the programs of their choice.

e discussion on meritocracy is based on the fact that it is a segregating
variable, when students are invited to participate in this process, they
feel like they deserve it but, at the same time, they think poor students
deserve to be disadvantaged because they have not worked hard, so, they
deserve the suffering that comes along with poverty. Despite the fact
that the Ecuadorian system brags about evaluating aptitude instead of
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knowledge, there is an enduring belief that members of the elite excel at
exams and at getting places because they are intelligent and industrious.
It is here where the role of a placement stage comes in because the process
needs to be modified. It is suggested that placement shis from higher
education institutions to secondary education, as seen in Chapter 3, if
the applicant’s score in the test is not of at least 600/1,000, he/she must
repeat the academic year, therefore, that limitation could dwindle along
with flexible modifications.

roughout this research, it was verified that public universities have
10% of its places for indigenous people, afro Ecuadorians, Montuvios,
people with disabilities and in prison; 5% of its places for particular
universities; and between 5% - 15% for private universities. Nevertheless,
a place for the upcoming term could be reserved for applicants whose
score was the necessary historic score (extraordinary scores). Also, a
minimum increase of 50% on the policy of quotas for historically
marginalized people is suggested.

Superiority and efficiency of municipal and private teaching provides
students with minimum “aptitude” or knowledge for entry, as per ENES.
But they all have the opportunity to access a higher education institution.
e problem is not a lack of opportunity but of an analysis of which
category of institution they enter based on socioeconomic quintiles,
ethnicity and gender. In future research, it would be interesting to know
to which categories of higher education institutions did marginalized
groups enter, since this would lead to a conclusion if the inclusion was
equal or unequal.

Interviews conducted unveiled a critical fact, numerically, there are
enough places to deal with the demand, but not qualitatively. Universities
had to settle not just with offering places for their potential installed
capacity but with planning increases in infrastructure and human talent
for offer to be able to grow. Additionally, aside from the fact that
professional vocation and places are lacking, the system should focus on
improving professional vocation offering programs related with students’
top choice.

e proposal of the equitable access policy consists of two stages. First,
the test must evaluate aptitude and knowledge as long as these go hand in
hand with an increase in racial and socioeconomic quotas with priority in
public universities. Likewise, support must be granted to those who are
not among marginalized groups with a reserved place, providing that they
attain the required scores.

Quantitative growth of female participation in higher education has
diminished the focus on gender inequalities; in Ecuador, female presence
is expressed through their participation in top performance groups
(GAR, for its Spanish acronym) in ENES results for September 2015. e
share was of 54% for women and 46% for men. However, this does not
imply that the share of female population in knowledge areas is leveled,
but that it is mainly concentrated in Social Sciences and Humanities.

In terms of equity, it is argued that the educational system must look
for a combination between merit (evaluate aptitude and knowledge) and
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affirmative action. Meaning that policy should, aside from entry results,
look over students in higher education institutions’ capacity to sustain
themselves and successfully culminate their program. Also, it is suggested
to close the gap between schools with less quality and schools with top
quality to assist the former and acknowledge the origins (along with
the tools needed to sustain this practice), making them have a sense of
belonging. e challenge is that the State has already defined its priority
programs. e way to make this viable is with students’ social fight to
demand their programs of choice.

Finally, it has been argued in this work that the evaluation policy has
had drastic effects on education since it segmented its higher education
system. Due to this hierarchization, applicants enter higher education
institutions with differentiated quality. i.e., every applicant has a place, yet
not every institution has the same quality. Second, the access policy has
le many applicants behind due to the elimination of higher education
institutions and a lack of attention in creating new institutions that are
not just technical but also technological.

In sum, the higher education policy has resulted in a paradoxical
situation for the higher education system, at national level and within
each higher education institution: on the one hand, the closure of higher
education institutions based on budget restrictions to the institutions’
autonomy, both in public and private sectors, which have become
elitist due to limitations of places; and on the other hand, a significant
increase of demand in selection tests, with higher education institutions
strongly segmented based on academic developments (differentiated in
categories A, B, C and D). erefore, despite having access to technical
and technological institutions, beneficiaries are not able to enroll in
their program of choice; fostering differentiated quality teaching favors
unequal inclusion and persistence of inequalities.
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