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Abstract

Higher education in southern Mexico faces socio-environmental vulnerability, territorial inequality, and
rising demand for sustainable and regenerative tourism professionals, requiring socioformative
approaches and academic mentoring aligned with the Sustainable Development Goals and regional
needs. Objective: This study designs and implements an integrative Learning Unit linking tourism,
environment, and socioformative mentoring to strengthen comprehensive higher education training.
Methodology: A qualitative Participatory Action Research approach was applied between September
2023 and December 2024 at the Autonomous University of Guerrero, through contextual diagnosis,
collaborative curricular design, and pilot evaluation using interviews, document analysis, workshops,
field observation, and a competency-based rubric. Results: Results show strong student acceptance of
active, situated learning, improved critical thinking, territorial awareness, and sustainability
competencies. Mentoring enhanced motivation, self-regulation, and professional orientation, while dual
education reinforced theory—practice integration. Conclusions: The model is viable, replicable, and
context-sensitive, fostering transformative learning and supporting equitable territorial development in
southern Mexico within higher education tourism programs globally.

Learning Unit: Sustainable tourism and socio-formative mentoring

Objetive Methodology Results Conclusions
Design and implement Qualitative research Critical thinking Viable and replicable mode
Integrated Learning Unit Participatory action Integration of theory-practice Contextualized training
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Resumen

La educacion superior en el sur de México enfrenta vulnerabilidad socioambiental y desigualdad territorial, ademas
de demanda de profesionales en turismo sostenible y regenerativo, lo que exige enfoques socioformativos y
mentoria académica alineados con los Objetivos de Desarrollo Sostenible. Objetivo: Disefiar e implementar una
Unidad de Aprendizaje que articule turismo, medio ambiente y mentoria socioformativa para fortalecer la
formacion integral. Metodologia: Se aplicd Investigacion Accion Participativa cualitativa entre 2023 y 2024 en la
Universidad Autonoma de Guerrero, mediante diagnostico contextual, disefio curricular colaborativo y pilotaje
con entrevistas y analisis documental. Resultados: Se registro alta aceptacion del aprendizaje activo y situado, con
mejoras en pensamiento critico, conciencia territorial y competencias en sostenibilidad. La mentoria fortalecid
motivacion y orientacion profesional, y la educacién dual integrd. Conclusiones: EI modelo es viable y replicable,
promueve aprendizaje transformador y contribuye al desarrollo territorial equitativo en el sur de México.

Unidad de aprendizaje: Turismo sustentable y mentoria socioformativa

Objetivo Metodologia Resultados Conclusiones
Disefiar e implementar Investigacién cualitativa Pensamiento critico Modelo viable y replicable
Unidad de Aprendizaje Accion participativa Integracidn teoria-practica  Formacion contextualizada
Integradora
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1. Introduction

In recent years, higher education in Latin America-and particularly in Mexico-has shifted toward more
inclusive and sustainable models, in line with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the 2023
Agenda. This transformation has prioritized equitable access and retention for historically vulnerable
groups through public policies aimed at mitigating structural inequalities in Higher Education Institutions
(HEIs) (Didou Apetit, 2023; Ramirez-Montoya et al., 2022).

Within this horizon, the 2030 Agenda and Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) argue
that universities should develop capacities to act on complex socio-environmental problems, beyond
transmitting content. UNESCO’s Roadmap for ESD 2030 emphasizes mainstreaming sustainability
across curricula, teacher training, and community engagement through action-based learning (UNESCO,
2020). Likewise, the proposal for a new social contract for education reinforces social justice,
cooperation, and care for the planet as core axes of higher education (UNESCO, 2021).

Consistent with the above, several sustainability competency frameworks are useful for guiding
tourism education. Highlighted competencies include systems thinking, anticipatory, normative,
strategic, and interpersonal competencies (Wiek et al., 2011). A Delphi study identified key competencies
for addressing global challenges, for example, critical thinking, dealing with complexity, cooperation,
and participation, and recommended incorporating them explicitly into university teaching (Rieckmann,
2012). In practice, these competencies are strengthened through experiential pedagogies (service-
learning, projects with territorial stakeholders, problem-solving) and authentic, evidence-based
assessments (Lozano et al., 2017; Condori-Chura et al., 2024).

From the socioformation perspective, proposed by Tobdn (2017) and further developed in the
tourism context by Nifio-Gutiérrez (2020, 2025a), university education should focus on developing life
competencies and solving real-world problems (Bastida-1zaguirre & Nifio-Gutiérrez, 2025). This
approach is particularly relevant in regions such as southern Mexico-Guerrero, Oaxaca, and Chiapas-
where social, environmental, and economic challenges converge and call for comprehensive educational
interventions.

Within this framework, socioformative methodology applied to tourism, the environment, and
effective mentoring constitutes a pertinent approach to articulate knowledge, skills, and attitudes that
foster sustainable development (Nifio-Castillo, 2019). This proposal aligns with the Guidelines of the
National Development Plan 2019-2024, particularly initiatives such as the “JOvenes Escribiendo el
Futuro” program, which provided financial support to students living in poverty-preferably Indigenous
or Afro-descendant-to ensure their persistence in higher education (Pérez Ramos et al., 2025).

Sustainable tourism has gained strategic importance in academic programs in the south of the
country, given the need to balance economic growth, environmental conservation, and community well-
being (UNWTO, 2022). In this context, the design and implementation of a Learning Unit (LU) is
proposed that integrates principles of regenerative tourism, environmental management, and
socioformative mentoring to train professionals capable of contributing positively to their territories.

This emphasis becomes even more relevant in the face of climate change, which increases risks
for tourism destinations (extreme events, water stress, coastal degradation) and demands mitigation and
adaptation capacities in the sector. IPCC syntheses emphasize that tourism is vulnerable to climate
impacts and that effective responses require multi-actor coordination, territorial planning, and shifts in
consumption and mobility patterns-issues that should be reflected in university education (IPCC, 2021;
IPCC, 2022).

Regional context and institutional background. In states such as Guerrero, Oaxaca, and Chiapas,
several public universities have incorporated courses related to tourism and the environment. For
example, the Autonomous University of Guerrero (AUGro) has strengthened its offer in Tourism
Management, while in Oaxaca institutions such as the Autonomous University Benito Juarez of Oaxaca
(UABJO) and the System of State Universities of Oaxaca (SSUQO) address topics of sustainability and
biocultural heritage. In Chiapas, the Autonomous University of Chiapas (AUCH) offers programs in
alternative tourism and environmental education.
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According to Gonzalez et al. (2022), the higher education offers in Oaxaca shows marked
territorial inequalities, so access should be prioritized in areas with high levels of marginalization.
Likewise, in Chiapas 921 educational programs were registered across 183 HEIs during the 2022-2023
cycle, with a low percentage of researchers affiliated with the National System of Researchers (NSR),
which indicates a limited scientific production capacity in the region (Bermudez, 2024). An illustrative
case is the 'Centro de Cultura Ambiental Nu Dhute' in San Andrés Ixtlahuaca, Oaxaca, which promotes
community environmental education and sustainable tourism through experiential learning strategies
(Almaraz Alonso, 2024).

Objectives

The general objective is to design and implement a Learning Unit that articulates tourism, environment,
and socioformative mentoring to strengthen the comprehensive training of higher education students in
southern Mexico. The specific objectives are: (a) to integrate sustainability and regenerative tourism
approaches into the unit’s curricular design; (b) to implement academic mentoring strategies focused on
developing research, social, and ethical competencies; and (c) to synthesize the impact of dual and
participatory methodology on students’ academic and professional performance.

Justification

The regions of southern Mexico are territories of high biodiversity and cultural richness, but they also
face structural poverty, educational lag, and environmental degradation (UNESCO, 2023). In this
scenario, it is strategic to train professionals with territorial sensitivity, environmental awareness, and
capacities for social transformation through higher education. Academic mentoring, in particular, has
proven to be an effective tool to improve student persistence, emotional resilience, and academic
performance in adverse contexts (Herrera-Sanchez et al., 2023; Nifio-Gutiérrez, 2025b).

Theoretical framework

Tourism education has evolved toward a more critical, interdisciplinary, and sustainability-centered
perspective. According to Ramirez-Montoya et al. (2022), higher education should adopt pedagogical
models that integrate competencies for sustainable development, adapted to complex territorial contexts.

In tourism, education for sustainability has been strengthened by transformative learning
approaches that connect classroom and territory. Service-learning experiences and projects with local
stakeholders foster socio-environmental responsibility when students work with real destination
problems and reflect on conservation, justice, and governance (Jamal et al., 2011). Complementarily, in
tourism and hospitality programs, active learning strategies, case studies, simulations, role play,
fieldwork, and problem-based learning have been reported to increase participation and facilitate transfer
to workplace contexts (O’Connor, 2021).

In recent years, alongside the sustainability paradigm, a regenerative approach has gained
prominence. This approach proposes moving from minimizing impacts to contributing to the ecological
and sociocultural revitalization of territories. Conceptual frameworks have been proposed to guide
regenerative transitions in tourism (Bellato et al., 2023), and the need to rethink mindsets, systems, and
practices through collaborative governance has been emphasized (Dredge, 2022). Incorporating these
debates into the Learning Unit broadens the discussion and responds to current challenges in the sector.
Socioformation (Tobdn, 2017) proposes an education based on solving contextualized problems,
collaborative work, and ethical self-regulation. This approach is key in settings such as Guerrero, Oaxaca,
and Chiapas, where professional development should be linked to community well-being.

Academic mentoring, for its part, is recognized as a key formative strategy for strengthening the
relationship between teachers and students. Highlights its value in reflective accompaniment processes
that guide autonomous learning and foster research skills in degree programs such as tourism and
environment. Mentoring promotes meaningful bonds between students and faculty, fostering critical
thinking, self-directed learning, and research skills (Crespo-Garcia et al., 2023; Zamora-Antufiano et al.,
2024).
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Regarding mentoring design, it should not be treated as a generic resource: it is advisable to define
roles, purposes (academic, psychosocial, and professional support), intensity, duration, and follow-up
mechanisms. A design framework suggests describing mentoring through components (structure,
relationship, activities, and evaluation), which facilitates replicability and continuous improvement in
institutions (Dawson, 2014). Evidence indicates that, on average, mentees show better academic and
professional development outcomes, although effects depend on the type of relationship and the quality
of implementation (Eby et al., 2008).

Finally, dual education makes it possible to integrate theoretical training with real work
experiences, strengthening practical competencies in areas such as sustainable tourism (Secretaria de
Educacion Publica, 2024). In Mexico, this model has been adopted by institutions such as the
Autonomous University of Guerrero in order to consolidate contextualized teaching.

Regarding dual education, diagnoses of higher education in Mexico indicate that these models
seek to strengthen the school-business relationship and employability through structured training
placements (OECD, 2019). In the tourism sector, studies on cooperation between learning venues in
hotels show that institutional coordination, clear responsibilities, and joint assessment are necessary
conditions for practice to contribute transferable competencies rather than being reduced to operational
activities with no formative value (Vogelsang et al., 2021).

2. Methodology

The study adopted a qualitative approach aimed at understanding in depth the formative and contextual
processes associated with higher education in tourism in southern Mexico. This approach is particularly
useful when the goal is to interpret complex educational phenomena and construct meaning from the
experiences of the actors involved, beyond statistical quantification.

To remain consistent with participatory action research, it is advisable to make explicit the plan-
act-observe-reflect cycle and participation agreements, ensuring process traceability and the ethical
aspects of working with communities and institutions. Critical action research emphasizes that
participation entails collective learning oriented toward transforming practices; therefore, it is pertinent
to document decisions, evidence, and changes throughout the project (Kemmis et al., 2014). Likewise,
in document and policy analysis, approaches such as READ (Ready your materials, Extract data, Analyze
data, Distill findings) help make transparent criteria for selection, extraction, and synthesis of
information, strengthening the methodological quality of findings (Dalglish et al., 2020; Bowen, 2009).

In line with this approach, a Participatory Action Research (PAR) strategy was adopted,
characterized by actively involving participants in all stages of the research process. IAP not only seeks
to generate knowledge but also to bring about concrete transformations in the setting where it is
conducted. In this case, the transformative action focused on the curricular redesign of a Learning Unit
(LU) in the Tourism Management Bachelor’s program taught by the School of Tourism of the
Autonomous University of Guerrero (AUGro).

This methodology drew on the foundations of socioformation, a pedagogical proposal that
emphasizes collaborative problem solving in the environment, the construction of projects with social
value, and the development of ethical and practical competencies. According to Nifio-Castillo (2019),
this approach is highly relevant in educational contexts where themes such as sustainable tourism,
environmental conservation, and formative inclusion converge.

The methodological design was structured into three sequential phases carried out between
September 2023 and December 2024, detailed below. Phase 1: diagnosis and contextualization
(September 2023-January 2024). In this initial stage, curricular, pedagogical, and territorial needs related
to training in tourism and environment were identified. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with
fifth-semester students, as well as a document analysis of the current curricula. This diagnosis made it
possible to identify strengths and weaknesses in the current curricular design and to make visible
students’ expectations regarding their professional training (Crisp & Cruz, 2021).


https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X14528751
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2007.04.005
https://www.planeacion.sep.gob.mx/Doc/informes/labores/2018-2024/6to_informe_de_labores.pdf
https://www.planeacion.sep.gob.mx/Doc/informes/labores/2018-2024/6to_informe_de_labores.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264309432-en
https://doi.org/10.13152/IJRVET.8.4.4
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-4560-67-2
https://doi.org/10.1093/heapol/czaa064
https://doi.org/10.3316/QRJ0902027
https://doi.org/10.35429/H.2019.1.24.35
https://doi.org/10.35429/H.2019.1.24.35
https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543211004762

77

Phase 2: collaborative design of the Learning Unit (February-June 2024). Based on the findings
from Phase 1 and the Learning Unit model proposed by Nifio-Gutiérrez (2025a), collaborative workshops
were conducted with fifth-semester students in the Tourism Management Bachelor’s program (School of
Tourism, AUGro). These workshops focused on articulating three cross-cutting axes: (i) sustainable and
regenerative tourism, (ii) academic mentoring, and (iii) dual education (linking classroom learning with
the work environment). The purpose was to co-construct a curricular proposal centered on students’
territorial reality, thus promoting comprehensive and contextualized training.

Phase 3: validation, piloting, and evaluation of the proposal (September-December 2024). In this
final stage, the designed Learning Unit was implemented in pilot sessions both in the classroom and in
field settings. An evaluation rubric developed by Nifio-Gutiérrez (2025a) was applied to assess the
relevance, feasibility, and formative impact of the new curricular design. The rubric included criteria for
thematic coherence, methodological adequacy, territorial contextualization, and effectiveness of the
academic mentoring component.

Throughout the process, continuous feedback among students was promoted in order to adjust the
curricular design to the real needs of the sociocultural and ecological environment. This methodological
breakdown reflects an innovative educational proposal in which professional training in tourism is
articulated with values of sustainability, social justice, and active participation. By integrating research
with educational action, the study not only generates knowledge but also fosters meaningful
transformations in the academic and community context.

In summary, the study was conducted under a qualitative approach through Participatory Action
Research (PAR), aimed at the collaborative curricular redesign of a Learning Unit for the Tourism
Management Bachelor’s program at AUGro. It drew on the socioformative methodology applied to
tourism, environment, and effective mentoring in higher education in southern Mexico (Nifio-Castillo,
2019).

Three phases were implemented between September 2023 and December 2024. Building on the
Learning Unit content design proposed by Nifio-Gutiérrez (2025a), collaborative workshops were carried
out with fifth-semester students in the Tourism Management Bachelor’s program at the School of
Tourism (AUGro) in 2024, supported by academic mentoring and dual education. In January 2025, a
feasibility and relevance evaluation rubric was also proposed.

3. Results

In Latin America and Mexico, higher education has been oriented toward achieving the Sustainable
Development Goals and equity in order to increase coverage and inclusion of vulnerable groups and to
reduce barriers to entry and retention in Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) (Didou Apetit, 2023).

The socioformation-by-competencies perspective in higher education emphasizes analysis and
proposals for solving contextual problems such as alteration of natural elements, degradation of natural
landscapes, increasing global drought, and increasing flooding in coastal areas with tourism potential,
among others (Nifio-Gutiérrez, 2020; Tobén et al., 2020).

The pilot group consisted of 30 fifth-semester students from group 501 of the Tourism
Management Bachelor’s program (School of Tourism, AUGro). It included 23 women and seven men,
with an average age of 20 years. This was aligned with the socioformative educational model, which
seeks to achieve sustainable social development in local contexts as far as learning proposed from
academia is linked with civil society to implement territorial actions that enable the gradual recovery of
natural elements-water, soil, vegetation, fauna, air, and fire-in balance with economic activities as
harmoniously as possible (Martinez-ifiiguez et al., 2025).

To follow up on the Guidelines of the National Development Plan 2019-2024 (Gobierno de
México, 2019), corresponding to the federal administration between 2018 and 2024, actions aimed at
persistence in higher education were implemented. A recognized program was “Jovenes Escribiendo el
Futuro”, which provided monthly financial support, targeting students under 29 years of age "in situations
of poverty, preferably Indigenous or Afro-descendant, who are enrolled in an in-person bachelor’s
degree" (Pérez Ramos et al., 2025, p. 3).
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Sustainable tourism has become a priority in academic programs linked to regional development
and environmental conservation. In contexts such as southern Mexico-especially Guerrero, Oaxaca, and
Chiapas-tensions between economic growth, ecological preservation, and community well-being require
innovative educational approaches that train professionals capable of intervening in complex realities.
This study proposes a Learning Unit that combines principles of regenerative tourism, environmental
management, and socioformative mentoring within higher education (Nifio-Gutiérrez, 2025a).

In Guerrero, Oaxaca, and Chiapas, several public universities offer learning units related to
tourism and environment. For example, in Guerrero the Autonomous University of Guerrero (AUGro)
offers programs in areas related to tourism and environmental sciences. In Oaxaca, the Autonomous
University Benito Juarez of Oaxaca (UABJO) and the State University System of Oaxaca (SUNEO) offer
programs that address topics related to tourism and environment. In Chiapas, the Autonomous University
of Chiapas (UNACH) and other institutions offer degrees and courses related to tourism and
sustainability.

In the state of Oaxaca, higher education institutions offer undergraduate and graduate programs
that cover tourism, environment, and effective mentoring. The example of the “Centro de Cultura
Ambiental Nu Dhute” stands out for teaching care for the natural environment and promoting sustainable
tourism flows in the locality of San Andres Ixtlahuaca, Oaxaca (Almaraz Alonso, 2024, p. 10).

Higher education provision in Oaxaca was analyzed by Gonzalez et al. (2022) through two main
lenses: social justice and the right to educational access. Their conclusions highlight that higher education
provision is unequal, inequitable, and unjust across the state at the regional, interregional, and
intraregional levels. In synthesis, they suggest rethinking the location logic and prioritizing areas with
higher levels of marginalization.

In the case of Chiapas, “During the 2022-2023 school year, 921 educational programs were
registered in Chiapas, attached to 183 higher education institutions (HEIs); 42 institutions are public and
serve 48% of the student body. The registered private HEIs were 141 and served 52% of the higher
education enrollment”. According to National Association of Universities and Higher Education
Institutions (NAUHEI), during the 2022-2023 cycle the undergraduate and graduate enrollment was
124,609 students: 65,826 women and 58,783 men. During this cycle, 38,692 new students enrolled and
31,726 graduated, representing 6,966 net new entrants to higher education; only 5% (565) belonged to
the National System of Researchers (NSR) (Bermudez, 2024).

The proposal is framed within recent transformations promoted by the New Mexican School and
dual education guidelines, which seek to articulate theoretical training with practical experiences in the
work environment. In particular, the role of academic mentoring is recognized as a catalyst for
developing transversal competencies such as critical thinking, professional ethics, and social
commitment, which are essential in tourism-related degree programs.

Through workshops, field observations, and collaborative curriculum design, this Learning Unit
was developed based on the model applied at the Autonomous University of Guerrero, with adaptations
for comparative analysis in communities of Oaxaca’s Costa Chica and ecotourism areas of Chiapas.

Implementing the designed Learning Unit is expected to have a significant impact on students’
comprehensive training. First, it is expected to contribute to the development of analytical, ethical, and
practical competencies that are fundamental for managing tourism sustainably in local contexts
characterized by social, cultural, and environmental diversity. These competencies will enable future
professionals to understand territorial complexities and intervene responsibly in the destinations where
they work.

In addition, thanks to the academic mentoring component integrated into the proposal,
improvements are anticipated in students’ emotional self-regulation, as well as increased motivation and
academic commitment. This formative accompaniment is also expected to strengthen students’ sense of
belonging both to the institution and to collective projects with social impact, which is crucial for
persistence and success in higher education. This approach was grounded in the capacity to capture
meanings, expectations, and tensions in dynamic educational settings settings (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
This was achieved through semi-structured interviews and document analysis.
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Document analysis is also useful for producing a comprehensive synthesis of the current curricula
in the School of Tourism at AUGro, as well as institutional evaluation reports, academic regulations, and
public policies on sustainable tourism, environment, environmental education, and effective mentoring
in higher education issued between 2020 and 2025. Bowen (2009) argued that official documentation
can provide solid evidence regarding formal structures and institutional orientations.

The academic staff of the School of Tourism at AUGro currently totals 64, of whom 12 are
affiliated with the National System of Researchers (NSR): seven men and five women. Institution-wide,
345 academics are members of this National System (UAGro, 2025).

In southern Mexico, despite vulnerabilities and challenges in academic leadership, the following
strengths are observed: (a) a faculty body with professional experience in community and environmental
tourism; (b) students’ interest in engaging with territorial problems; and (c) partial incorporation of
content on climate change and hurricane impacts on tourism destinations (Nifio-Gutiérrez, 2023),
biodiversity, and local culture in some elective courses offered to undergraduate, master’s, and doctoral
students in public and private institutions that contribute to addressing contextual problems.

The reviewed documents make clear that there are structural weaknesses related to format, time,
space, and technology that reveal: (i) limited articulation between theory and practice; (ii) insufficient
updating of curricular content; and (iii) limited incorporation of active and collaborative learning
methodologies.

In parallel, the Learning Unit seeks to strengthen links between the university and local
communities through intervention projects that respond to real needs in emerging tourism destinations.
This interaction will enable bidirectional knowledge transfer: on the one hand, the university will
contribute technical and methodological tools; on the other, communities will provide local knowledge
and practical experiences that enrich student training.

In this sense, analysis of current student expectations shows a strong desire for more
contextualized training, with emphasis on competencies for interdisciplinary work, sustainable tourism
management in rural communities in Guerrero, Oaxaca, and Chiapas, and, above all, applied territorial
approaches to educational intervention (Table 1). These results align with recent studies highlighting the
need to restructure tourism training programs to align them with the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) and local demands (Lozano et al., 2023; Gonzalez-Morales & Pérez-Rincon, 2021).

Table 1
The integrative competencies of the course unit

Dimension Specific competency Achievement indicator
Knowledge Understands principles of | Applies regulations and key concepts in
sustainable tourism field diagnosis
Skills Develops tourism territorial | Submits a proposal with cartographic
planning projects basis and zoning
Attitudes/values | Promotes  environmental | Actively participates in ethical and
and social responsibility community-based proposals

Source: Authors’ own elaboration

The diagnosis carried out by Nifio-Gutiérrez (2025a) contributes to consolidating comprehensive
assessments of the current state of training in tourism and environment, making visible existing
challenges and opportunities in the region, as well as guidelines for a relevant, situated curricular redesign
that is ethically committed to the territory and its actors.

Finally, at the institutional level, this educational model is expected to be replicable in other public
universities in southern Mexico, particularly those located in contexts of high social or environmental
vulnerability. The proposal is also expected to foster closer links among academia, the productive sector,
and social actors, thereby facilitating knowledge transfer, local innovation, and the building of alliances
for sustainable territorial development.
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Preliminary results reveal high student acceptance of active methodologies centered on real
problems. An increase in participation, commitment, and students’ critical capacity was observed in the
pilot sessions. Socioformative mentoring was particularly valued as a strategy for emotional support and
professional guidance. Analysis of studies conducted in southern Mexico on the central themes of this
work emphasizes the collaborative design of learning units aimed at strengthening comprehensive
training in sustainable tourism, with emphasis on territorial contextualization, academic mentoring, and
dual education. A useful reference is the Socioformative Learning Unit model proposed by Nifio-
Gutiérrez (2025a), which integrates principles of active participation, real-problem solving, and linkage
with the local environment.

It is worth emphasizing that collaborative curriculum design should be centered on critical
pedagogy and socioformation approaches, which promote shared knowledge construction between
students and teachers aimed at solving concrete challenges in the sociocultural and productive context
(Tobon, 2023; Freire, 2021). The participatory design process makes it possible to build flexible
curricular proposals that are applicable and replicable according to local contexts. Key products include:
the modular structure of the Learning Unit, a socioformative competency matrix, a bank of contextualized
problem situations, a formative assessment strategy, and a continuous mentoring system.

The participatory approach, in addition to promoting students’ pedagogical empowerment,
supports the development of faculty capacities for educational innovation with a territorial perspective,
as reported by similar experiences in sustainable tourism programs in Latin American countries (Ruiz-
Ballesteros & Hernandez-Ramirez, 2023). This perspective consolidates a space for collective and
horizontal knowledge construction, articulating academic knowledge, student trajectories, and local
realities. This participatory methodology not only contributes to the relevance of curricular design, but
also strengthened student-faculty cohesion and laid the foundations for contextualized, transformative,
and sustainable pedagogical implementation.

The methodology responds to current recommendations regarding the value of experiential
learning approaches in tourism education, particularly when the aim is to strengthen professional
competencies associated with critical thinking, environmental ethics, and territorial linkage (Kolb &
Kolb, 2022; Taff et al., 2023). Learning Units that address problem situations related to regenerative
tourism, community planning, and environmental risk management are highly valued today. Therefore,
comprehensive practical activities are recommended, including personalized mentoring, collaborative
project development, local case studies, and field visits to tourism cooperatives and protected natural
areas.

To strengthen competency-based assessment, it is pertinent to return to the principle of
constructive alignment: formulate observable learning outcomes, design coherent activities, and assess
with instruments aligned with expected performance. This approach improves assessment validity and
facilitates useful feedback for continuous improvement (Biggs & Tang, 2022).

To assess the performance of the curricular design under real conditions, an evaluation rubric
developed by Nifio-Gutiérrez (2025a) was used, structured around four analytical dimensions: thematic
coherence, methodological adequacy, territorial contextualization, and effectiveness of the academic
mentoring component. Each dimension was assessed on a qualitative scale of four levels (incipient, basic,
competent, and outstanding), based on formative and socioformative assessment principles proposed by
Tobon (2023). The rubric was applied by three external evaluators and by the faculty responsible for the
piloting through direct observation, analysis of evidence portfolios, and participatory feedback sessions.

Thematic coherence: alignment among the contents addressed, learning objectives, and needs
identified in the territorial diagnosis was assessed. Most evaluators agreed that the Learning Unit clearly
integrated the axes of sustainable tourism, dual education, and mentoring, with 89% agreement at the
“competent” level or higher. Methodological adequacy: the didactic structure, diversity of resources, and
the capacity of activities to foster active learning were analyzed. This dimension received a positive
evaluation, consistent with recent research highlighting the effectiveness of flexible, student-centered
learning environments (Biggs & Tang, 2022).
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Territorial contextualization: the degree to which contents were integrated with the ecological,
social, and cultural realities of the environment was assessed. This was one of the aspects most valued
by students, who considered that the activities strengthened their sense of belonging and commitment to
sustainable development in their region (Lozano et al., 2023).

Effectiveness of academic mentoring: the accompaniment mechanisms implemented, the quality
of feedback, and students’ perception of support were analyzed. Results revealed that mentoring
significantly favored motivation, self-regulation, and consolidation of students’ individual formative
projects, as has also been reported in similar studies in Latin American contexts (Crisp & Cruz, 2021;
Zepeda-Hernandez et al., 2024).

Evaluation findings indicated that the curricular proposal has a high degree of relevance in
pedagogical and territorial terms, as well as operational feasibility in university contexts in southern
Mexico. However, areas for improvement were identified, including the need to increase time devoted
to fieldwork, strengthen links with community actors in activity planning, and diversify formative
assessment instruments (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2022).

These results made it possible to refine the Learning Unit design for future, larger-scale
institutional implementation by incorporating specific adjustments to assessment criteria, the academic
calendar, and mentoring strategies. Overall, this phase consolidated the pedagogical, contextual, and
transformative validity of the proposal, reaffirming the importance of a situated, collaborative
educational approach oriented to the challenges of sustainable development in territories with high
ecological and social vulnerability (Caballero-Meneses et al., 2025).

These findings are consistent with recent studies indexed in Scopus and available through
EBSCO, which highlight that integrated educational programs that simultaneously address sustainability,
mentoring, and dual training promote higher levels of retention and academic success (Fernandez-Garcia
et al., 2023; Contreras-Villanueva & Ldépez-Moreno, 2024).

In addition, the model was found to foster territorial appropriation of knowledge by promoting
projects linked to local problems such as ecotourism, waste management, or the recovery of ancestral
knowledge. These results confirm the relevance of articulating tourism and environment from an integral
formative approach. Therefore, the following should be considered in the immediate future:

1) From “sustainability” to territorial regeneration as a key to justice: Learning Units should move
from approaches that only mitigate impacts toward designs that restore local socio-ecological
systems (mangroves, tropical dry forests, karst aquifers, ejidos, and coastal communities, among
others), integrating community knowledge and territorial well-being indicators. Recent literature
positions regenerative tourism as a curricular and management response that goes “beyond”
sustainability by incorporating justice and co-governance with local actors; this is crucial for
southern Mexican states where impacts are distributed unequally (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2025).

2) Structured, culturally relevant academic mentoring with disciplinary emphasis: Including formal
mentoring (faculty-student and peer mentoring) aligned with the curriculum improves transition
to employment, sense of belonging, and student persistence, especially for first-generation
university students common in the region. Evidence from 2021-2024 recommends clear role
definition, frequent contact, career goals, and mentor training; integrating mentoring as an
assessable component of tourism and environment courses strengthens outcomes and equity
(Leavitt et al., 2022).

3) Situated learning and dual education to close the classroom-territory-employment gap: Curricula
that combine classroom, fieldwork (site work, visits to natural areas, experiential laboratories in
rural and peri-urban communities), and dual placements in organizations (community tourism
cooperatives, protected natural areas, tourism SMEs, among others) develop professional
competencies and socio-environmental sensitivity beyond purely theoretical modalities. Evidence
in tourism and in the Mexican case of dual training shows greater job readiness and relevance
when there are systematic alternation and joint assessment by academia-business-community
(Valenzuela-Gémez & Salas Durazo, 2024).
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4) Competency-based assessment for the SDGs and continuous improvement through co-creation:
To ensure relevance, Learning Units should operate with learning outcomes expressed as
sustainability competencies (systems thinking, anticipation, collaboration, and justice), with
rubrics that include thematic coherence, territorial contextualization, and mentoring
effectiveness; in addition, they should articulate cycles of co-design and feedback with students
and local actors (Table 2). Regional initiatives and higher education frameworks for the SDGs in
Latin America reinforce this institutional and curricular orientation (Makrakis et al., 2025).

Table 2
General competency-based assessment rubric

Criterion Excellent Satisfactory Insufficient
Analysis of | Justifies using regulatory | Partially  identifies | Generalizes without
environmental and territorial framework causes and | depth
problem consequences
Tourism Includes zoning and local | Presents a general | Lacks structure and
intervention stakeholders plan without technical | field evidence
proposal details
Collaborative Coordinates  roles and | Participates in most | Limited or passive
work contributes with leadership | tasks participation

Source: Authors’ own elaboration

These orientations are consistent with international discussions on regenerative tourism and
tourism justice, evidence on structured mentoring, diagnoses of work-integrated learning, and
contributions on competency-based assessment in higher education, which reinforces the relevance of
the proposed approach (Bellato et al., 2023; Dredge, 2022; Dawson, 2014; Eby et al., 2008; OECD, 2019;
Vogelsang et al., 2021; Wiek et al., 2011; Rieckmann, 2012).

Conclusions

The creation of integrative Learning Units, such as the one proposed here, makes it possible to move
beyond fragmented approaches in university training. Collaborative work among faculty, students, and
local actors strengthens a critical and contextualized vision of tourism and sustainability in southern
Mexico. The development of integrative Learning Units represents a viable and necessary pedagogical
alternative for training professionals with critical awareness, environmental sensitivity, and community
commitment. The combination of tourism, mentoring, and sustainability helps overcome fragmented
approaches and advance toward more inclusive, contextualized, and transformative educational models.
Including academic mentoring as a cross-cutting axis promotes stronger learning trajectories, and dual
education provides a practical approach that is indispensable in a sector as dynamic as tourism. The
proposal presented here constitutes a replicable model that contributes to professional development as
well as community and environmental well-being. This model is replicable and adaptable to diverse
realities in southern Mexico, with the potential to improve academic performance and the well-being of
local communities.
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