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         Foreword

         This report for Portugal forms part of the OECD Review of Policies to Improve the Effectiveness of Resource Use in Schools (also referred to as the School Resources Review, see Annex A for further details). The purpose of the review is to explore how school resources can be governed, distributed, utilised and managed to improve the quality, equity and efficiency of school education. School resources are understood in a broad way, including financial resources (e.g. expenditures on education, school budget), physical resources (e.g. school infrastructure, computers), human resources (e.g. teachers, school leaders) and other resources (e.g. learning time). 
         

         Portugal was one of the countries which opted to participate in the country review strand and host a visit by an external review team. Members of the OECD review team were David Liebowitz (OECD Secretariat), co-ordinator of the review; Pablo González (Director of the Centre for Public Systems at the University of Chile); Edith Hooge (Full Professor of “Boards and Governance in Education” at TIAS, Tilburg University in the Netherlands), Gonçalo Lima (OECD Secretariat) and Deborah Nusche (OECD Secretariat). The biographies of the members of the review team are provided in Annex B. This publication is the report from the review team. It provides, from an international perspective, an independent analysis of major issues facing the use of school resources in Portugal, current policy initiatives and possible future approaches. The report serves three purposes: i) to provide insights and advice to Portuguese education authorities; ii) to help other countries understand the Portuguese approach to the use of school resources; and iii) to provide input for comparative analyses of the OECD School Resources Review. 

         The scope for the analysis in this report covers primary (including 1st and 2nd cycle of basic education) and secondary (including 3rd cycle of basic education and upper secondary) school education. At the request of Portuguese authorities, the focus areas of the Review of School Resources in Portugal are: i) the process of the decentralisation of school governance; ii) the integration of local, national and international funding streams in educational financing; and iii) the teaching profession. The analysis presented in the report refers to the situation faced by the education system in January 2018, when the review team visited Portugal. The most recent educational data used in this report reflects the situation during the 2015/16 school year.

         Portugal’s involvement in the OECD review was co-ordinated by multiple staff members in the Ministry of Education. The national co-ordinator was Pedro Abrantes, Expert Advisor to the Minister of Education. He was supported by Luís Farrajota, Board of the Institute for Financial Management of Education (IGEFE), Ana Castro, Board of the Operational Programme for Human Capital (PO CH) and Luísa Canto e Castro Loura, Director of the Directorate-General for Education and Science Statistics (DGEEC). Important review visit logistical support was provided by Isabel Correia from the Secretary-General of Education and Science (SGEC). An important part of Portugal’s involvement in the School Resources Review was the preparation of the Country Background Report (CBR), a document providing policy context and key data that informed the review team. The OECD review team is very grateful to the authors of the CBR and to all those who assisted them in providing a high-quality informative document. The CBR is an important output from the OECD project in its own right as well as a key source for the review team. The CBR follows guidelines prepared by the OECD Secretariat and provides extensive information, analysis and discussion in regard to the national context, the organisation of the education system, the use of school resources and the views of key stakeholders. In this sense, the CBR and this report complement each other and, for a more comprehensive view of the effectiveness of school resource use in Portugal, should be read in conjunction. 

         The OECD and the European Commission (EC) have established a partnership for the project which partly covers participation costs of countries which are part of the European Union’s Erasmus+ programme. The participation of Portugal was organised with the support of the EC in the context of this partnership.1∗ The EC was part of the planning process of the review of Portugal (providing comments on the Portuguese CBR, participating in the preparatory visit and providing feedback on the planning of the review visit) and offered comments on drafts of this report. The involvement of the EC was co-ordinated by Antonio García Gómez, Policy Officer for Spain, Portugal and the United Kingdom in the European Commission’s Education, Youth, Sport and Culture Directorate-General (DG EAC). The review team is grateful to Antonio García Gómez for his contribution to the planning of the review and for the helpful comments he provided on drafts of this report.
         

         The review visit to Portugal took place between 8 and 12 January 2018. The itinerary is provided in Annex C. The visit was designed by the OECD (with input from the EC) in collaboration with the Portuguese authorities. It also involved a preparatory visit by the OECD Secretariat on 2-4 October 2017 with the participation of Antonio García Gómez from the EC. The review team met with Tiago Brandão Rodrigues, the Minister of Education; other officials from the Ministry of Education and its associated units; representatives of national educational guidance bodies; the Ministry of Finance; the Ministry of Labour Solidarity and Social Security; the Ministry of Science, Technology and Higher Education; representatives of the Secretary of State of Local Administration; employers’ confederations; representatives of associations of private educational providers; representatives of national school teachers’ and principals’ unions and associations; representatives of national associations of municipalities; national parents’ associations, including ones with a particular focus on the needs of special education students; representatives of teachers’ professional, in-service training centres; civil society organisations with an interest in children; representatives from national special education teachers’ associations; and researchers with an interest in the effectiveness of school resource use. The team visited seven schools in four of the five territorial units of the country (Lisbon Metropolitan Area, North, Alentejo and Algarve), interacting with the municipal authorities responsible for school education as well as school leaders, teachers, non-teaching staff, parents and students at each school. The seven schools selected for the main visit were chosen at random from a set of pre-specified geographic, demographic and performance criteria established by the OECD review team. The intention was to provide the review team with a broad cross-section of information and opinions on school resource use and how its effectiveness can be improved. Overall, the OECD review team held 61 meetings with approximately 280 stakeholders, including 7 school clusters serving 10 033 students.

         The OECD review team wishes to record its gratitude to the many people who gave time from their busy schedules to inform the review team of their views, experiences and knowledge. The meetings were open and provided a wealth of insights. Special gratitude is due to the National Co-ordinator, Pedro Abrantes, for his commitment and efforts to provide the review team with the best possible conditions for this work. In addition, the review team is grateful for the support provided by Isabel Correia for organising the perfect review visit and going to great lengths to respond to the questions and needs of the review team. The review team was impressed by her efficiency, expertise and kindness. The courtesy and hospitality extended to us throughout our stay in Portugal made our task as a review team as pleasant and enjoyable as it was stimulating and challenging.

         The OECD review team is also grateful to colleagues at the OECD. Eleonore Morena provided key administrative, editorial and layout support. We also received valuable feedback on versions of the report from Patricia Mangeol, Clara Barata and Simon Roy all of the Directorate for Education and Skills. Head of the Policy Analysis and Implementation Division Paulo Santiago also provided key feedback on the report. A special thanks to Cláudia Sarrico who assumed interim responsibility for managing the School Resources Review team and provided both critical substantive comments and strategic guidance for the report writing phase. 

         This report is organised into four chapters. Chapter 1 provides the national context, with information on the Portuguese school system. Chapter 2 analyses the funding of school education. Chapter 3 reviews the organisation of the school network in Portugal. Finally, Chapter 4 examines the distribution and development of teachers, leaders and other staff in Portuguese schools. Chapters 2 to 4 each present strengths, challenges and policy recommendations. 

         The policy recommendations attempt to build on and strengthen reforms that are already underway in Portugal, and the strong commitment to further improvement that was evident among those the OECD review team met. The suggestions should take into account the difficulties that face any visiting group, no matter how well briefed, in grasping the complexity of Portugal’s education system and fully understanding all the issues. This report is, of course, the responsibility of the OECD review team. While the team benefited greatly from Portugal’s CBR and other documents, as well as the many discussions with a wide range of Portuguese personnel, any errors or misinterpretations in this report are its responsibility.

         
            Note

            ← 1. ∗ This document has been produced with the financial assistance of the European Union. The views expressed herein can in no way be taken to reflect the official opinion of the European Union.
            

         

      

   
      
         Abbreviations and acronyms

         
            
               AET

               
                  Apoio Educativo Tutorial – Tutorial Support 
                  

               

            

            
               AML

               
                  Área Metropolitana de Lisboa – Metropolitan Area of Lisbon
                  

               

            

            
               ANMP

               
                  Associação Nacional de Municípios Portugueses – National Association of Portuguese Municipalities 
                  

               

            

            
               ANQEP

               
                  Agência Nacional para a Qualificação e o Ensino Profissional – National Agency for Qualification and VET
                  

               

            

            
               ASE

               
                  Ação Social Escolar – School Social Assistance 
                  

               

            

            
               ATE

               
                  Apoio Tutorial Específico – Specific Tutorial Support 
                  

               

            

            
               CBR

               
                  Country Background Report

               

            

            
               CEF

               
                  Cursos de Educação e Formação – Vocational Education and Training Courses 
                  

               

            

            
               CE

               
                  Conselho Escolar – School Council
                  

               

            

            
               CIM

               
                  Comunidades Intermunicipais – Inter-municipal Communities 
                  

               

            

            
               CNE

               
                  Conselho Nacional de Educação - National Council of Education
                  

               

            

            
               DGAE

               
                  Direção-Geral da Administração Escolar – Directorate-General for School Administration
                  

               

            

            
               DGE

               
                  Direção-Geral de Educação – Directorate-General for Education
                  

               

            

            
               DGEEC

               
                  Direção-Geral de Estatísticas da Educação e Ciência – Directorate-General for Education and Science Statistics
                  

               

            

            
               DGEstE

               
                  Direção-Geral dos Estabelecimentos Escolares – Directorate-General for Schools
                  

               

            

            
               EC

               
                  European Commission

               

            

            
               ECEC

               
                  Early Childhood Education and Care 

               

            

            
               ESF

               
                  European Social Fund

               

            

            
               ESIF

               
                  European Structural and Investment Fund

               

            

            
               GDP

               
                  Gross Domestic Product 

               

            

            
               IAVE

               
                  Instituto de Avaliação Educacional – Institute of Educational Evaluation
                  

               

            

            
               IEP

               
                  Individualised Education Plan

               

            

            
               IGEC

               
                  Inspeção-Geral da Educação e Ciência – Inspectorate-General for Education and Science
                  

               

            

            
               IGeFE

               
                  Instituto de Gestão Financeira da Educação  – Institute for Financial Management of Education
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                  International Standard Classification of Education
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                  Initial Teacher Preparation
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                  Initial Vocational Education and Training
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                  Ministério da Ciência, Tecnologia e Ensino Superior – Ministry of Science, Technology and Higher Education
                  

               

            

            
               MTSSS

               
                  Ministério do Trabalho, Solidariedade e Segurança Social – Ministry of Labour, Social Security and Solidarity
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                  Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics
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                  Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

               

            

            
               PIICIE

               
                  Planos Integrados e Inovadores de Combate ao Insucesso Escolar – Integrated and Innovative Plans to Combat School Failure 
                  

               

            

            
               PIRLS

               
                  Progress in International Reading Literacy Study
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                  OECD Programme for International Student Assessment
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                  Percursos  Curriculares  Alternativos – Alternative Curricular Pathways
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                  Projeto de Autonomia e Flexibilidade Curricular – Autonomy and Curricular Flexibility Project
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                  Português Língua Não Materna – Portuguese as a Second Language 
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                  Programa Mais Sucesso Escolar – Programme for More School Success
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                  Programa Nacional de Promoção do Sucesso Escolar – National Programme to Promote School Success
                  

               

            

            
               PO CH

               
                  Programa Operacional Capital Humano – Human Capital Operational Programme
                  

               

            

            
               PPP

               
                  Purchasing Power Parity

               

            

            
               SANQ

               
                  Sistema de Antecipação de Necessidades de Qualificações – System for Anticipation of Qualification Needs
                  

               

            

            
               SEN

               
                  Special Educational Needs

               

            

            
               SGEC

               
                  Secretaria-Geral da Educação e Ciência – Secretary-General of Education and Science
                  

               

            

            
               SNQ

               
                  Sistema Nacional de Qualificações – National System of Qualifications
                  

               

            

            
               SPO

               
                  Serviços de Psicologia e Orientação – Psychology and Student Counselling Services
                  

               

            

            
               TALIS

               
                  OECD Teaching and Learning International Survey

               

            

            
               TEIP

               
                  Territórios Educativos de Intervenção Prioritária – Priority Educational Intervention Area
                  

               

            

            
               TIMSS

               
                  Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study

               

            

            
               VET

               
                  Vocational Education and Training

               

            

         

      

   
      
         Executive summary

         This report for Portugal forms part of the OECD Review of Policies to Improve the Effectiveness of Resource Use in Schools. The purpose of the review is to explore how school resources can be governed, distributed, utilised and managed to improve the quality, equity and efficiency of school education. The analysis presented in the report refers to the situation faced by the education system in January 2018, when the review team visited Portugal. The most recent educational data used in this report reflects the situation during the 2015/16 school year.

         The Portuguese school system has witnessed historic improvements in access, attainment and performance over the past 20 years. Portugal is fast approaching near universal enrolment for school-aged children since the extension of compulsory schooling to 18 in 2009. Enrolment rates of students between 3 and 5 years old in pre-primary education increased to 88% in 2014, with a goal of universal access by 2019. Between 2005 and 2015, the proportion of youth under 25 years of age who had graduated from secondary schooling jumped from half to four-fifths of young people, by far the largest increase among OECD countries. Furthermore, 15-year-old students in Portugal saw the greatest improvements in their science abilities of any OECD country as measured by the OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) between 2006 and 2015. Simultaneously the proportion of 15-year-old students scoring below baseline proficiency declined precipitously. These improvements in students’ scientific skills were accompanied by similar substantial improvements in 15-year-olds’ reading and mathematics skills. Likewise, Portuguese children in their fourth year of primary school have improved their mathematics skills tremendously over the past 20 years as evidenced by the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study. 

         Despite these impressive accomplishments, Portugal faces significant challenges to achieve an excellent and equitable system of schools. Important differences in student outcomes persist for students from under-served backgrounds, including students from low-income families, families with low levels of parental education, immigrant students and others. The share of 25-64 year-olds who had completed at least upper secondary education, despite recent increases, is still far below the OECD average. The share of early school leavers is substantial and many of those fail to pursue additional training; 13 out of 100 18-24 year-olds have not completed secondary education and are not enrolled in any type of further training or education. Student repetition rates are also high. In Portugal, about 34% of 15-year-old students have repeated a school year at least once, almost 3 times as frequently as the OECD average. Additionally, significant performance gaps persist based on students’ backgrounds, the schools they attend and the regions in which they live. The odds of a disadvantaged student being a low performer on the PISA assessment are seven times higher than the odds of an advantaged student, a worse rate than all but one other OECD country. Further, students in socio-economically disadvantaged schools in Portugal perform worse on PISA assessments, even after accounting for their own socio-economic background. Finally, regional performance differences persist.

         Based on the review’s analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of the Portuguese school system, the review team makes the following recommendations to improve the effectiveness of resource use in Portugal. 

         
            Increase transparency, accountability and evaluation of the funding of school education
            

            The Portuguese school system benefits from high levels of financial investment from public sources. It devotes 5.1% of its gross domestic product (GDP) on school education, a proportion higher than both the OECD average and its Southern European peers. Despite the comparatively strong financial commitment to education given the size of its economy, Portugal could improve the efficiency and effectiveness of how it uses these funds. Portugal sets the resources each school receives every year on the basis of a combination of factors, including the number of enrolled students, application-based targeted funding programmes, and a non-public algorithm for non-salary operational expenses. As a result, the criteria and decisions underlying school budgets are opaque to many stakeholders at different levels of the system. Furthermore, despite a wide range of data on students and schools and emerging systems for programmatic evaluation, Portugal does not consistently review the effectiveness of its resource expenditures nor make difficult decisions to shift resources away from less effective and towards more effective initiatives. There are rarely course corrections when project goals are unmet. Some programmes persist and are extended nationally, in some instances in the absence of clear knowledge about their impact or effectiveness. This can result in a series of overlapping and coincident projects.

            Portugal should consider a shift away from its complex and obscure budgeting process by shifting gradually to a transparent, publicly-debated weighted student funding formula. This formula should be based on the true costs of school provision and equity considerations. Portuguese central authorities should also consider re-establishing a division within the Ministry of Education with planning and evaluation responsibilities. This unit could co-ordinate the formulation of a shared strategic medium- and long-term vision and estimate resource needs to achieve this vision. It might then prepare a medium-term expenditure framework to guide each annual budget process. Broad-based discussions should be initiated involving multiple stakeholders to identify measurable outcomes for the system: performance targets, metrics and progress monitoring processes. Critically, a culture change this significant will require building national and local staff’s capacity to use outcome-based approaches to guide their work. Over the long-term, Portugal could consider a gradual shift to outcome-based budgeting procedures that increase funding for successful initiatives and cut those that are unsuccessful.

         

         
            Ensure key priorities such as equality of educational opportunity receive sufficient financial support from stable sources of national funds
            

            Portugal has developed a series of programmes intended to combat inequality for under-resourced communities and vulnerable students. Means-tested social support exists for all students from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds alongside specific programmes, instructional supports and additional resources for students struggling in school as well as schools facing concentrations of student need. Despite the existence of these programmes, concerns persist about whether their funding levels are sufficient and more broadly about whether they are effective. Targeted funding for equity purposes in Portugal remains small – flagship programmes constitute only 1.4% of the educational budget – both by comparative standards and judged against levels estimated necessary to overcome opportunity gaps. As a consequence, schools serving high-needs communities receive relatively meagre additional resources, either human or otherwise. Further, within-system evidence suggests that these funding streams are not always targeted towards schools that have the greatest levels of need. Additionally, significant core activities of the educational system, including its equity strategies, rely heavily on international funds. Given the inherent unpredictability of international funds over the long term, key priorities for the Portuguese system are subject to changing international conditions.

            Portugal should consider shifting away from addressing inequality of opportunity through a series of application-based, categorical funding initiatives that lack an overall strategy towards a comprehensive strategy for equity funding. In the near-term Portuguese authorities could consider developing a process to include a broad cross-section of educational stakeholders to develop a comprehensive equity policy that ensured programmes did not duplicate efforts and were adequately funded. This approach would be facilitated by an estimation of the true costs required to provide equal educational opportunities and would require a shift of resources away from current priorities such as universal reductions in class size and towards targeted support for students from under-resourced communities and who face learning obstacles. In the longer term, the most straightforward way to improve equity funding is through the development of a weighted student formula. In order to ensure that its existent and future supports for vulnerable students and communities are immune to fluctuations in international funds, Portugal should consider gradually absorbing equity funding priorities into the national budget. 

         

         
            Integrate decentralisation in education management with the promotion of school autonomy into a comprehensive strategy for effective governance of the education system
            

            The current Portuguese government has clearly articulated the school functions which it hopes to transfer over to local control: the construction and maintenance of school buildings, the hiring and employment of non-teaching staff and after-school activities. Alongside these decentralisation efforts that allocate powers and responsibilities across governmental levels, Portugal is also undertaking efforts to promote school autonomy. However, some areas are not under consideration for devolving to local control, such as hiring and placement of instructional staff and the organisation of the school network. Autonomy for curriculum development has been broadened but it is still somewhat constrained. School autonomy, as conceptualised by Portuguese authorities, does not include broader types of school autonomy such as local responsibility for financial or human resources. Together, these patterns create a risk that both municipalities and school-level actors will understand their key autonomies to be primarily related to the operational and management side of educational endeavours. The decentralisation processes may also lead to undesired effects with respect to equity in education as a result of different capacity levels in schools across the country, if not accompanied by structures to support and monitor the process. 
            

            Portugal should consider integrating its current decentralisation goals in education into a comprehensive strategy for effective governance and embrace the challenge to shift its current legalistic approach to a more systemic approach focusing on processes and governance culture. Portugal could explore various alternative governance structures. One sensible division would be to assign municipalities responsibility for all operational matters, including non-teaching staff responsible for operational management. Schools would then be granted further control over all resources (financial and human) which contribute directly towards student learning and development. The central government role could be to support municipalities and schools with capacity building efforts, with a particular eye towards assisting schools and communities in which weak governance and leadership skills exist. Some schools in Portugal have taken full advantage of their granted autonomies to develop a clear vision of effective teaching and learning and an overarching strategy for promoting innovative learning environments for their students. Portugal can invest in leadership development to promote the spread of these practices that break away from the predominant legalistic and bureaucratic approach towards educationally-focused school governance and leadership.

         

         
            Increase learning and career development opportunities for teachers and school leaders and make the allocation of teachers more efficient and equitable
            

            Portuguese school children benefit from an experienced, highly-qualified teaching staff. Portuguese teachers’ salaries, adjusted for international differences in prices and income, are higher than the OECD and EU-22 averages. Even when compared within their country, Portuguese teachers can expect to earn 1.3 times as much as other tertiary-educated Portuguese workers. Portuguese teachers benefit from many policy, practice and classroom features that create the potential for the development of strong instructional and leadership skills within schools. Multiple formal positions, with dedicated work time, exist for teachers to guide the instructional and strategic directions of the school. Additionally, there is a mandated school governance structure in place that requires teacher consultation for all school decisions. However, while all of the above factors could contribute in theory to an environment of professional development and learning in schools, in practice many Portuguese teachers never participate in such activities as co-teaching or peer observation. Portuguese teachers rarely benefit from formal induction programmes, few cost-free opportunities exist for ongoing professional development activities and almost no classroom observations of teaching practice occur. Similarly, Portuguese school leaders have access to minimal ongoing professional development for the purposes of developing their instructional leadership capacities. They collaborate with other school leaders and participate in training at rates far behind peer countries. Some of these issues are being addressed by recently launched development programmes such as Autonomy and Curricular Flexibility Project (PFAC) and National Programme to Promote School Success (PNPSE).

            Relatedly, while transparent standards exist at the national level for selecting and assigning teachers to schools, schools have limited ability to express their preferences for a specific candidate and teachers for a school profile. This may result in a mismatch between the needs of schools and teachers’ interests and skills. This constrained-choice teacher assignment policy creates conditions in which some teachers are dissatisfied with the school in which they work, and this appears to disproportionately affect low-income and low-achieving students. In addition to the general mismatches between school needs and teacher interest, the temporary-contract teacher placement process results in frequent movement of teachers across schools and the delayed placement of teachers in schools. This leads to instability in the teaching force in schools, especially in high-needs areas, and creates an insider-outsider staffing structure. 

            Portuguese schools are not currently sites where adults engage in significant collective learning activities. Portugal’s education sector should consider four levers for instructional improvement. First, Portugal should create formal induction and coaching supports for new and struggling teachers. Second, Portugal should work to establish professional learning communities in schools through capacity development and use of non-teaching time in educator teams. Third, Portugal can consider incremental steps to open up the classroom door to promote the sharing of strong practices and the development of pedagogical skills. As a first step, Portugal should develop the capacity of departmental co-ordinators and class heads to observe and provide regular feedback to teachers. Finally, Portugal should move incrementally towards providing meaningful feedback and appraisal for teachers. Portugal should consider investing in ongoing training in teacher evaluation for its school leaders. The initial goal of these appraisals should be primarily developmental in nature. Thus, the emphasis can be on ensuring the quality of the feedback is high, rather than on assigning a certain proportion of teachers to particular rating levels. 

            Given political concerns and cultural norms, Portugal could consider short- and long-term solutions to improve the mechanisms by which it allocates teachers to schools. In the short term, Portugal should develop a force of high-skill and high-motivation teachers who have priority placement in the most challenging school contexts and receive additional support and compensation as a result. Teaching candidates would apply to a simultaneous national placement process that would be used to assign teachers to high-needs schools. In the longer term, Portugal can explore a system-wide reform to its teacher placement process. Portugal should consider creating regional or local hiring competitions that use multiple screens and actors to preserve impartiality while requiring school and teacher to mutually agree on the final placement of a teacher in a school.

         

      

   
      
         Assessment and recommendations

         
            Education system context
            

            There has been significant improvement in the outcomes of the Portuguese education system but significant challenges with educational attainment remain
            

            The share of 25-64 year-olds in Portugal who had completed at least upper secondary education increased from 20% in 1992 to 47% in 2016; for those aged 20-24, 78% had completed at least upper secondary in 2016. Furthermore, 15-year-old students in Portugal saw the greatest improvements in their science abilities of any OECD country as measured by the OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) between 2006 and 2015. The average score in science increased from 474 in 2006 to 501 in 2015; simultaneously the proportion of 15-year-old students scoring below Level 2 (below baseline proficiency) declined from 24.5% to 17.4%. These improvements in students’ scientific skills were accompanied by similar substantial improvements in 15-year-olds’ reading and mathematics skills, trailing only one OECD country in their improvement rate. Though not as consistently, younger Portuguese students have also demonstrated improvements in their abilities. While Portuguese students in their fourth year of primary instruction have shown strong improvements in their mathematics skills over the past 20 years on the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), fourth year primary students have shown uneven patterns of gains and losses in their reading skills on the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS). Nevertheless, a large proportion (13%) of Portuguese students continue to leave school before completing secondary education and fail to secure a job or continue their education, repetition rates remain almost 3 times the OECD average (34% vs. 12%), and between one-fifth and one-quarter of Portuguese 15-year-olds lack baseline skills in mathematics, reading or science.

            Substantial equity concerns exist in Portugal’s schools, including wide socio-economic and regional variations in outcomes
            

            Despite significant recent improvements in international measures of student knowledge and skills, important differences in student outcomes persist for students from under-served backgrounds, including students from low-income families, families with low levels of parental education, immigrant students and others. The odds of a student from a low socio-economic background being a low performer on the PISA science exam are seven times higher than a student from an advantaged socio-economic background, the second highest discrepancy in the OECD. Furthermore, the odds of a student repeating a year are four times higher among disadvantaged students than among their more advantaged peers, even after accounting for students’ own achievement levels. First-generation immigrants score substantially worse on all PISA assessments than native-born peers. Along with evident performance differences between individual students, the concentration of under-served children in particular schools produces additional inequalities in Portugal. Students in socio-economically disadvantaged schools in Portugal perform 41 score points worse in reading, even after accounting for their own socio-economic status. These school-level relationships between student-body composition and performance in maths and reading exist in national examinations as well. In addition to variation based on students’ and schools’ demographic characteristics, Portugal is home to large regional differences in student outcomes. 15-year-old students in western coastal regions and the central interior of the country perform relatively much better than those in the rural northern interior and the south of the country. This pattern echoes geographic performance differences for younger students on the TIMSS and for lower- and upper-secondary students on national examinations. 

         

         
            Strengths and challenges
            

            Portugal invests substantial resources in school education as a proportion of its GDP; however, funding levels for key priorities remain insufficient
            

            The Portuguese school system benefits from high levels of financial investment from public sources. In 2014, 5.1% of the added-value produced by the country, its gross domestic product (GDP), was devoted to financing pre-primary, primary and secondary education. This was not only well above the OECD average (3.4% of GDP), but also more than one percentage point higher than Southern European peers such as Italy and Spain. However, despite the high levels of investment as measured compared to the overall size of the Portuguese economy, its annual expenditure per student, corrected for differences in purchasing power across countries, is around 15% below the OECD average. As a result, significant core activities of the educational system, including its vocational network and equity strategies, rely heavily on international funds, particularly the European Social Fund (ESF). Given the inherent unpredictability of international funds over the long term, key priorities for the Portuguese system are subject to changing international conditions.

            The financial crisis increased attention on the efficient use of resources but the current mechanisms for allocating funding to schools have inefficiencies and are opaque
            

            Budget restraint due to the economic crises has increased awareness about the importance of efficiency in education and further fostered processes such as the consolidation of the school network that reduced the number of small schools and increased class sizes. Other current efforts that reflect the commitment to an efficient use of public resources include: the restriction of state funding to private schools only in geographic areas where public offer is insufficient; the centralisation of wage payments; and a more thorough monitoring of fraudulent sick leave. However, inefficiencies remain in the system as a result of fragmented decision-making authorities and budgetary responsibilities within the central administration and between vertical levels of the government. The entities responsible for planning the school network, which determines the bulk of educational expenditures, do not themselves bear the financial costs of over-spending. Furthermore, the process for defining both instructional and operational expenditure levels is opaque, understood only by a small number of central bureaucrats. This prevents open, democratic debate about the spending priorities of the system.

            While programmes exist to promote equity for under-resourced communities and students, there is a lack of a system-wide strategy or sufficient levels of funds to promote equity
            

            Portugal has developed a series of programmes intended to combat inequality for under-resourced communities and vulnerable students. Means-tested social support exists for all students from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds alongside specific programmes, instructional supports and additional resources for students struggling in school as well as schools facing concentrations of student need. Despite the existence of these programmes, concerns persist about whether their funding levels are sufficient and more broadly about whether they are effective. Targeted funding for equity purposes in Portugal remains small – flagship programmes constitute only 1.4% of the educational budget – both by comparative standards and judged against levels estimated in research required to overcome opportunity gaps. As a consequence, schools serving high-needs communities receive relatively meagre additional resources, either human or otherwise. Further, within-system evidence suggests that these funding streams are not always targeted towards schools that have the greatest levels of need. More broadly, while Portugal has a large set of programmes targeting particular dimensions of student need, many appear additive and to some extent overlapping, without a clear vision for an overall strategy to address the needs of under-resourced communities and students. 

            There is an incipient focus on programme evaluation to inform decision-making that benefits from a rich wealth of data, but funding is not related to goals and assessment of results, which limits system learning
            

            Portugal collects a wide range of data on students and schools that could be used to highlight strengths and challenges in the system and steer resource allocation. Systems for evaluation have expanded over the past 10 to 15 years, with more widespread data collection and the production of internal and external project evaluations, a growing attention to results-based decision-making and the development of school and teacher evaluation frameworks. Future planning is underway to create additional applications to track school finances and human resources. Despite the potential for Portugal to leverage these resources to set goals, use multiple forms of data to review progress, disaggregate data for different populations and make decisions based on outcomes, these types of actions are insufficiently pursued in practice. There is not a systematic definition of shared outcome goals on which stakeholders agree. Interventions are not systematically evaluated to determine their efficacy. Further, there are rarely course corrections when project goals are unmet. During the...
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