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2015 541 36 below

TIMSS 4th grade

1995 475 2 below

Dropout rates

2000 43.6%

2011 25.0%

2015 13.7%

PISA 2011-2015 

Portugal: one of only two 
countries that significantly 
increased the top and 
decreased the bottom 

Two different countries:

1995 - 2000

2001 - 2015

Specific factors

2001: School results
2004: Competences put aside
2005: Evaluation 9th grade
2006: Assessment 4th 6th,  

action programs, PAM
2007: Textbook evaluation
2011: Competences end,

knowledge-based
standards start

2012: Better standards
2012: Evaluation 4th 6th

authoritarian times
1933 - 1974

“romantic” era
1974 - 1995/2000

pragmatic times
2000 - 2011

knowledge curriculum
2011 - 2015

???
2016 - …



But… what happened next ?



vague competences again…
2016 - 2020
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vague competences again…
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Sometimes, people think there is a 
dichotomy between quality and fairness.

So, let’s have a closer look

Fraction of High- and Low-Performers TIMSS 4th Grade Math - Portugal

2011 2015 2019

High Performers = Level 4 8 12 9

Low Performers = Level 1 or below 20 18 26



Change in the share of top and low performers 
between 2006 and 2015

PISA 2015 Report: Fig. I.2.26 

Finland

New Zealand

Australia

Netherlands

United Kingdom

Slovenia

Macao (China)

Sweden

Austria

Portugal

Hong Kong (China)

Czech Republic

Ireland
Hugnary

Croatia

IcelandSlovak Republic

Greece

Qatar

Colombia

Jordan

-10

-8

-6

-4

-2

0

2

4

6

-35-30-25-20-15-10-5051015

Share of low performers 
increased

Share of low performers decreased 

S
h

a
re

 o
f to

p
 p

e
rfo

rm
e
rs

 
d

e
c
re

a
s
e
d

S
h

a
re

 o
f to

p
 

p
e
rfo

rm
e
rs

 
in

c
re

a
s
e
d

Change in the share of low performers (below Level 2)

C
h

a
n

g
e
 i
n

 t
h

e
 s

h
a
re

 o
f 

to
p

 p
e
rf

o
rm

e
rs

 
(L

e
v

e
 5

 a
n

d
 6

)

Only countries/economies 
where at least one of the 

changes is statistically 
significant are shown

PISA 2006-2015 

Portugal significantly increased the share of top-performers 
and decreased the share of low-performers 
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Dropout rates

2000 43.6%

2011 25.0%

2015 13.7%



LOW PERFORMERS 2009 2012 2015 2018

OECD

Science 18.8 18.7 22.1 22.0

Math (36) 23.5 24.4 24.6 24.1

Reading 19.4 18.9 20.9 22.6

All domains 13.4

PORTUGAL

Science 16.5 19.0 17.4 20.2

Math 23.7 24.9 23.8 23.3

Reading 17.6 18.8 17.2 19.6

All domains 12.6

EU

Science 16.6 20.6 21.6

Math 22.1 22.2 22.4

Reading 17.8 19.7 21.7

All domains 12.7*



Everything starts with the curriculum

A demanding 
curriculum

Centred on the 
essential 
subjects

Structured, 
progressive, and 
detailed 
standards

Frequent 
assessment

4, 6, 9, 12 years

Comparison of 
internal and 
external 
assessments

Program to fight 
failure

Intervention at 
first difficulties

Special hours

Temporary 
groupings

School 
autonomy

Credits to 
schools to 
support students 
with difficulties

Incentives based 
on progress

Knowledge at 
the base 

Evaluation is an 
incentive

Evaluating results
=  freedom of 

processes

Alternatives 
make all 
progress

Alternate paths

Vocational paths 
in middle school

Two vocational 
pathways

Businesses 
support from 
start to finish 

Everybody can 
reach a

reasonable level



English is a crucial part of our improvements 

Learn languages
Start early
Be consistent
Integrate a language with its culture

English is not simply another language

2012 – English from 5th to 9th grade

2014 – English mandatory from 3rd to 9th 
grade



Ambitious curricula, 
aligned assessment, and 

focus on all students 
can improve education

Thank you!




