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PISA and TIMSS 2015 results called the 
international attention over Portugal



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 - …



What are competences?

Skills? Then, we should talk about knowledge and competences; 

better yet: knowledge and skills

An overarching concept encompassing knowledge, skills, abilities, and 

attitudes? Then, it’s not opposed to anything in school.

Knowledge in action? Then, we are missing the autonomy and 

importance of knowledge
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But… what happened next ?



vague competences again…
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Pragmatic conclusions:
- Add instead of subtract: 

- check for understanding, 
- real-life applications, 
- multidisciplinary projects

- Don’t eliminate:
- pure knowledge appreciation 
- ambitious knowledge outcomes
- disciplinary structure
- clear learning goals
- rigorous evaluation 



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 
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PISA 2006-2015 

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

 0,0

 10,0

 20,0

 30,0

 40,0

 50,0

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015

Dropout Rates 

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*



How ambitious curricula, 
aligned assessment, and 

focus on all students 
can improve education

Thank you!


