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Abstract By the turn of the century, following the dismal first results in TIMSS
and PISA, the Portuguese educational system was at a crossroads. It was clear that
students were not attaining minimal levels of proficiency in reading, math, science,
and other basic subjects. The system needed a deep reshaping, and so changes were
made. By the time the last PISA and TIMSS international large-scale surveys’
results were released in 2013, Portugal registered a quantum leap: in PISA, student
achievement was above the OECD average and in TIMSS, 4th graders had higher
scores in Mathematics than several usually high-performing countries, including
Finland. How was this possible? To understand what happened, we need to look at
what Portugal has done in the last 10-15 years. Although many different ministers
from different ideological standpoints made different reforms, there is a common
thread to most changes: they paid increased attention to results. This proved to be a
powerful thrust for improvement, backed up by experienced teachers. However, this
general thrust assumed many concrete different aspects and promoted different
reforms. During the 2011-2015 period, these reforms went further and were very
clear, intentional, and explicit: a clear curriculum, increased school autonomy, stu-
dents’ recular assessment. vocational paths. flexibility. All this helped to prepare
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PISA 2018 Results

WHAT STUDENTS KNOW AND CAN DO

VOLUME |

Preface

Among its many findings, our PISA 2018 assessment shows that 15-year-old students in the four provinces/municipalities of
China that participated in the study - Beijing, Shanghai, Jiangsu and Zhejiang - outperformed by a large margin their peers from
all of the other 78 participating education systems, in mathematics and science. Moreover, the 10% most disadvantaged students
in these four jurisdictions also showed better reading skills than those of the average student in OECD countries, as well as skills
similar to the 10% most advantaged students in some of these countries. True, these four provinces/municipalities in eastern
China are far from representing China as a whole, but the sizeof each of them compares to thatof a:typical. OECD country, and
their combined populations.amount to over 180 million. What makes their achievement even more remarkable is that the:level of
income of these four Chinese regions is well below the OECD average. The quality of their schools today will feed into the strength
of their economies tomorrow.

In this context, and given the fact that expenditure per primary and secondary student rose by more than 15% across OECD
countries over the past decade, it is disappointing that most OECD countries saw virtually no improvement in the performance
of their students since PISA was first conducted in 2000. In fact, only seven of the 79 education systems analysed saw significant
improvements in the reading, mathematics and science performance of their students throughout their participation in PISA, and
only one of these, Portugal, is a member of the OECD.

During the same period, the demands placed on the reading skills of 15-year-olds have fundamentally.changed. The smartphone
has transformed.the ways.in. which people read and.exchange information; and-digitalisation has resulted in the emergence of new
forms of text, ranging from the concise, to the lengthy and unwieldy. In the past, students could find clear and singular answers to
their questions in carefully curated and government-approved textbooks, and they could trust those answers to be true. Today, they
will find hundreds of thousands of answers to their questions on line, and it is up to them to figure out what is true and what is
false, what is right and what is wrong. Reading is no longer mainly about extracting information; it is about constructing knowled
thinking critically and making well-founded judgements. Against this backdrop, the findings from this latest PISA round show t
fewer than 1 in 10 students in OECD countries was able to distinguish between fact and opinion, based on implicit cues pertainin
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But... what happened next ?
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Sometimes, people think there is a
dichotomy between quality and fairness.

So, let’s have a closer ook

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



LOW PERFORMERS

OECD
Science
Math (36)
Reading

All domains

PORTUGAL
Science
Math
Reading

All domains

EU
Science
Math
Reading

All domains

2009

18.8
23.5
19.4

16.5
23.7
17.6

2012

18.7
24.4
18.9
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16.6
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17.8

2015

22.1
24.6
20.9

17.4
23.8
17.2

20.6
22.2
19.7

2018

22.0
24.1
22.6
13.4

20.2
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19.6
12.6

21.6
22.4
21.7
12.7*



So... let’s see what PISA studies reveal
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Figure 11.2.20 = Enquiry-based teaching practices and science performance
Results based on students’ reports, OECD average
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Ambitious curricula,
alighed assessment, and
focus on all students
can improve education

Thank you!
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