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Introduction
Education is the bedrock of any thriving society, shaping individuals, communities, and
national destinies. In Portugal, a nation with a rich history and a dynamic future, the
educational landscape reflects a fascinating blend of tradition and modernity,
persistent challenges and remarkable achievements. From the foundational learning
experiences of early childhood to the advanced academic pursuits of higher education,
the Portuguese system is a complex and evolving entity, crucial to the country's social
cohesion, economic competitiveness, and cultural identity. This book, "Education In
Portugal: A Comprehensive Overview from Early Childhood to Higher Education,"
embarks on a detailed exploration of this vital domain, offering readers an in-depth
understanding of its intricacies, strengths, and ongoing transformations.

This comprehensive overview is designed to serve as an indispensable resource for a
wide audience. Whether you are a student considering study abroad opportunities in
Portugal, an educator seeking to understand international best practices, a
policymaker interested in comparative educational systems, a researcher delving into
specific aspects of Portuguese pedagogy, or simply a curious reader eager to learn
about the nation's commitment to learning, this book provides a robust framework. We
will navigate the historical currents that have shaped the present system, dissect its
structural components, and illuminate the pathways available to learners at every
stage of their educational journey.

Our journey begins with the earliest years, exploring the crucial role of creches and
pre-school in laying the groundwork for lifelong learning. We then progress through
the various cycles of basic and secondary education, examining the curricula,
methodologies, and specializations that define these formative periods. A significant
portion of this book is dedicated to higher education, delving into the distinct
characteristics of universities and polytechnic institutes, the diverse array of degree
programs offered, and the processes for accessing these institutions. Beyond the
structural elements, we also investigate the critical aspects of quality assurance,
teacher training, and the invaluable support systems in place for students, including
those with special needs.

Crucially, "Education In Portugal" extends beyond a mere descriptive account. We will
engage with the contemporary issues and forward-looking initiatives that are shaping
the future of education in the country. This includes an examination of the increasing
role of technology in classrooms, the growing internationalization of Portuguese higher
education, and the vital importance of adult education and lifelong learning.
Furthermore, we will critically assess the funding mechanisms, educational policies,
and ongoing reforms that aim to enhance the system's effectiveness and address
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persistent challenges. The interplay between education, culture, and society will also
be explored, recognizing that learning is deeply embedded within the broader societal
fabric.

Ultimately, this book aims to provide a nuanced and holistic perspective on education
in Portugal. By offering a comparative lens within the European educational landscape,
we seek to highlight both the unique attributes of the Portuguese system and its
alignment with broader international trends. Our objective is to not only inform but
also to inspire a deeper appreciation for the dedication and innovation driving
educational progress in Portugal, providing insights that are both academically
rigorous and practically relevant for anyone with an interest in this fascinating field.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Foundations of Portuguese
Education
The story of education in Portugal is as old as the nation itself, deeply interwoven with
its religious, political, and social evolution. From the earliest monastic schools to the
modern, secular institutions of today, the pursuit of knowledge has been a constant,
albeit often challenging, thread in the Portuguese narrative. Understanding this
historical trajectory is not merely an academic exercise; it provides essential context
for appreciating the current structure and ongoing reforms of the Portuguese
educational system.

In the nascent centuries of Portugal's formation, education was primarily the domain
of the Church. Monastic, cathedral, and parish schools emerged even before Portugal
declared itself an independent country in the twelfth century. These early institutions,
steeped in the Roman Catholic tradition, emphasized rote memorization and a
deductive approach to reasoning. Learning mostly comprised reading, writing, and
Latin grammar, a language spoken by only a select few religious figures and
ambassadors from the twelfth to the fifteenth century. However, as the Portuguese
language gained prominence, particularly during the reign of King Dinis (1279-1325),
who declared it the official language, the need for Portuguese-Latin vocabularies
became apparent. This period also saw the founding of Portugal's first university in
Lisbon in 1290, which later relocated to Coimbra in 1308 and eventually became the
renowned University of Coimbra, one of the oldest universities globally.

The sixteenth century ushered in a significant era for Portuguese education with the
arrival of the Society of Jesus, or Jesuits, in 1540. King João III, keen to support their
educational and missionary ideals, formally welcomed them. Within a quarter-century,
the Jesuits had established colleges and schools across the country, including Lisbon,
Coimbra, Évora, and Porto. Their educational system was considered revolutionary for
its rigorous curriculum, which skillfully blended humanistic studies with theological
instruction. This approach resonated strongly with Portugal's nobility and elite, who
frequently sent their children to Jesuit institutions, thereby cementing the order's
considerable influence in both educational and societal spheres. The Jesuit College of
Arts at Coimbra, founded in 1547, became particularly significant, as its quality of
education was recognized internationally, and a decree in 1561 mandated a certificate
from this college for enrollment in the university's Faculty of Law. However, the Jesuits
primarily focused on educating the elites and training recruits for their own order, with
catechism and preaching deemed sufficient for the common populace.

A dramatic shift in the educational landscape occurred in the mid-18th century with
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the rise of Sebastião José de Carvalho e Melo, the Marquis of Pombal, who served as
prime minister to King Joseph I from 1750 to 1777. Influenced by Enlightenment ideals,
Pombal was a staunch advocate for modernization and sought to diminish the
immense power held by the Church, particularly the Jesuits, whom he viewed as
controlling a stagnant educational system. His reforms were sweeping and often
autocratic. In 1759, Pombal expelled the Jesuits from Portugal and its colonies, seizing
their vast assets and effectively ending their near-monopoly on secondary education.
This bold move paved the way for the creation of secular public primary and
secondary schools, a foundational step toward a state-regulated educational system.

Pombal’s reforms extended beyond the expulsion of the Jesuits. He introduced
vocational training, established hundreds of new teaching positions, and significantly
modernized the University of Coimbra by adding departments of mathematics and
natural sciences. He even closed the University of Evora, a Jesuit institution, and levied
new taxes to fund these ambitious educational initiatives. While many of these
reforms faced challenges in implementation and it took over a century to recover the
educational levels provided by the Jesuit schools, Pombal's vision undeniably laid the
groundwork for a more secular and scientifically oriented public education system in
Portugal.

The 19th century, in contrast to the transformative Pombaline era, witnessed slow and
often interrupted progress in educational reform. Despite initiatives in 1822, 1835, and
1844, many reforms remained incomplete or largely unimplemented. However, some
notable developments did occur, such as the establishment of the first schools for girls
in Lisbon and the creation of institutions like the Agricultural Institute and
polytechnical schools in Lisbon and Porto. The Liberal Revolution of 1820, a significant
political upheaval, also played a role in shaping educational thought. This revolution,
driven by a desire for greater political and economic freedom and influenced by
Enlightenment ideas, aimed to establish a constitutional monarchy and a society that
respected individual rights. Instruction and education were seen as fundamental tools
for promoting citizenship within this new liberal framework.

The early 20th century, specifically the period of the First Republic (1910-1926), saw
education chosen as a key priority. A new law in 1910 remodeled the educational
system, dividing elementary school into three cycles and aiming to reduce illiteracy.
The Ministry of Public Instruction was established in 1913, and compulsory schooling
was extended from three to five years in 1919. The republican government also
sought to reintroduce a more secular curriculum, similar to Pombal’s efforts, and to
incorporate more scientific and empirical teaching methods. Despite these intentions,
the First Republic proved less successful than its authoritarian successor in
significantly expanding elementary education, with literacy levels for children aged 7
to 14 only modestly increasing from 26% in 1911 to 33% in 1930.

The Estado Novo, the authoritarian regime led by António de Oliveira Salazar, which
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governed Portugal from 1933 to 1974, profoundly impacted the educational system.
The regime viewed education as a tool for indoctrination, instilling its ideological
principles of tradition, conservatism, Christian morality, obedience to authority, and
patriotism in young people. The Ministry of National Education was established in
1936, further centralizing control over educational and cultural matters. Schools under
the Estado Novo often featured crucifixes and photographs of Salazar in classrooms,
and teachers were required to take an oath of allegiance to the regime. The Mocidade
Portuguesa, a paramilitary organization, was created to prepare youth aged 11 to 14
for militarism, discipline, obedience, patriotism, and religion.

Despite the regime's repressive nature, the Estado Novo period saw a substantial
increase in literacy rates and the expansion of elementary education. Literacy levels
for children aged 7 to 14 rose significantly, from 33% in 1930 to 56% in 1940 and an
impressive 97% by 1960. The number of elementary schools also grew from 7,000 in
1927 to 10,000 in 1940. This period also saw the establishment of a new technical
university in Lisbon in 1930 and a "single book policy" for school textbooks, which
aimed to save parents money and facilitate educational centralization. However,
higher education remained largely reserved for a small percentage of the population,
and the curriculum was strictly controlled to prevent ideas that challenged the
regime's authority.

The Carnation Revolution of April 25, 1974, marked a pivotal turning point,
overthrowing the Estado Novo and ushering in an era of democracy and widespread
educational reform. The revolutionary government immediately focused on
democratizing education, dismantling the non-democratic values from the curriculum,
and enhancing the teaching profession. A key objective was to address the extremely
high levels of adult illiteracy that persisted, particularly in older generations and
among women. Major adult literacy campaigns were launched between 1974 and
1977, drawing inspiration from Paulo Freire's theories and methods of popular
education. These campaigns, organized by various movements including military and
political youth organizations, had a significant impact on the population and were
often life-changing experiences for the young literacy mediators involved.

Post-revolution, the number of basic and secondary schools, as well as higher
education institutions, saw significant growth. The 1980s were particularly important
for the real democratization of secondary and higher education. Reforms aimed at
giving more autonomy to schools, creating a system of democratic management, and
valuing the educational role of the community. Efforts were also made to support the
access and progression of disadvantaged students. Towards the end of the 20th
century and into the 21st, Portugal’s educational system continued to evolve,
integrating into the European Higher Education Area through the Bologna Process,
which began in the late 1990s and led to new waves of reforms in universities and
polytechnics. This process aimed to create a harmonized higher education system
across Europe, facilitating student mobility and employment. The ongoing historical
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journey of Portuguese education, from its medieval roots to its modern European
integration, reveals a persistent drive for knowledge and a continuous adaptation to
societal needs and aspirations.
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