Portuguese Education System: Dick Bequest Study (May 2012)
by Elspeth Stewart, Principal Teacher, Moray EAL Service.
Numbers of pupils from EU countries continue to increase in Moray, with a more recent rise in Portuguese pupils of upper secondary school age, with limited English. These pupils’ expectation of our unfamiliar Scottish education system and our assumptions about theirs has lead to confusion and misunderstanding when choosing subjects and planning a future career. It has also been very difficult to place pupils in appropriate classes for subjects such as Maths and Sciences, as teachers had no knowledge of what topics they may have covered, and whether there was a different focus for different science subjects.

Accordingly, following an application to the Dick Bequest in Moray, a trip to Portugal was planned. Contact was made with schools in the Lisbon and Porto areas, from whence our current senior pupils had come and they were therefore able to facilitate arrangements made. Fortunately we were able to make contact with senior management who were able to speak good English

It was a boost to the pupils’ confidence and self esteem, to know that a Scottish teacher was interested enough in their country, culture and education system to go and make a personal visit. The visit also encouraged me to engage with and learn some Portuguese as well as get to grips with and learn how to pronounce the nasal sounds inherent within the language, which will be useful in understanding why Portuguese pupils have difficulty in pronouncing some of our vowel and consonant sounds, which are quite different. (w, y and k are not routinely used in Portuguese)

For Portuguese pupils, school starts at age 6. This is the equivalent of our Scottish Primary, where they remain for four years. 

They then move on to Basic School at age 10 and continue there until they are 16. They study around 14 subjects, with termly continuous assessment and annual tests, which are graded from Level 1-5. 

At the end of Basic School they sit exams in Portuguese and Maths. Interestingly the Portuguese government has decided to reduce the number of subjects taught (currently English and French are compulsory) the subject Citizenship will be removed as well as what is termed “Project”. Class sizes will also be increased from 28, to 30, which mean that there will be fewer jobs for teachers.

Around Lisbon there is a large migrant community from a range of countries, including Gypsy Travellers from Romania, which carries the usual challenges. Schools do not have additional teachers to support pupils with learning Portuguese and class teachers operate very much on their own, without the additional in class support from SFL staff/auxiliaries which we value so much in Scotland

Following Basic School, pupils then move on to a 3 year phase at Secondary School at age 16. (end of year 9) Pupils who opt not to do so can go to a “professional school”, or leave.

At this stage pupils are expected to choose a specific related subject group from which they will not deviate. Subject areas would include Sciences, Arts, Language and Humanities and Science Technology. Pupils would also study English (which they start to learn formally at age 10, though with some basic English taught also in Primary School) as well as Maths. Understanding this has shed light on why two of my pupils who are extremely talented musically were extremely resistant to taking Higher Music as their understanding was that if they had opted into a Science based group of subjects, they should not be sidelined into Music. It was very difficult to explain that in our system, it is deemed important to have a range of subjects and that even in Medicine, universities look for a diverse range of skills and abilities in students.

My pupils were also very worried about making a wrong choice when choosing subjects and I have now discovered that this is because in Portugal, if a pupil changes his mind about his subject group, he must go right back to the beginning in order to start afresh with a different subject group, so there is not the flexibility that we have in our Scottish system.

In Portugal a final average score is gained at the end of Secondary School and this is what determines whether students achieve university entrance or not. Their average is calculated from exam results in each subject and from continuous assessment, with intermediate exams in their second year and final exams in their third, (year 12) including an exam for university entrance. A score will range from 1-20, with a university expecting 18.5 for entry. (15-16 would be the equivalent of around 70%

Pupils with lower scores can pay to go to a private university, for which they may need to sit an entry exam

At Roque Gameiro School I was able to speak at length with science teachers who explained how their curriculum worked. In Portugal, Physics and Chemistry are taught as one combined subject, whereas Biology tends to be teamed with Geology with a different choice of topics, though with some overlap. The teachers were also to talk me though the learning outcomes and the corresponding teaching experiences for all the related science topics, for years 7-9, which was extremely useful. The course worked on a spiral system, with the same topics being taught in increasing depth each year. It was reassuring to see that the different areas in Physics and Chemistry were almost identical to what is taught in Scotland. 

I was given these curriculum plans to take back to Scotland, which will be invaluable for our science teachers in tracking what has been taught and the methods used. I was able to make sense of them, reading in Portuguese, with some support from the Portuguese teachers. However I will consult with Moray science teachers as to whether it would be more helpful to have them translated into English by our translation service. Biology will also have to be looked at more closely to ascertain which areas cross over with our Scottish curriculum. It would appear that there is more focus on Biology as pupils reach the end of Basic School, which may have an impact on which sciences we recommend for older newly arrived pupils to take. This will become clearer after discussion with our Moray science teachers.

I was also able to gain access to Maths programmes of work which are laid out in the same way as science and will be extremely useful for placing our newly arrived Portuguese pupils in appropriate Maths classes. 

All materials gained, with useful links, as well as this report, will be posted on our Moray EAL Service Blog, which teaching colleagues across the whole of Scotland will then be able to access.

Further interviews also took place with English teachers, which also proved to be very enlightening. By their final year (9) in Basic School and in fact by year 7, Portuguese pupils will have covered a wide range of advanced grammatical features, including more advanced tenses such as the present and past perfect, with the passive voice covered in year 9. This is far in advance of what would be taught for a SG Modern Foreign Language in Scotland. However, it would appear that on arrival in Scotland, our senior Portuguese pupils in Moray may have left much of what they had learned, behind in Portugal 

I was able to look at course books used for years 7-9 and was given a copy to take back to Scotland. While the books are Longman and Pearson and mostly in English, the grammar section at the back gives grammatical explanations in Portuguese which will make it substantially easier for EAL and ESOL teachers to support with more advanced grammar.

I also had the opportunity to discuss common errors that Portuguese pupils are likely to make, when learning English.

For example they do not have the present perfect tense and will therefore have difficulty with this. They would tend to use the present tense and the past tense, whereas the present perfect links the two. 

Additionally in Portuguese it is acceptable not to use a pronoun in a subject/verb/object sentence structure, if the noun has already been stated in the previous sentence. There can also be confusion with the use of the articles, “a” and “the”, where pupils may put them before a person's name or before the name of a country. Portuguese pupils also tend to have some difficulty with countable and uncountable nouns. This increased understanding will help in ensuring that pupils receive extra support in these areas and can be pointed out to their subject teachers as something to be aware of when supporting their written work.

School and teachers contacted have agreed to stay in touch and email addresses exchanged so that further resources can be accessed electronically, with the possibility of links between pupils being set up and a pen pal arrangement being made. Moray can also reciprocate by sending useful resources which can be used for pupils learning English

The visit was extremely useful and informative with the prospect of a continued relationship very encouraging for the future.

Thanks go to all the Portuguese teachers for their enthusiasm, help and support and to the Dick Bequest for making this study visit possible.
