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Abstract From the bottom of the league table for PISA 2000 Portugal has raised
to the OCDE average being the only OECD member that showed, up to PISA 2018,
consistent growth in reading, mathematics, and science. This chapter gives a brief
description of the Portuguese Education system and howPISAoutcomes have shaped
Portuguese education policies. It identifies the policies that probably explain the
improvement in PISA and pinpoints weakness of the Portuguese education system
through the lenses of PISA.

1 Introduction

Accountability is a key feature of modern education systems since countries invest
a significant portion of their resources educating their young. In the early 1960s,
the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA)
demonstrated the feasibility of large-scale studies and cross-country comparisons
of student achievement in key school subjects (mathematics, reading, and science).
During the last decades of the twentieth century the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD), following in IEA’s footsteps, identified the
need to regularly collect reliable and valid educational indicators that could be used
to compare its member countries’ educational systems and inform policymakers
on the outcomes of education policies. The Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA) was the OECD’s response to address some limitations of the
IEA’s studies, namely insufficiencies in education quality measurement and limited
international coverage (Breakspear 2014). PISA would fill this perceived gap by
providing a measure of comparative educational systems outcomes not focused on
curricular knowledge, like the IEA studies, but in terms of what students can do with
the knowledge, skills, and competencies learned in school to solve everyday problems
and be active citizens. On OECD’s own words “PISA represents a new commitment
by the government of OECD countries to monitor the outcomes of education systems
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in terms of student achievement regularly and within a common framework that is
internationally agreed upon. PISA aims at providing a new basis for policy dialogue
and for collaboration in defining and operationalizing educational goals. (…) PISA
can assist countries in seeking to bring about improvements in schooling and better
preparation for young people as they enter an adult life of rapid change and deepening
global interdependence” (OECD 2001, p. 3).

The first relevant international assessment of the Portuguese education system
took place in 1995 with the IEA’s Trends in International Mathematics and Science
Study (TIMSS). The Portuguese results were so poor that policymakers at the time
argued that the study failed to assess the country’s students’ knowledge and skills. As
a result, Portugal withdrew from TIMSS until 2011 (Barroso 2010; Marôco 2020).
However, TIMSS 1995 revealed that the poor performance of Portuguese students
went much deeper into the Portuguese social structure, with the education system
echoing structural problems that went far beyond schools, teachers, or policymakers
(Justino 2010). The aftermath of the TIMSS 1995 shock set the seed for the external
evaluation of the Portuguese education system and evidence-based policy reforms.

Portugal, as a founding member of the OECD, participated in the first edition of
the OECD’s PISA study in 2000. Like in TIMSS 1995, the Portuguese students were
ranked at the bottom of the table of the ordered OECD participants in mathematics,
science, and reading. These PISA results finally set the stage for the much-needed
education reforms that took place in the following years. In 2018 Portuguese students
stabilized their position on the PISA OECD average, being the only OECD country
with a positive trend in all three domains during the 2000 to 2018 PISA life frame
(OECD 2019c). According to Andreas Schleicher, the OECD Director of Educa-
tion and kills, “Portugal is Europe’s biggest success story at PISA” (Tavares 2017).
This chapter briefly reviews both the Portuguese education system, the Portuguese
educational reforms driven by PISA, and its effects on the PISA national results.

2 The Portuguese Education System

The Education pace in Portugal, from the beginning, was set by the Catholic Church
with the predominant action of the Jesuits Order. The 1826 Constitutional Bill of
Rights was the first official document setting the trend for the gratuity of a primary
education focusing on reading, writing, and mathematics (MEC-OEI 2003; Ramos
2004). The implementation of a republican regime in 1910 led to the expulsion of
religious orders from Portugal and brought the first republican education reform.
This reform was especially aimed at improving the very low literacy rates of the
population, namely that from the rural areas, with emphasis on the importance of
reading at an early age (Candeias et al. 2007; MEC-OEI 2003).

Post-WWII reforms in Europe found the Portuguese education systems still
lagging behind its European neighbors (Justino 2010). Salazar’s fascist regime
promoted an inward-looking education system that focused on the Portuguese main-
land and its African colonies and very little exposure to external influences. It was
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not until 1960 that the 3 or 4-year schooling mandatory for all children (girls and
boys, respectively) was imposed. By that time, theOECD’s sponsoredMediterranean
Regional Project set the first attempt at aligning the Portuguese education with the
international education frameworks as part of an effort to meet economic dynamic
growth needs (Alves 2012; Mendonça 2011). The Mediterranean project found a
country largely deprived of education. In 1970, 18% of the Portuguese population
was illiterate, 66% of 15-year olds had not completed any level of formal education,
and only 0.9% of the total population had a higher education degree (Crato 2020).
A large set of reforms were therefore proposed, in the early 1970s, to all levels of
basic, secondary and university studies. Amongst the introduced measures was the
mandatory attendance of school for at least eight years. However, the 1974 military
coup that ended the almost 50 years of fascist regime aborted these reforms and set
the country into revolutionary fervor. A major reorganization of schooling cycles
and curricula reforms occurred at a furious pace according to social constructivist
views of education. In 1986, a new “Basic Law of the Educational System” ensured
the right of education and culture to all children promoting the training required for
active citizenship, equality of opportunities, and freedom of learning and teaching.
This reform also expandedmandatory schooling to nine years. Vocational and profes-
sional tracks aimed at accessing a profession or higher education were introduced in
parallel with the regular sciences and humanities tracks during the late 1990s, early
2000s. Themandatory exams that were abolished during the years following the 1974
Portuguese revolutionwere slowly reintroduced after 1996 for grade 12 certifying the
terminus of secondary education and, from 1998 on, ranking the students’ access to
higher education. National high-stake Portuguese language and Mathematics exams
were introduced for grade 9 in 2005, and in 2009 the Parliament decided to extend
mandatory schooling to 12 years of basic (grades 1–9) and secondary (grades 10–
12) education. This was put in place gradually in the 2012–2015 period. Universal
access to preschool for 5-year old children, but not mandatory enrollment, was also
introduced in 2009. In 2015, the preschool age group was extended to the 4-year
olds.

Despite the extraordinary evolution observed since the 1970s, and the 12-year
mandatory schooling, the completion of secondary and higher education remains a
challenge. As of 2018, the actual schooling rate was 90% for pre-school education,
95% for elementary (grades 1–4), 89% for primary (grades 5–6), 88% for lower-
secondary (grades 7–9) and 79% for upper-secondary (grades 10–12) (PORDATA
2019b) (see Fig. 1). Around 41% of 19–20 year-old young adults were enrolled in
higher education and only 25% of adults (25–64 years old) held a university degree
(the OECD average is 40%) (OECD 2019b). The Portuguese Basic and Secondary
Education system is also characterized by being the one with the oldest teaching
professionals in the OECD. More than 40% of teachers are 50 years old or older and
only 1% are below the age of 30 (OECD 2019b). The average number of students
per class is 21/22 for primary and lower-secondary and the expenditure is 11 k USD
per student (the total expenditure on education is 3.6% of the GDP) (OECD 2019b;
PORDATA 2019a). About three-quarters (72.9%) of schools are public, and most are
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grouped in school clusters offering grades 1–12. A full description of the Portuguese
education system can be found in Eurydice (2019). Figure 1 summarizes the actual
structure of the Portuguese Education system.

3 The Portuguese PISA Trends

Portugal, as a member of the OECD, has taken part in all the editions of PISA. In
the first edition, back in 2000, the Portuguese students ranked at around the ante-
penultimate positions for the three domains out of the 28 OECD countries who had
their results reported the following year (OECD 2001). Approximately one out of
four (26.3%) Portuguese students who took the PISA test in 2000 did not reach the
minimum acceptable proficiency level in reading (level 2). That was more than twice
the OECD average. Only 4%were able to reach the advanced level in reading literacy
(level 5), about half of the OECD average (OECD 2001). It took 15 years to see the
Portuguese students raise to the OECD average in mathematics literacy and signif-
icantly above the OECD average in reading and science (OECD 2016) (Fig. 2). In
2018, the Portuguese position at the OECD average was again confirmed for reading,
science, andmathematics (OECD 2019c). Even so, 20.2% of the Portuguese students
did not reach the minimum acceptable proficiency level (level 2) in reading, a value
that nevertheless is slightly lower than the OECD average (22.6%). Portugal’s trends
in PISA contrasts with the overall OECD trends. In the OECD Secretary-General
Angel Curia’s own words “only seven of the 79 education systems analyzed [in
PISA 2018] saw significant improvements in the reading, mathematics and science

Fig. 2 Trends in reading, mathematics, and science literacy for Portugal (closed symbols) and the
OECD average (open symbols). The β coefficients are the slopes of the linear OLS regression lines
displayed. Data were retrieved from the OECD PISA reports (2001–2019) (The PISA scale has an
average of 500 points and a standard deviation of 100 points for reading, science and mathematics
established on the cycle were the domain was for the first time the major domain.)
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performance of their students throughout their participation in PISA, and only one of
these, Portugal, is a member of the OECD” (OECD 2019c, p. 3). Despite some ups
and downs, Portuguese students’ performance in PISA has continuously improved.
The average growth rate was 1.5 points per year for reading, 2.2 points per year for
mathematics, and 2.1 points per year for science. The corresponding trends for the
OECD were −0.4 points per year for reading, −0.6 points per year for mathematics,
and −0.5 for science (see Fig. 2).

As compared to students who took the PISA test in 2000, the 2015 and 2018
cohorts have improved, on average, and for the three PISA domains, by 31 points
(0.3 standard-deviations on the PISA scale). This improvement corresponds to about
one school year (OECD 2009, p. 23). As the OECD report on PISA 2015 points out:
“Macao (China) and Portugal were able to ‘move everyone up’ in science, mathe-
matics and reading performance over the past decade by increasing the number of top
performerswhile simultaneously reducing the number of studentswho do not achieve
the baseline level of skills. Their experiences demonstrate that education systems
can nurture top performers and assist struggling students simultaneously.”(OECD
2016, p. 266). However, and despite the positive overall evolution, the Portuguese
PISA data reveals strong regional asymmetries. An analysis of PISA 2015’s major
domain, science literacy, revealed that the difference between the highest and lowest
achieving Portuguese NUTS III regions was equivalent to almost two and a half
school years (about three-quarters of a PISA standard deviation) (Marôco et al.
2016, Marôco 2017, 2020). Analyses for reading, mathematics, and science litera-
cies in 2018 revealed similar asymmetries (Fig. 3). The differences between the
region with the highest statistically significant difference above the national mean
and the lowest ranking region ranged between 59 points (for reading) to 72 points
(for mathematics). These differences correspond to about two to two and a half PISA
school years. The years of schooling gap was reduced from PISA 2015 to PISA
2018. However, this reduction was due to a significant drop in the science results,
and non-statistically significant drops in reading and mathematics (see Fig. 2) rather
than at an improvement of low-achieving regions.

Although concernswere raised regarding the validity of PISA to assess the literacy
of Portuguese students (see, e.g., Cristo 2017), subsequent research work has shown
the concurrent and content validity of PISA, and also TIMSS, with the Portuguese
national high-stake exams for mathematics (Marôco and Lourenço 2017). Figure 4
summarizes the overlap between major curricular domains of the 9th grade high-
stakes mathematics exam (1st call of 2015) and the mathematics content domains
in PISA 2015, and also the correlation observed between mathematics literacy in
PISA and the national exam score of the students who participated in both tests
(Spearman’s r = 0.64 ± 0.01, p < 0.001). It is worthwhile to note that, despite the
different objectives of the PISA test and the national exams, the correlation between
PISA and the national exam is almost equal to the correlation between the students’
teachers final assigned grade and the national exam grade (Spearman’s r = 0.62 ±
0.01, p < 0.001) (see also Marôco 2020).
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a b

Content Domains
PISA 2015 National Exam

% items % items
Quantity                       25.0 12.0

Space and Shape           25.0 40.0

Change and relationships 25.0 35.0

Uncertainty and data     25.0 13.0

Cognitive Domains % items % items
Knowing - 37.0
Formulating         25.0 -
Applying                       50.0 38.0
Interpreting/Reasoning    25.0 25.0

Fig. 4 Concurrent (a) and content (b) validity of the national mathematics exam at grade nine
and the PISA 2105 math literacy. National exam scores (ordinal scale ranging from 1 to 5) were
converted to the PISA scale for illustration purposes. The correlation coefficient was calculated with
the 10 plausible values formath literacyweighted by the final trimmed nonresponse adjusted student
weight using an SPSS syntax produced by IEA’s IDB Analyzer corrected to calculate Spearman’s
rho Adapted from Marôco (2020)

4 PISA’s Education-Driven Policies

Portugal’s policymakers have looked at international assessments of educational
systems since the first OECD Mediterranean Regional Project diagnosis in the late
1960s. Before PISA, Portugal participated in the Second International Assessment of
Education Progress (IAEP II 1991) and IEA’s Third International Mathematics and
Science Study (TIMSS 1995).While IAEP IIwent relatively unnoticed, TIMSS 1995
was the first large scale comparative assessment that showed Portuguese students
considerably lagging behind similar age peers from the 26 countries who sampled
4th and 8th-grade students.At that time these very poor resultswere dismissed because
policymakers felt that TIMSSwas not a validmeasure of Portugal’s students’ specific
knowledge and skills that were not aligned with the TIMSS curricula framework
(Barroso 2010; Carvalho et al. 2017). Despite the TIMSS 1995 insights being unfa-
vorably received, the 1995 large scale assessment set the seed to assessment policy
changes and mathematics and science curricular reforms. It was also a turning point
in the acknowledgement of the need to not only further assess Portugal’s educational
system according to international standards but also to pay more attention to results
in basic subjects (Crato 2020; Marôco 2020).

As an OECDmember, Portugal participated in the first edition of PISA (2000) all
the others that followed. In the words of the minister of Education Nuno Crato, in
office from 2012 to 2015, PISA in Portugal is mainly “seen as a mirror” reflecting
where the country stands in comparison to other countries in the PISA picture
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(Carvalho et al. 2017) but has nevertheless allowed education policymakers to
propose evidence-based policies changes as follows.

The PISA 2000 debacle and the publication of its results in 2001 set the stage
for the endorsement of a series of ongoing measures aimed at out of class students
support (accompanied studies) and the reformulation of upper secondary curricula
by theminister of education Júlio Pedrosa (Carvalho 2009; Carvalho et al. 2017). The
next minister, in office from 2003 to 2004, David Justino, implicitly recognized the
poor PISA and TIMSS results to promote the re-emergence of national assessments
in Portugal, first as a low-stakes, in 2003, and, in 2005, as high-stakes exams for
mathematics and Portuguese language at the end of grade nine (see Justino and
Almeida 2017 for further details). The next explicit mention of PISA was done by
Minister Carmo Seabra in an address to the national parliament based on “the last
OCDE clear results” (Afonso and Costa 2009). Carmo Seabra brought the PISA
2003 results to the political agenda to promote curricular changes and the need to
prioritize the learning of the Portuguese language, mathematics, and science.

The next education minister, Maria de Lurdes Rodrigues, in office from 2005 to
2009, identified PISA as a major source of statistical data on Portuguese students’
literacy and its importance to support evidence-driven policies. The evidence
provided by PISA 2000 and 2003 that Portuguese students were performing poorly
in terms of reading, mathematics and science literacies drove the introduction of a
series of programs and strategic plans consolidating educational policies started in
the early 1990s after the publication of the 1986’s Basic Law of the Educational
System (Fernandes et al. 2019; Fernandes and Gonçalves 2018). These included the
Training Program in Experimental Science Teaching (2006), the National Program
for Portuguese Language Teaching (2007), aimed at primary education, the Mathe-
matics Action Plan (2006), and the National Reading Plan (2007) (Afonso and Costa
2009; Carvalho et al. 2017). During her tenure, Lurdes Rodrigues quoted the associ-
ation between poor results in PISA and families’ cultural and socioeconomic status
to enlarge the economic support for students from low-income families; to facilitate
the access to internet and computers for primary education (the 2007 Technological
Education Plan); and to reorganize the Priority Intervention Educational Territories
(TEIP) Program for schools located in economically depressed areas (Afonso and
Costa 2009).

The next big impact of PISA results on the Portuguese education policies came
with minister Nuno Crato, in office from 2012 to 2015. He took the early reforms
and the apparent stagnation of the PISA results from 2009 to 2012 to reinforce
curricular “targets” and learning outcomes on the basic and secondary education,
curricular structure revisions (more teaching hours) for Portuguese, Mathematics,
and Sciences (2013–2014), school autonomy, and to push for better teachers’ initial
training. He paid particular attention to vocational high-school tracks and made
them part of the compulsory schooling diversifying the schools’ offers to cover
different students’ interests (Crato 2020). He also implemented the end of cycle
high-stakes exams for mathematics and Portuguese in grade 6 (2012) and grade 4
(2013) as well as the assessment of teachers’ qualifications and certification required
for teaching, proposed by Lurdes Rodrigues, in 2014–2015. Both grades 4 and 6
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4,8

5,1

4,7

4,4

4,1

4,8

4,5

3,9

4,2

3,8

3,6

2000 2003 2006 2009 2012 2015 2018

EDU EXP 
(% GDP)

PISA MATH
SCORE

Curricula Reform 
Math and Portuguese 

Basic Education 

Low-Stake Tests Grade 9 
Math and Portuguese

High-Stake Exams Grade 9 
Math and Portuguese

New Math and 
Portuguese Curricula

Reinforce teaching time for 
Math, Science and 
Portuguese 

Mathematics 
Action Plan

Reinforce School 
Autonomy

Reinforce Learning Targets for 
Math, Science and Portuguese  
Vocational expansion

High-Stake Exams Grade 6 
Math and Portuguese

National 
Reading Plan

High-Stake Exams Grade 4 
Math and Portuguese

Teachers'
selection Exam

Tech Ed Plan

TEIP Program

Student Profile Sec. XXI
Curricular Flexibility

Fig. 5 Major educational policies explicitly justified or supported by PISA outcomes (the pink
color indicates socialist governments and the orange color social-democrat governments.) Updated
from Marôco (2020) and sources in the text. Educational Expenditure (EDU EXP) as a percentage
of GDP was retrieved from PORDTA (2019a)

exams and the teachers’ examinations were terminated in 2016 by the newly elected
government. The curricular reforms of Crato also pursued the international alignment
of the national curricula with the ones inferred by PISA and, especially, TIMSS
frameworks (Marôco 2020). Figure 5 summarizes the main educational policies that
were justified explicitly with PISA outcomes.

5 What May Explain the Portuguese Evolution in PISA

The concurrent validity of the PISA 2015 mathematics results with the Portuguese
national exams and its trends have been demonstrated elsewhere (Marôco 2018;
Marôco and Lourenço 2017) and thus it is possible to safely use PISA as a reasonable
proxy for the Portuguese education system. However, it must be acknowledged that
PISA is a correlational study. PISA uses a complex test design and statistical methods
to impute students’missing by design responses (see e.g., OECD2009). In each PISA
cycle, a different cohort of students is sampled, and trends are estimated from items
that are common to two or more editions of the test. Henceforth, although causal
inferences may be suggested by PISA data, there is no way to ensure that the data
support causal effects since correlation does not imply causation. Furthermore, the
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PISA test has also drawn criticism from several sources both on the importance of
the limited subjects covered by the test for students’ and economies’ development
(see e.g., Schult and Sparfeldt 2016), to the lack of transcultural invariance when
comparing countries’ results (Rutkowski and Svetina 2014). Despite not being free
from criticism, PISA is generally accepted by policymakers and the public in general
as a valid and reliable instrument to benchmark the performance of education systems
and facilitate education reforms both abroad (Breakspear 2012; Phillips and Jiang
2015) and locally (Carvalho et al. 2017; Fernandes et al. 2019; Justino 2010). A lag
between policy changes and results observed in the PISA test as well as cumulative
effects must also be considered when linking policies with PISA results. And again,
inferring causality from correlation may just be a form of statistical fantasy.

Portuguese students’ performance has improved significantly in the PISA test and
PISAoutcomeshave supportedPortuguese educationpolicy changes. In every edition
and following the release of the PISA results, commentators, from journalists to
academics to policymakers, profusely give their accounts ofwhat causes the evolution
of Portuguese results. Carvalho et al (2017), regarding PISA 2015, reviewed all the
opinion articles published after the public release of the PISA 2015 report. As far
as education policies are concerned, a consensus emerged about the causal effects
of the extension of pre-school education, differentiation of pedagogical practices,
improvement of schools infrastructures, a culture of ‘exigency’ supported on the
reinforcement of curricula aligned with international frameworks, high-stake exams,
and increasing offer of vocational/professional courses targeted at students with a
lesser interest in the regular track. Although, for some (see e.g., Fernandes et al. 2019,
p. 42) these PISA effects on policy were just a reflection and a continuation of the
education policies set almost 15 years before PISA by the 1986’s Basic Law of the
Educational System. Ferreira et al. (2017) looking at PISA results from to 2000 to
2015, with a major emphasis on PISA 2012, have identified, as follows, the principal
features that explain Portugal’s evolution: (1) the overall expenditure in education per
capita in line with other OECDmember states, in spite of Portugal being a relatively
poor country in OECD terms [the 2018 GDP per capita for Portugal was 32.4 k
USD versus 43.5 k USD for the OECD average (OECD Stat 2019.)]; (2) Pre-school
coverage close to 100%; (3) Teachers appropriate specific and pedagogical training,
competence and motivation towards teaching; (4) Students’ support by parents and
teachers, motivation and persistence; (5) Schools in less favored economic regions
performing above the expectation and schools’ educational projects aligned with the
community; and (6) Improvement in Parents’ education.

However, PISA also shows that there is still much need for improvement in the
Portuguese education system. At system level, there is an urgent need to promote
measures aimed at the reduction of grade retention, increase parental education,
renew aging teachers, and improve schools’ autonomy, especially as far as teacher
recruitment is concerned (Ferreira et al. 2017). It is noticeable that despite the
economic crisis of 2008–2013, when national GDP was reduced by 8% (Perez and
Matsaganis 2018) and the overall negative evolution of the education expenditure
(−0.07% of GDP per year from 2000 to 2018), Portugal was still able to increase its
overall PISA scores. Indeed, the correlation between the Portuguese expenditure in
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education (as % of GDP, see Fig. 5) and the PISA results from 2000 to 2018 is r =
−0.72. The same correlation for the OECD is r = 0.50. At student level, secondary
analysis of data from PISA 2105 (Marôco 2017) as well as PISA 2018 (Gomes et al.
2019; Marôco 2019) reveals that students expectations on their future occupation
and the families’ socioeconomic and cultural status are still major determinants of
the Portuguese students’ performance.

6 Concluding Remarks

Like in any other country and economies that take part in PISA, the Portuguese
media, the public, educators, and policymakers accept PISA as a robust and legiti-
mate proxy for the Portuguese education system. Although the bottom-of-the-table
PISA 2000 results were not received in Portugal with as much “shock” as they were
in other poor performing countries (e.g. Germany), PISA has nevertheless produced
data and evidence that has been used by the Portuguese education policymakers to
justify and promote reforms at different levels of the system. First, and foremost,
the poor PISA results were the evidence required to promote the always controver-
sial curricula restructuration in key disciplinary areas, namely Portuguese language,
mathematics, and natural sciences, both at the basic and secondary education levels.
National programs were aimed at the promotion of reading habits and the increase of
time for teaching Portuguese language andmathematics. Teachers’ requirements and
training, as well as increased teaching times, were also promoted based on compar-
isons with other PISA participants. Although no causal effects of policies motivated
by PISA can be undoubtedly defended due to the correlational nature of the study,
Portuguese students’ improvements in PISA were aligned with some key education
policies changes. The biggest jump in the Portuguese PISA resultswas observed from
2006 to 2009 and the temporal coincidence with the introduction of the 9th-grade
mathematics and Portuguese language exams in 2005 is undeniable. Also, regarding
the evolution of PISA from 2015 to 2018, Science was the only subject with a statis-
tically significant drop, coincidently this is the PISA domain that does not have a
high stake national assessment. The effect of high-stake assessments on PISA scores
has also been observed in several other countries (Bergbauer et al. 2018). The intro-
duction of high-stake assessments in the Portuguese system is probably the policy
with a larger effect on the Portuguese PISA story. Strengthen of curricula, learning
targets, and structural teaching and class changes in response to PISA may also play
an important role, and those have been consistently pursued by both socialist and
social democratministers up to 2015 (see Fig. 4). This has, however, changedwith the
last cycle of governance which brought the extinction of grade four and six national
exams and the teacher screening exams. The high-stake exams for grades four and
six were exchanged by low-stake diagnostics tests for grades two, six and eight
in Portuguese language, mathematics and several other rotating subjects. The new
minister also introduced curricular flexibility and curricula trimming to “essential
learning targets” at public schools, as well as the continuity of measures aimed at the
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reduction of grade retention to the OECD levels. A short-term effect of these policies
may well just surface in the PISA 2018 results. The devaluation of external high-
stake assessments and the suggestion for trimming of learning targets may reduce the
effort and engagement of students with low-stake tests like PISA. Indeed, three out
of four Portuguese students reported expending less effort on the PISA test than if
the test counted towards their marks, the same figure for the OECDwas 68% (OECD
2019c). Also, and for the first time, the participation rate of the Portuguese students
(76%) was below the PISA standard of 80% (OECD 2019c).

One recurrent criticism of PISA effects on education is the funneling of school’s
subjects to the PISA domains—see, e.g. the open letter from academics from all
over the world to Dr. Andreas Schleicher published by The Guardian in May 2014
(Various 2014). The new education policies in place since 2016 acknowledge this and
other criticisms. According to minister Tiago Brandão Rodrigues, in office since late
2015, “PISA recommendations are embodied in the current Government’s program”
(Bourbon 2016). Its major effects will, however, only be seen in the next PISA cycles,
once the policy-lag effect is overcome.

Despite the praised evolution of the Portuguese students in PISA, a trend with no
companion in the OECD, PISA reveals that student performance is strongly asym-
metricwithin the country. An equivalent of two school years separates the highest and
the lowest-achieving regions of the country. PISA also shows that schools have failed
consistently to serve as social elevators. Students’ expectations and families’ socioe-
conomic social status are the major determinants of Portuguese students’ results.
These effects have been present in all PISA editions, including the last.

From an epistemic lag in the last century, the Portuguese education system has
raised to the level of its OECD counterparts asmeasured by PISA. Education require-
ments are changing at a pace faster than ever before, and education policies are
changing in accordance to meet the need for the so-called XXI century skills. In
the coming waves, PISA will tell us whether Portugal is still moving in the right
direction.
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