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Overview 

In Portugal, the Ministry of Education and Science is responsible for the design and implementation of 

education policy. The education system is comprised of both state schools and private schools at all levels 

of learning. Private education is on a par with public education based on legislation which defines contracts 

and subsidies (Law no. 9/79, of March 19). Figure 1, from a recent Eurydice report, shows the significant 

weight of private establishments particularly in pre-primary and the first cycle of education. Public or state-

run schools are free of charge. 

Figure 1. Structure of the national education system 2014/2015 
Source: Eurydice 

The education system in Portugal is made up of four levels. Pre-school education for children from three to 

six years old is not mandatory. There are public and private systems that cover this cycle. The private 

system consists of non-profit, which are private institutions for social solidarity, and for-profit institutions. 

Based on legislation passed in 2009, compulsory education now begins at six and is comprised of three 

cycles over the span of twelve years. Basic education, which includes the first, second and third cycles, lasts 

for nine years. Children begin the first cycle, which covers four years, at age six. The second cycle of two 

years is for ten-to-twelve year olds and the third cycle for twelve-to-fifteen year olds corresponds to lower 

secondary and covers three years. Secondary education for fifteen-to-eighteen year olds is a three year 

cycle.  
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There are four types of courses in the 

secondary level cycle: scientific-

humanistic (focusing on access to 

university), technological, specialist 

artistic (music, visual arts, audiovisual 

and dance) and vocational. Successful 

students at the secondary level, or 

those who gain an equivalent 

qualification, are admitted to higher 

education.   

 

Access 

Education is compulsory for all children in Portugal. The 

Portuguese Constitution stipulates that “Everyone has the 

right to education with the guarantee of equal opportunities 

in access and in fulfilling academic potential” (article 74.1). All 

immigrant children and descendants of immigrants residing in 

Portugal, independent of their legal status, have a right to 

education. Article 74.2 of the Constitution stipulates that the 

state has the duty to “[g]uarantee that children of immigrants 

have adequate support to ensure the right to education.” The 

higher education system is comprised of a university and a 

polytechnic system. The latter is based on vocational and 

advanced technological training. Public, private and 

cooperative institutions offer university and polytechnic 

education. In 2013, according to data from the Ministry of 

Education, 2,139,977 students were enrolled in all levels of 

education of which 266,666 children were in non-compulsory 

pre-school education; 1,093,523 in basic education; 398,447 

in secondary education; and 371,000 in higher education.  

Expenditure and Financing 

Public financing of education in 

Portugal represents around 5.55% of 

GDP, below the OEDC average of 6.15% 

(OECD, 2014). Public education is 

funded by the central budget through 

the Ministry of Education and Science 

and the education budget has suffered 

cuts since the economic crisis in 2008.  

 Each public school is allocated an individual budget according to specific criteria including the number of 

classes and students, the students’ socio-economic profiles and the physical conditions of the school 

(Eurydice, 2015). Municipalities can finance school management costs, transport and extra-curricular 

activities (OECD, 2014). School materials, including books, are paid by families and school fees are charged 

for non-compulsory education (ibid.). Public higher education institutions are principally financed by the 

state. However, income from fees and private funds has increased in recent years. In general, private 

higher educational institutions do not receive state funding. Still, students attending private institutions are 

eligible for financial aid to support their studies. According to OECD data published in 2014, financial aid 

represents 15.4% of public expenditure on higher education, exceeding the OECD average of 11.6%. 
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