Background information about Portuguese pupils arriving in England

Background – the ‘push’ factors in Portugal

· There is a growing divide between rich and poor in Portugal with a diminishing and disappearing middle class.
· Gang masters and companies have been recruiting from the poor and unemployed, offering accommodation and jobs.  The jobs they are coming to in the UK are often poorly paid but there are benefits in the form of free health care, benefits and free equipment for schools (children in Portugal have to take their own pens, paper and toilet paper to school!).
Education in Portugal

· Children now usually start school at the age of six - traditionally it was seven.  Pre-school kindergarten is available in the cities but it is unlikely that the children who are currently arriving in the UK will have attended kindergarten.

· In Portugal children can be dropped off at school at 7am and not picked up until 6pm because there is a high percentage of both parents working and Portuguese workers work some of the longest hours in Europe.  

· Grandparents are often responsible for much of the childcare and pre-school childcare.  Children in Portuguese villages are often left to themselves with their house door open and neighbours available in case of need.  This explains some of the recent worrying cases of young children going home from school by themselves or being looked after by older siblings. 

· Teaching is formal with rows of desks and an authoritative teacher.  There can be up to 40 children in a class.  Teachers do not have pastoral responsibilities.  There are exams through the year and final exams at the end of the year.  If a child does not pass the exams in Portuguese and/or maths then they have to stay in that year until they pass.  It is therefore common to have classes with different aged children in them.  Careful thought consequently needs to be given before assessing a Portuguese child as having learning difficulties – the child may have been held back in Portugal after being forced to stay down a year.  Placing a child back in their chronological age group may also came as a surprise!

· Village schools may have only one teacher.

· Many Portuguese parents will choose to send their children to a Catholic school in England.  This because it is something that is recognisable, safer and stricter for the children.  They have ‘stories’ of English girls holidaying on the Algarve and hope that a Catholic school will protect their children from copying this behaviour.  The parents are unlikely to be practising Catholics and the church has lost favour following highly publicised stories of paedophile activity among Catholic clergy.

· English and French are the main foreign languages taught in Portuguese schools.  Children have the facility to pick up English quickly as Portuguese is a phonetic language.  Middle class families value English and encourage children to learn and speak English.

· Education is compulsory until age 16 but attendance is not strictly enforced.  Going to school is not a big issue and older children will not be forced to go to school.  The legal enforcement in the UK can therefore come as quite a shock.

The differences between the English and Portuguese education systems mean that Portuguese parents need educating about how the UK education system works.

· Many Portuguese parents currently working in the UK will have limited education and will not be able to read and write.  They may come from poor backgrounds with ‘traditional’ relationships between men and women.  

· There can be some suspicion and hostility by the Portuguese in response to Council officials and health workers have reported difficulties with anxious and seemingly aggressive families.  
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