Narrative memory

Well, this task is very difficult because you can’t see a real big change in my school, one of those that we immediately notice when entering. Well...  there is something different: after the Netherlands, at the end of the day, our students started to pick up their chairs and put them on the table and the next day, in their first lesson, they put them back again, to make cleaning tasks easier. 
There, school buildings were very well equipped and had a very efficient and astonishing architecture, what shows the importance of physical structures in/to Dutch educational matters.  
But if functional and structural changes seem easier to implement here in Portugal (at least some of them), pedagogical and management practices are not so easy to change - but we should start somewhere….
 These Erasmus+ projects may be the starting point, as they give us the opportunity to see other educational realities and organizations. However, we immediately notice that some changes go beyond our (Portuguese Directors) management ability, as they are part of general/national guidelines: 
- the time students spend at school per day (they have classes both in the morning and in the afternoon almost every day and sometimes they have three ninety minutes classes in a row);
- the excessive number of subjects (especially from 5th to 9th grade), including very theoretical ones (for example a 9th grader studies Portuguese, English, French or Spanish, Maths, Physics and Chemistry, Science, Geography and History – of course this is too much, if we consider that he/she still has Arts, ICT, Physical Education and Religion);
- and the extension of some subjects’ curriculum (along with very demanding and difficult contents). Regarding this latter problem, we’ve noticed that foreign students that come to our country, to our schools, find it hard to adapt to our curricula. They say they are too demanding and that they had never studied such contents. On the contrary, most Portuguese students that leave our country and enter other school systems say that the subjects are much easier than in Portugal and they get much better marks than they used to have.
And these three restraints are too much, when/if compared with our European neighbours. 
In the Netherlands and in Spain, basics / primary school students (as we saw when we were there) don’t have lessons in the afternoon and they have free time to either go home or do other things, like attending extracurricular activities. In Portugal, they only leave school at the end of the day, then they have to catch the bus, arrive home around 6.30 pm, do their homework, have dinner and try to be with their families. They have no time to play, to have fun and if they have any extracurricular activity they only arrive home at 9-9.30 pm.  On this issue, some weeks ago, CNE (National Committee of Education) published a very good study, comparing the time spent by Portuguese students at school with other OCDE countries. These are some of the conclusions: 
I - The extension and intensity in curriculum approach is projected on how we organise school time and on how we plan the teaching and learning process. This may be the difference between good learning environments and failure contexts.
II - A second dimension in the organization of school time is that of its relation with students’ behaviour. Time loads concentrated on some days of the week, extensive “blocks” of the same subject, poor distribution or short break times, may have a relevant impact on students' behaviour, on their capacity of concentration, on their availability to learn or even on reaching a saturation point due to fatigue. For all these reasons, it is important to value the way we organise time distribution (timetables) of school and non-school timetables, curricular and extracurricular activities, concentration and recreation periods.

One of the peculiarities of the Portuguese case is the fact that it presents more days of classes in the first cycles of schooling and fewer in the following cycles. This feature defies the generalised principle that states that the number of school days should increase along with age and school paths.
III - The school time - the total amount of time for each school year:

1. While the minimum compulsory time in the first years of schooling (ISCED 1) places Portugal above the OECD average (4932 hours, compared to 4621 hours), in the following cycles (ISCED 2) Portugal (2675 hours) is below the OECD average (2919 hours). This finding suggests that there is some imbalance in the distribution of school hours with an excessive workload in the first cycles of schooling and deficient in the following cycles (when compared to the rest of the countries).

2. One of the reasons for Portugal to present this imbalance is the time of non-compulsory education in ISCED 1 (1303 hours), which places Portugal among the countries with the highest total number of hours at this level of education. 
Having these setbacks that we can’t avoid/change, we have learnt how to overcome them within our limited autonomy: 
· the students and teachers’ schedules are adapted to be “softer”: theoretical subjects (we have between five and eight) are taught/learnt in the morning (while students are less tired) and practical ones in the afternoon;
· offer at least two/three free afternoons, especially to older kids (secondary ones) for them to study, work in groups or just enjoy some free time.
The thing I liked the most in the Netherlands was the way students and teachers worked (in teams). In classes, students were working in groups (sometimes alone) and we hardly saw teachers. But they were always there (in a kind of “teacher shadowing”) - helping, coordinating, monitoring, checking.
And we could also see that teachers worked together, inside and outside classrooms. And not only teachers…. When municipality (politicians), headmasters and companies (business organisations) got together in meetings, they did it in a very constructive way, they had fruitful discussions, trying always to do more and better things for their students’ future and always defending the quality of education.
 In Portugal, this dialogue is difficult and rare and, when it exists, it is “rusty” and all the actors (specially the political ones) are very concerned with “looking good in the photo”, (Portuguese idiom that means that they just care about being popular, trying to get vote(r)s for the next elections.). School meetings with government representatives take place in big auditoriums with the school directors of a whole region (50 at a time) where they dictate national rules to be obeyed, rules that don’t take into account the different realities of schools in Portugal. Exemplifying: each class must have at least 24 students to be authorised. Of course, this target is easily achieved in big cities, especially coastal ones, where younger population is concentrated. In small villages like ours, where depopulation and emigration, along with the decline of the birth rate, that number is hard to reach. This implies terrible negotiations with our Regional Educational Coordinator (and her staff) and most of the times
she keeps inflexible because there can’t be exceptions to the law!

I think these aspects I have referred to are the most difficult to manage. Anyway, I think we are going a good way. For example, General Councils of schools include politicians (municipalities representatives), businessmen, social and artistic organizations who might help achieving some of the school aims or solving some of its problems. And, very recently, government has published a law that allows schools to manage till 25% of the curriculum, choosing some areas/subjects to work complementarily, in a more flexible way. But, of course, if we want to lighten a bit our students’ burden, the first step to take is either shorten the curricula of some subjects (especially the structural ones, Portuguese and Maths) or reduce the number of subjects. I hope that government representatives start participating in this type of European programmes, so that they can experience and get in touch with different school systems, their good practices, and see what’s wrong with ours. I think this could function!
