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Society and educational policy  
In an effort to enhance cultural and political uniformity, in the middle of the last century the Portuguese 
government increased the number of primary schools, especially in rural areas. This initiative played 
an important role in terms of community development, as the schools became a symbol of progress 
and created a sense of belonging. Consequently, even the smallest village in the country had its 
own school. However, by the late 1980s, these frequently isolated schools were badly funded and 
performing poorly. In response, the Performance Indicators in Primary Schools (PIPS) assessment 
system1 set out to improve schools’ operating conditions, while the government closed schools with 
ten or less students.2 

There are many reasons why these small schools waned. Some authors (Amiguinho, 1996; Pires, 2004; 
Espiney, 2004; Canário, 1996) attribute the decline to a demographic shift brought about by the rural 
exodus and an aging population, which in turn were due to the industrialisation of agriculture and 
employment opportunities in urban centres. In addition, small villages are, more than ever, places 
where people live rather than work. 

In a context of demographic and social depression, decisions to close a school normally provoke 
dismay within a community as it affects the way it envisages its future (Azevedo, 1996, p. 109). Given 
the importance of schools, especially in small rural communities, their closure generally encounters 
at least some resistance.

However, there are other factors that need to be taken into account when closing schools. On the 
one hand, reduced class sizes result in an increase in the unit cost of schooling, which stalls further 
investments in these schools. From a pedagogical point of view, having a large number of students 
at the same academic level facilitates success rates, whereas mixing students of different levels and 
grades does not create an efficient learning environment (Canário, 1995).

1. This was the object of a Council of Ministers Resolution (Resolução do Conselho de Ministros, DR, Série II, 21/188).

2. Law 35/88 of 4 February (Decreto-Lei n.º 35/88, de 4 de Fevereiro).

By ana Sofia Godinho, Municipality of Óbidos, portugal

Rural communities in many countries are faced with the need to restructure their school 
networks and close some smaller facilities. Óbidos, a town in western Portugal, provides a 
case study of how to meet these challenges by creating new school complexes that offer 
improved educational opportunities to the teaching staff, students and local people.
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Subsequent to the closure of schools with under 10 students, in 2010 a new Resolution3 prescribed 
the closure of schools with less than 21 students on the grounds that they “limit students’ academic 
success” and “present rates of school failure above the national average.” It also stated that in these 
schools, “students and teachers are less likely to succeed and develop; they also offer few opportunities 
to interact.” Thus, as a result of successive policy orientations and the reorganisation of school districts, 
the number of primary schools in Portugal has dropped from 10 800 in 1988 to approximately 5 710 
today (PORDATA).

the role played By MunicipalitieS
In the 1990s, a set of laws transferred, inter alia, responsibility for education from the state to local 
authorities; responsibility for public investment was also redefined as well as a new regime for local 
government operations.4 For the first time, local authorities were empowered to create an “education 
map”; this gave local policy makers and technicians tools to develop skills for planning and managing 
the education system. Some municipalities, such as that of Óbidos, have reacted in a particularly 
energetic manner.

the caSe of ÓBidoS
The town of Óbidos lies 90km north of Lisbon. In line with national policy, its municipality has 
reorganised its school catchment areas and, as of 2003, proceeded to close some of its primary schools 
with a view to revitalising the community. The students concerned were transferred to alternative schools, 
while the town and parish councils ensured transportation and provided family support services.

In 2005, the Municipality of Óbidos issued an education charter (Câmara Municipal de Óbidos), designed 
to build on its policy of making educational resources profitable and ensuring equal opportunities in 
teaching and learning for all. One of the priorities identified in this document was to develop an 
educational network based on a vision of urban and economic development. Hence, the municipality 
set out to close the remainder of its primary schools and construct three school complexes strategically 
located in the Óbidos region. Its objective was to create complexes that would allow for a smooth 
transition between different cycles of education; it also aimed to support the educational community 
as appropriate so that it will be able to meet the challenges of the knowledge society as well as future 
needs. Finally, it aimed to ensure an open learning environment, make it more attractive and give it a 
lead role in building active citizenship, conducive of social cohesion.

Contrary to what is reported by some authors (e.g. Azevedo, 1996), the educational community did not 
resist the closure of these schools since this step was part of a process agreed between all stakeholders. 
It presented clear advantages in relation to teaching methods and made sense from an economic, 
cultural and social point of view. 

All of the small schools that were closed were converted to community premises for social, cultural 
and economic projects. Almost all of them now support the local population: they have either been 
transformed into support centres for the elderly or are used by local associations, as business incubators, 
or for hosting small businesses. The fact that former schools are given new life, as opposed to being sold 
off, is extremely important in terms of building social capital.

3. Council of Ministers Resolution 44/2010 (Resolução do Conselho de Ministros n.º 44/2010).

4. Law 159/99 of 14 September and Law 169/99 of 18 September, respectively.
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Between 2006 and 2010, the municipality closed its remaining elementary schools and invested 
heavily in the construction of three complexes: dos Arcos, Alvito and Furadouro. The new facilities 
offer an excellent learning environment in terms of material and human means and an attentive, 
multidisciplinary team employed by the municipality provides support to the whole school community. 
The complexes have been conceived as community spaces, thereby integrating a new paradigm: by 
updating the concept of educational space, primary and secondary education can be dispensed in 
tandem. Furthermore, in the future these spaces can be easily adapted to higher levels of education if 
required. Culture, leisure and sports activities are part of the vision for these places that “go beyond 
the idea that these buildings are simply educational spaces. The schools should be opened up to 
other initiatives ranging from after-school dental appointments to concerts by local orchestras. … 
They should offer sporting activities …, making them places for the community” (Faria, 2010). It was 
because of this vision that the first school complex to be completed (dos Arcos) was selected by an 
international jury and showcased in OECD’s publication Designing for Education: Compendium of 
Exemplary Educational Facilities 2011.

Areirinha’s  
former school, 

transformed into  
a social centre. 

Casais Brancos’ 
former school, 
transformed into  
a book shop.

© Municipality of Óbidos
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With the support of networks and international contacts, the municipality was able to develop an 
educational policy based on concepts such as innovation and creativity. It worked with local, national 
and international partners such as the Technology Park of Óbidos, networks such as “Creative Clusters 
in Low Density Areas” and “Creative Economy”; it also developed links with the European programme 
URBACT II and the Comenius Regio project. These contacts inspired Óbidos to build an education 
model and school complexes that respond significant demands, demonstrate innovation and enjoy 
considerable autonomy. 

investing in quality education
The quality of the educational policy developed by the municipality of Óbidos has limited the migration 
of students to neighbouring communities and also makes the educational provision of the school 
network more attractive. Consequently, enrolments in Óbidos have evolved significantly over a ten-
year period: in 2002, the school population totalled 1 287 students (of which 375 were in primary 
school); in 2010 over 2 000 students were enrolled (of which 502 were in primary school). In 2011 
Óbidos was recognised by Education of the Future (a joint initiative involving national/local education 
services) as one of the best towns in the country in which to study. 

Another source of inspiration for Óbidos was OECD-PISA’s high-ranking countries: they have invested 
in quality municipal schools that are independent, creative and innovative. They have also eliminated 
mismatches between different stages of education by implementing a socio-constructivist approach and 
child-centred pedagogy.

© M
unicipality of Ó

bidos

Furadouro School: 
completed in 2010.

Alvito School: 
completed in 2010.

Dos Arcos School: 
completed in 2008.
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concluSion
Teaching and learning in Óbidos’ schools have benefitted from the fact that its primary schools have 
been closed and students have been grouped within school complexes: classes are now composed of 
same-grade students. This move has also reduced boundaries by linking staff teaching the same cycle 
and it prevents dislocation between the primary and secondary levels. The municipality was heavily 
involved in developing this strategy for local education and has ensured that the community benefits 
from the new facilities through various cultural and sporting activities. 

Óbidos has invested in the community and education as a lever for development. This was particularly 
important at a time when desertification reached high levels. By converting former schools into cultural 
and leisure centres, communities have not lost out: they have gained in the process.

For more information, contact:
Ana Sofia Godinho
Municipality of Óbidos
Largo de S. Pedro
2510-086 Óbidos
Portugal
ana.godinho@cm-obidos.pt
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