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Implementing training in Portuguese for Speakers of Other
Languages in Portugal: the case of adult immigrants with little
or no schooling
Ana Raquel Matiasa,b,c, Nuno Oliveiraa,c and Alejandra Ortiza,c

aCIES-IUL, Instituto Universitário de Lisboa, Lisboa, Portugal; bCES, University of Coimbra, Coimbra, Portugal;
cISCTE-IUL – Avª das Forças Armadas, Lisboa, Portugal

ABSTRACT
Courses in Portuguese for Speakers of Other Languages, in particular
for adult immigrants, have been steadily expanding in Portugal over
the last 15 years. These programmes aim to promote educational
and labour market integration, access to Portuguese nationality,
and cognitive development. This paper argues that official
Portuguese learning policies have mainly targeted a population
with an immigrant background that fails to represent the full
range of adult immigrants’ needs. In particular, less educated
adult immigrants’ educational needs have been persistently
neglected. Considering that, hitherto, approximately 9% of trainees
have been adult immigrants with little or no schooling, this group
has not received sufficient attention in policy measures, nor has it
been fully accommodated in institutional terms. As a starting point,
the paper identifies the place of adult immigrant literacy in
international and national discussions. Subsequently, it discusses
the main official programmes offering Portuguese for Speakers of
Other Languages to adult immigrants. The data from the main
programmes were backed up by fieldwork, in particular interviews
carried out with teachers and public officials which highlight the
main barriers and strategies impacting on this group. Finally, we
argue that programmes should consider tailor-made solutions,
given the counterproductive heterogeneity of classes and the
arbitrariness of informal procedures.

KEYWORDS
Adult literacy learners;
language policies; literacy;
immigrants with little or no
schooling; Portuguese for
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A oferta do Português para Falantes de Outras Línguas destinada a
imigrantes adultos tem registado uma expansão contínua em
Portugal nos últimos quinze anos. Falamos de programas que têm
como objectivo promover a integração escolar e profissional, o
acesso à nacionalidade e o desenvolvimento cognitivo. O presente
artigo discute como estas políticas oficiais do ensino da língua
portuguesa têm tido como principal público-alvo uma população
que não é representativa das necessidades globais dos adultos
imigrantes. Referimo-nos em particular aos adultos imigrantes
de baixa escolaridade, cujas necessidades escolares têm sido
constantemente negligenciadas. Considerando que 9% do total
de formandos são, efectivamente, imigrantes adultos com pouca
ou nenhuma escolaridade, as necessidades específicas deste
grupo não têm sido suficientemente acauteladas pelas políticas
existentes, nem a sua acomodação institucional tem sido a mais
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adequada. O artigo começa por contextualizar a literacia dos adultos
imigrantes nos debates internacionais e nacionais. De seguida,
analisa os principais programas oficiais de ensino do Português
para Falantes de Outras Línguas para adultos imigrantes. Os
dados referentes a estes programas são complementados pela
pesquisa de terreno, compreendendo entrevistas realizadas junto
de professores e funcionários estatais cujo foco permite elucidar
as principais barreiras e estratégias com impacto neste grupo de
formandos. Finalmente, argumenta que os programas devem
considerar soluções mais adequadas dadas as efectivas necessidades
de cada público, sobretudo tendo em conta os resultados
contraproducentes de turmas demasiado heterogéneas em termos
de literacia e a arbitrariedade dos processos informais em curso.

Introduction

The learning framework of Portuguese for Speakers of Other Languages has been central
to the integration of non-European citizens in Portugal since 2000. This reflects the focus
of European Union directives on the need to harmonize national language integration pol-
icies. It has followed a trend to standardize national discourses and policies, accompanying
changes in migration regularization and integration policies, with a particular focus on
acquisition of nationality. However, the ‘European standardization effort’ has mainly
affected regulation and immigration policies, and less so the access to nationality
(Bauböck, Ersbøll, Groenendijk, & Waldrauch, 2006, Migration Integration Policy
Index (Huddleston, Niessen, Chaoimh, &White, 2011) and language integration measures
(Extra & Yağmur, 2012). Portugal can be taken as a good example of this biased standard-
ization. The international integration index MIPEX has distinguished the country as an
example of success, given its more inclusive approach to access to nationality within a
larger European context of increasingly restrictive measures. Nevertheless, it continues
to demonstrate the need for improvement of standards that assure continuous quality
assessment of the national language learning programmes for adult immigrants.1 Particu-
larly striking is the lack of effective language teaching for adult immigrants with little or no
schooling.

We discuss the aforementioned assertion combining inputs from sociology of
migration with sociology of language and education. To support this, we offer a three-
fold analysis which seeks to understand the ambiguous situation of adult immigrants
with little or no schooling in language policies in Portugal. We begin by discussing the
place of adult literacy, and particularly the literacy of adult immigrants, in Portuguese
and international discussions. In this regard, we address two generalized assumptions
that have influenced how existing measures have been thought out and implemented:
firstly, the apparently negligible demographic representation of adult immigrants with
little or no schooling; secondly, the seeming homogeneity of adult immigrants in terms
of learning needs. This entails a description of the main characteristics of the immigrant
and foreign population and their trends, and an examination of the main national Portu-
guese-language programmes for adult migrants and nationals. To this, we add findings
from our fieldwork with local and national actors engaged in the design and application
of these programmes.2 While acknowledging the importance of understanding the
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obstacles facing learners of Portuguese as a Second Language, which by all accounts has
been researched to a paltry degree, our focus is mainly on the providers’ side of these pol-
icies. We conclude by raising a number of questions on the shortcomings of the pro-
grammes examined, addressing the impact on adult immigrants with little or no
schooling and their specific needs.

Discussing the literacy of adult immigrants with little or no schooling

Literacy-related discussions among international policy-makers and stakeholders have
continuously focused on ‘eradicating illiteracy’ and improving literacy levels, while
referring to the need for new understandings of literacy.3 Currently, literacy is
understood not only as an individual transformation but also as a contextual and
societal one, where the quality of literate environments is believed to affect how literacy
is practised and understood. Despite the ongoing achievements in terms of societal and
contextual responsibilities, there is still a systematic gap between the rhetoric of
literacy-related policies and the actual implementation of literacy programmes and
their aims. In general, measures at the national level have ultimately focused much
more on improving child literacy rather than adult literacy. The latter case is
frequently approached as a peripheral issue, particularly when relating to adult
migrants from non-EU countries (Jarodzka, de Greef, Gouw, & Brand-Gruwel, 2014;
Morrison et al., 2011; Schramm & Feick, 2011).

This deficit in the systematic implementation of literacy policy in contemporary
societies mirrors a paradoxical sociolinguistic reality. While literacy levels have been
continuously on the rise, with the recognition of the importance of functional literacy
(UNESCO, 2006), 2012 data on adult literacy indicated that ‘781 million adults still
could not read or write – two-thirds of them (496 million) were women’ (UNESCO,
2014). In many countries of Western Europe, the rise in the figures on insufficient literacy
skills among adults has been explained by the current migration inflows. In the case of
Portugal, this is far from being purely an immigrant population issue. While the national
data indicate that 24.8% of adult foreigners have had little or no schooling, that is, a
full primary education or less (14.6% have had no formal education at all), the correspond-
ing figures for Portuguese nationals are 45.1% and 10.4% (INE, 2012). This shows that
the share of this group among both the Portuguese and foreign population is far from
negligible.

Moreover, the research findings and institutional documents available confirm this per-
sistent structural need of adult literacy in Portugal. However, though adult education and
training programmes embarked on a new period of good practices at the turn of the
twenty-first century, mainly for a population with Portuguese as a mother tongue or
fluent in the Portuguese language (Ávila, 2008; Benavente, Rosa, Costa, & Ávila, 1996),
they have suffered a rapid decline with the austerity measures in force since 2013
(Capucha, 2014; Távora, Vaz, & Coimbra, 2012). Analyses of adult literacy and adult
immigrant programmes are scarcer, though they highlight the fact that language policies
have been gaining prominence within the framework of national integration policies.
However, there is a continuing paucity of information and the data available scarcely
refer to those with little or no schooling (Ançã, 2008; Grosso, 2010; Martins, 2014; de Oli-
veira, 2006; Reste & Ançã, 2012; Semedo, 2011). In sum, if adults with no or little
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education in Portugal have been discontinuously targeted by policies or research, the situ-
ation of those with an immigrant background but similar educational needs has been
taken into consideration even less.

In Europe, language policies for immigrants have been the centre of much debate,
mainly with regard to the descendants of immigrants and more recently adult immigrants,
in particular since the end of the 1990s and, in terms of European directives, from 2000
onwards. Previous studies of other countries have shown, in addition, various obstacles
influencing the way these programmes have been conceived and implemented. On the
one hand, governments that stress the importance of the official ‘host country’ language
for adult immigrants (especially for social, economic, cultural and civic integration) are
simultaneously responsible for making it harder for them to achieve these goals,
through their regulations and fund-cutting (e.g. Simpson, Sunderland, & Cooke,
2007). On the other hand, of the European countries that dispose of systematic language
policies, the majority provide courses in the national language and culture, assuming
that potential participants are literate in at least one language. Thus, learners are
expected to pass language proficiency evaluations based on the CEFR (Common Euro-
pean Framework of Reference) within a very short period of time (generally six
months).The main public enrolled has been, predominantly, more educated immi-
grants, though this group is not targeted explicitly (Van de Craast, Kurvers, &
Young-Scholten, 2006).

Consequently, these programmes have not been efficient in enabling the poorest and
most marginalized adult immigrants to meet the requirements, nor are these just cases
of an absolute impediment due to the individuals’ illegal situation. The findings have indi-
cated that people’s socio-economic and labour status has an impact on their marginaliza-
tion, as many learners are ‘falling through the net’ of language course criteria/language
training (Sunderland & Moon, 2008). Among these are people in precarious labour
situations (e.g. working long hours in multiple jobs, with unpredictable shifts and
high geographic mobility); those with little or almost no contact with the official
language of the host country (independently of length of staying, or the proximity of
their mother tongue to the ‘host country’s’ official language4); and those having little
or no schooling. And because these types of status are not mutually exclusive, they
tend to reinforce each other. When there are no suitable literacy classes for these lear-
ners, their inclusion in the existing range forces learners to do two things at the same
time: learn a foreign language and learn how to read and write. In these situations,
teachers and trainers face, in the same learning context, adult learners with contrasting
pedagogical needs. Portugal is no exception, which leads us to the second assumption:
the apparent homogeneity of adult immigrants’ learning needs. This assumption
ignores the diversity of this population in terms of their formal educational attainments
(if any), linguistic background, social status, labour market trajectories, and prior
personal experience of the Portuguese language.

In the next section, we will consider the category ‘adult immigrants with little or no
schooling’, that is, those who have had no formal education or have completed, at
most, a primary education. This socio-demographic categorization allows the empirical
identification of those with a higher likelihood of having few or no literacy skills in any
language. However, we are aware that identifying individuals through formal education
carries certain limitations: On the one hand, because literacy may be acquired in
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another language outside the compulsory and formal education system; on the other hand,
when analysing individual linguistic socialization experiences, those with more than a
primary and formal education may still have insufficient literacy skills in any language.
Nevertheless, the option to identify the subjects through their formal schooling allows
us to indirectly estimate their demographic weight among the total of adult immigrants.
This refers to both national data (the census and specific policies implemented) and inter-
national comparisons.5

Immigrants and their educational levels

Immigration in Portugal is mainly characterized by labour migration and subsequent family
reunification. The migration flows have reflected economic, political and migration policy
developments which, for the purpose of this paper, can be divided into two main phases: an
earlier phase, stretching from the mid-1970s to the late 1990s, when the bulk of the immi-
grants came from Brazil and African countries with Portuguese as an official language
(PALOP),6 that is, former colonies such as Cape Verde, Angola and Guinea-Bissau
(though, for many, Portuguese was a second language); and a later stage, which
stretched from the late 1990s to the early 2000s, when the immigrants’ origins were
greatly diversified. Most of the new immigrants were labour migrants from the post-
Soviet European states (particularly Ukraine and Moldova) and different ethnic groups
in Asia (with an Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi or Chinese background) and, to a lesser
extent, refugees and asylum seekers from Africa, Asia and Latin America (Baganha,
2005; Fonseca, Ormond, Malheiros, Patrício, & Martins, 2005; Padilla & Ortiz, 2012; San-
tinho, 2012).

Currently, the main nationalities living in Portugal are citizens from Brazil (92,120; 23%
of all foreign residents), Cape Verde (42,401, 11%), Ukraine (41,091, 10%), Romania
(34,204, 9%), Angola (20,177, 5%), China (18,637, 5%), Guinea Bissau (17,846, 4%) and
the UK (16,471, 4%), with the remainder representing roughly 29% (SEF, 2013). The
foreign population as a whole amounted to 401,320 in 2013, approximately 3.5% of the
total resident population. The great majority of immigration flows are work-related (84%
of the whole foreign population are 15–64 years old), and there are more foreign women
than men (51.3% vs. 48.7%), particularly among those from Brazil, Cape Verde and Angola.

The educational attainment of the foreign-born in Portugal reveals a striking feature of
the national educational structure, as the education levels of working-age people (age
range 15–64) are on average higher for the foreign population (see Figure 1). While the
proportion of foreigners with less than a lower secondary education was 28.2% in 2013,
this figure stood at 40.6% for the Portuguese population. Similarly, the 32.7% of foreigners
with an upper secondary or post-secondary education contrasts with the less than 20% in
the case of nationals. Only at the tertiary education level were foreigners (slightly) less rep-
resented than the Portuguese (14.4% and 16.6%, respectively). However, foreigners are not
a homogeneous group in terms of educational profiles (see Figure 2). Those from the
PALOP countries are, in general, the least educated, particularly those from Cape
Verde, Guinea-Bissau and Angola, together with those from China; conversely, those
from European Union countries, non-EU Eastern European countries and Brazil show
educational levels that are considerably higher than the first group and, on average,
higher than the native-born population, as illustrated in Figure 2.
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Regarding integration into the employment market, studies have shown that this is
highly segmented. While African, Eastern European and second-wave Brazilian
immigrants are mostly concentrated in the secondary job market, European, North-
American and first-wave Brazilian immigrants are concentrated in the primary
job market (Marques & Góis, 2008; Peixoto & Abreu, 2009; Peixoto, Marçalo, &
Tolentino, 2011).

As pointed out above, the foreign population in Portugal is highly diverse in its linguis-
tic, educational and labour market characteristics, a reflection of diverging integration
needs at various stages. This provides a highly heterogeneous landscape that existing pol-
icies have not fully considered when aiming at optimizing language integration policies.
Given that the linguistic needs of immigrants are one of the basic conditions for their suc-
cessful integration into Portuguese society, we will discuss this issue in the following
section.

Figure 1. Population in Portugal by nationality and education level (2012).
Source: INE, Demographic Statistic, 2012.

Figure 2. Main foreign population by nationality and education level (2012).
Source: INE, Demographic Statistic, 2012.

104 A. R. MATIAS ET AL.



The road to the institutionalization of language learning programmes and
the enduring gap

Adult education and training policies in Portugal may be grouped into those that focus on
the need to improve adult education and training skills and those that focus on Portuguese
language competencies. For the first, we find the programme Recurrent Education (since
1986) and theNew Opportunities Initiative (2005–2011).7 The second group comprises the
programmes Basic Skills (Competências Básicas, CB, from 2010 onwards), Portugal Wel-
comes (Portugal Acolhe, PA, 2001–2007) and Portuguese for All (PPT, from 2008
onwards). Only the latter two targeted foreigners and those with an immigrant back-
ground, though they did not explicitly exclude Portuguese citizens.

The second group of programmes have been sequentially implemented since 2001, thus
widening the scope of language acquisition efforts that have accompanied migration
trends (see Table 1). They represent the official side of a process already set in motion,
in piecemeal fashion, by grass-roots organizations, the Catholic Church, schools and uni-
versities, for nationals and foreigners alike. However, most of these initiatives were carried
out on a voluntary basis and outside the official educational system. For these reasons, offi-
cial action became part of the national integration plans for residents with an immigrant
background: it reflected a steady increase in the supply of participants. First of all, Portugal
Welcomes (PA) enrolled a total of 13,152 immigrant trainees during its period of operation
(AAVV, 2006/2007),8 followed by PPT, which enrolled 37,742 trainees (figures for 2012).

The official system can be dated from 2001, with the programme Portugal Welcomes
(PA). This measure was designed for rapid incorporation into the job market by upgrading
immigrants’ language skills to a minimum functional level. The programme was
implemented under the aegis of the IEFP (Institute of Employment and Professional
Training IP),9 through its network of employment and vocational training centres, in
association with other bodies such as ACIME (High Commissioner for Immigration
and Ethnic Minorities) and certain Non-governmental organizations. The training was
divided into a longer part (150 hours) that developed the ability to understand and
speak Portuguese and a shorter one (12 hours) that taught the participants labour
rights and the duties of active citizenship (IEFP, 2002). At this stage, PA did not yet fit
into the European Language Framework, offering a Basic Portuguese Module instead.

Table 1. Main official Portuguese language programmes.
Name Duration Organization Main Goals

Portugal
Welcomes

2001–
2007

Ministry of Labor State
IEFP
ACIME

Acquisition of the Portuguese language
Acquisition of knowledge on labour rights and duties
associated with active citizenship (citizenship module)
(Incorporation of Eastern European migrants in the job
market)

PPT 2008–
2013

ACIDI
IEFP
POPH-EU

Learning Portuguese language and expanding
Portuguese learning integrative potentials (Diversity as a
paradigmatic concept of a governing model for the
Portuguese policies) Language as integration tool

Basic Skills 2010– ANQ Agency for National
Qualification (Lisbon Strategy
2020)

Acquisition of language skills for nationals with little or
no literacy.
Improving adults’ education (reading, writing, arithmetic
and IT)
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Provided by National Agency for Adult Employment and Training (ANEFA), this was
divided into the levels initiation, consolidation and strengthening for nationals and
foreigners and was backed up with the Portuguese as a Second Language Manual.

As pointed out above, this measure should be seen in the context of a turning point
towards more diversified immigration in terms of official languages, cultures, educational
levels and occupations. Notably, the mounting inflows of immigrants from Eastern Europe
with academic qualifications far higher than the settled immigrant population would come
to rank among the 10 largest immigrant communities (in particular those from Ukraine,
Romania and Moldova). PA was designed with this specific public in mind, as explicitly
mentioned in its principal official documents and further studies (Vinhas & Matias,
2002). The translation of its Welcome Manual into five languages – Ukrainian, Russian,
Romanian, French and English – reflects its target public. According to the 2006 and
2007 Implementation Reports, 840 Portuguese learning initiatives were carried out under
the PA programme between 2001 and 2007, involving a total of 13,152 trainees from
more than 50 countries, with a slightly higher proportion of women than men (55% vs.
45%). The great majority were from Eastern Europe (77%), particularly Ukraine (59%),
Russia (18%), Moldova (6%) and Romania (5%). Among the PALOP countries, the most
highly represented were Guinea Bissau, Cape Verde and Angola, though their share was
only 1% of the learners. The majority of trainees had an upper secondary education
(34%), lower secondary (22%) or tertiary education (21%), while the proportion of trainees
with little or no schooling (mostly of African origin) was 5% (for an overview, see AAVV
2001/2002, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2006/2007; Silva, 2003). As reported, the lack of
literacy modules represented a serious gap in the language learning courses, as a non-
negligible part of potential trainees could be assumed to have little or no schooling.

The shortcomings detected in Portugal Welcomes, such as low attendance and lack of
diversity of national and educational backgrounds triggered the formulation and setting
up of the new programme PPT in 2008. This transition accompanied the extension of
the powers of the ACIME and translated into a gradual sharing of powers between the
latter and IEFP. This occurred with the extension of the ACIME remit through the cre-
ation of the High Commission for Intercultural Dialogue (ACIDI) in conjunction with
the National Action Plan for Inclusion 2006–2008 (PNAI), in which, for the first time,
the need to strengthen citizenship education and training to improve the ‘assimilation,
integration and employability of immigrants’10 was explicitly addressed and legally incor-
porated (ACIDI 2005/2008; ACIDI 2010). This boosted the implementation of intercul-
tural modalities of education, assuming intercultural dialogue to be paramount in the
new model. In addition, Portuguese as a Non-native Language (PLNM) in schools was
deemed to be fundamental for the descendants of immigrants, while the scope of the
acquisition of Portuguese by adult immigrants was gradually widened. Thus, in the
second stage, ACIDI, as an intermediate Human Potential Operational Program
(POPH) body,11 took over the initiative of managing and disseminating the new state
programme.

Like its predecessor, PPT was implemented nationwide. Set up within the scope of
Training in Portuguese for Foreigners,12 it sought to generate additional action to
promote the acquisition of technical Portuguese in order to facilitate labour market
access, according to the needs identified in strategic job sectors. It incorporated the
CEFR for Languages established by the Council of Europe in 2001, to which proficiency
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levels B1 and B2 were added in 2011. Over a period of four years (2008–2012), 37,742 trai-
nees attended PPT classes, with the number of enrolled trainees increasing by over 70%
during this period and soaring to 83% in the period 2008–2009. However, the distribution
of nationalities and educational levels maintained the same structure as that observed for
the first programme. Eastern Europeans formed the majority, with citizens from African
backgrounds contributing the smallest share of learners (see Figure 3). The majority of
trainees had an upper secondary education, followed by those with a higher education;
women were overrepresented in both groups (see Figure 4). Once again, the proportion
of trainees with less than a lower secondary education was non-negligible, accounting
for 8% of the total, in this case with men being overrepresented. A comparison by nation-
ality and educational level clearly shows how skewed the distribution of trainees is, repeat-
ing the same unbalanced structure observed previously in the PA programme. The bulk of
learners from Eastern European countries have higher educational qualifications than the
remaining nationalities, while citizens from Guinea Bissau, China and Romania figure
prominently among the least educated.13

In spite of all the modifications introduced, a previous module on citizenship was
excluded and a literacy module was still missing. The former decision meant that attention
was restricted to language learning; the latter that 8% of trainees were not provided with
the right pedagogical process.14 This was often the main reason for participants with no or
little education prematurely dropping out, also according to our interviewees (see next
section). Otherwise, attempts were made to overcome these situations using informal
strategies enacted by trainers in the classroom, as will be briefly mentioned in the next
section. Despite these limitations, available figures in the evaluation report summary
show success rates steadily under 70%, with the lowest achievement rate at 28%, in
2008, and the highest rates in 2011 and 2012 (66.9% and 62.4%) (AAVV, 2014).15

The latest Portuguese language learning programme for adults, Basic Skills (CB), was set
up in 2010 following the recommendations of the Lisbon Strategy 2020 for adult education
and training in lifelong learning. It is a programme for the acquisition of language skills by

Figure 3. PPT-Trainees by main nationalities (2012).
Source: ACIDI, PPT.
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adults who have little or no literacy in Portuguese and is intended for native speakers or
individuals with intense and continuous contact with the Portuguese language, irrespec-
tive of their nationality. The CB programme is divided into short training units within
the National Qualifications Catalogue, addressing the adult literacy skills required for a
more qualified educational trajectory – reading, writing, arithmetic and Information Tech-
nology (IT) – as well as providing a route back to the educational system for those who
have failed to complete their school careers. While it has mainly targeted a native-born
public, it has been used as a surrogate track to redirect foreigners with no or little literacy
in any language who are dropping out of the official Portuguese language training courses
(as reported by our interviewees).

According to 2012 data, this programme targeted 9144 unemployed people, some on
Social Integration Benefit, with no skills yet to qualify for the national education
system. Of the CB population, 15% were trainees who could not read or write, 28% had
some literacy but no formal education, and 57% had a full primary education at most
but no literacy skills in reading and writing or arithmetic.16 The combined failure
and dropout rates amounted to 27% in 2012; for the success rate, however, the distribution
by nationality is not available. The data are only broken down by nationality at the
general attendance level in 2012: it reports a rate of 11% for foreigners and shows a strik-
ing contrast with the PTT target public. In this case, the majority of foreign trainees were
from Portuguese-speaking countries, with Eastern Europe having little prominence (see
Figure 5).

This state of affairs has two main consequences. Given that only this specific pro-
gramme has a literacy module, foreigners with few or no literacy skills in any language
are generally channelled into the literacy programme during the selection process for
the Social Integration Benefit. However, on account of their low levels of education and
literacy in their mother tongue or any other language, they face serious difficulties
when learning to read and write in courses that mainly target Portuguese-speaking partici-
pants. The materials and manuals are tailored for trainees with Portuguese as a mother
tongue or those who have already had long and sustained contact with the language.

Figure 4. PPT-Trainees by level of education (2008–2012).
Source: ACIDI, PPT.
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In short, none of the above-mentioned programmes has dealt adequately with adult
immigrants with little or no schooling. In the next section, we will look briefly into the
main challenges that this public presents, as reported by our interviewees.

Learning from the field: barriers and strengths in the teaching of
Portuguese for Speakers of Other Languages

Any account of programmes implementation would not be complete without key actors’
own experiences and perceptions. In this section, we seek to identify teachers’ strategies to
accommodate different pedagogical needs in the classroom. We conducted eight explora-
tory semi-structured interviews, five with trainers/teachers from the PPT/CB programmes
and NGO literacy courses, one with the coordinator of the only PPT evaluation, and two
with national institutional representatives of the PPT and PA programmes.17 The inter-
views took place between 2014 and 2015 in the Lisbon area in schools, employment
centres, community associations, the university and the national High Commission for
Migrations (ACM). They focused on the trainers and teachers’ experiences and education,
as well as the strategies and representations employed by different actors while working
with trainees of various immigrant, national and cultural backgrounds, in particular
those with no or a low educational level. Our goal was to assess the limitations and
strengths reported by different actors during the courses and to understand the transitions
between the different programmes. An exploratory content analysis and the identification
of the main themes and dimensions was carried out.

The interviewees reported that, from the beginning of this process, instrumental motiv-
ations to learn Portuguese prevailed over the desire to learn the language for itself. Among
the main reasons were the programmes’ own aims, that is, to closely co-ordinate language
policy, immigration policies and naturalization. This involved creating the conditions not
only to teach Portuguese but also – mainly – to offer individuals the tools for obtaining

Figure 5. Basic Skills Trainees by main nationalities (2012).
Source: Professional Training Department, IEFP.
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Portuguese nationality or a long-term residence permit. In other cases, it was a way to
maintain trainees’ access to social benefits.

Among the most commonly reported shortcomings were five organizational criteria,
particularly regarding the main programme operating at present – PPT. These were the
legal obligation of a minimum of 25 trainees per class; the time-consuming process of
getting Ministry of Education permission to commence each course; the different pro-
cesses of initiating PPT and CB courses in training and employment centres compared
to those in schools; the application of diagnostic tests to trainees after the course has
begun and the learners have already been divided into classes; the ban on transferring trai-
nees between classes.

The obligation of at least 25 trainees was reported as hindering the efficiency of the
teaching, for two main reasons. On the one hand, it is often the reason to continuously
postpone new classes at more advanced levels (e.g. B1 and B2) – about 80% of trainees
only go as far as Level A2. On the other hand, it not only works against the trainees’
need to adapt to different schedule obligations, but makes it considerably more difficult
to follow the participants’ learning processes individually, which the subgroup of low-lit-
eracy learners requires. Recently, this criterion was reported to be changing from 2015.
The time-consuming process of getting permission to start new classes in schools
hosting PPT, together with the different schedules between schools, employment/training
centres and NGOs, hampers class formation and learner transfers between the different
partners.

Moreover, though diagnostic tests could be applied at any moment, in general, they
were only applied once the classes had started, which proved to be harmful to the
smooth running of the programmes. This would delay the assessment of the trainees’
specific profiles to the point where they could no longer be transferred to more suitable
classes in other locations. When CB places were unavailable, this often resulted in these
trainees joining classes where teachers or trainers allowed them to attend but where
they sat with trainees with contrasting pedagogical needs. This situation was said to
promote different ‘speeds’ in the classroom, making the teachers and trainers’ work par-
ticularly demanding. In addition, when trainees experienced tight schedules for job-
family-learning obligations, or their job/family conditions changed, the PPT offered no
possibility of a transfer to other schools/classes. The latter two situations were reported
as the main reasons that participants dropped out.

The reasons for some trainees not being transferred to CB courses were reported by the
trainers and teachers as involving both institutional constraints and individual motives.
Regarding the former, there are often no CB places for these learners, which means that
they are reintegrated into the PPT programme to acquire a minimum language knowledge,
even if without certification. As for the second aspect, trainees may recognize that CB is
shaped for Portuguese native speakers, or those fluent in Portuguese, and therefore antici-
pate experiencing significant difficulties. Furthermore, with PPT trainers and teachers,
they hope for better pedagogical content and more sensitive methodologies that uphold
their self-esteem during the learning process, thus enhancing their likelihood of success.
These considerations lead us to another issue: teachers of Portuguese as a second language
are rarely trained to teach adults from such diverse national, social, economic and cultural
backgrounds – especially adult immigrants with little or no schooling. Only recently have
new perspectives on this issue been systematically discussed – to a large extent as an
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outcome of the experience of these programmes, as well as the need to mainstream the
learning of Portuguese for Speakers of Other Languages worldwide.18

On the other hand, the strengths highlighted were related to the strategies for overcoming
the limitations that teachers and trainers had to face: firstly, the flexibility in evaluating
individual learning, through a form of continuous and non-uniform evaluation adapted
to the trainees’ profiles, the trainers’ strategies and the specific learning context; secondly,
the consensual recognition of the undeniable impact of these programmes on learners’
lives in terms of sociability and the combating of isolation. This point was a significant
advantage reported by all actors. The enrolment of trainees in these programmes implied,
from the first moment, a start-up phase for obtaining formal skills, developing significant
language and cultural contact within the classroom and among the different actors, and
producing individual gains in terms of more and better skills within and without the
family context (e.g. in communications with schools, employers and other institutions).
Moreover, the involvement of different generations of the family was also reported asmotivating
individual learning processes.

Conclusion

A number of conclusions can be drawn from this overview of Portuguese policy and the
institutional and pedagogical dynamics at work in the field of second language acquisition
among adult immigrants.

Firstly, adult foreigners with little or no schooling have not received sufficient attention
in policy measures and, thus, have not been incorporated as they should. These findings
mirror a national environment where adult education has long been a structural problem
hindering both individual equality of opportunity and the country’s social development.
Though this is a well-documented issue, it has not been targeted correspondingly, as a
policy priority. There is still a need for a systematic, continuous and coherent policy on
adult literacy, particularly for citizens with no or few literacy skills. However, while
Portugal lags behind most European countries in adult education in general (on
account of defective policy implementation), its needs for improvement in adult
immigrant language policy are common at an international level, as mentioned previously,
with few exceptions (AAVV, 2012; Petrova, 2012).

Secondly, ongoing fieldwork has shown how teachers and trainers deal with the lack of
a suitable framework, appropriate content and defined methods for adult immigrants with
little or no schooling. While there is no literacy module currently in place for Portuguese
for Speakers of Other Languages, and the teachers and trainers have no specific training
according to the target population’s needs, strategies range from informally and individu-
ally assessing the literacy level of the students to using visual aids to overcome non-recog-
nition of the alphabet. In most cases, this has implied extra work and considerable
personal involvement on the part of the trainers and teachers. This may lead to arbitrary
results for the trainees, as their learning success depends greatly on the availability and
level of concern of the teachers, as well as the constraints of the specific learning
environment.

Thirdly, heterogeneous classes, combining uneducated or little educated with more
highly educated trainees, are counterproductive, given the differential in the learning
pace between the different groups. This understanding provides teachers and trainers
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with tools to ascertain learners’ personal socialization in Portuguese, which is the main
focus of the learning process under analysis. Some learners need to develop or obtain
skills in Portuguese as a foreign language using the alphabet of their mother tongue;
some use a completely different alphabet; others have acquired the Portuguese language
as a second and post-colonial language (e.g. learners with a PALOP background) or as
a second language related to their family’s immigrant background. Those who are in
one of the above situations and have little or no schooling need to learn Portuguese by
means of literacy methods applied to their specific linguistic capital.

Fourthly, the alleged minor significance of adult immigrants with little or no schooling
– seen as a generational trait limited in time – underestimates the actual demographic
dimension as well as the intergenerational weight of language dynamics in individual tra-
jectories and linguistic socialization experiences. In other words, language holds a central
role as it represents one of the main tools for successful individual and group adaptation,
particularly within the family (Brizić, 2008; Chiswick, Lee, & Miller, 2005).

In sum, the conception of ‘one-size-fits-all’ is unconvincing. Teaching procedures and
methodologies need to be adapted to learners’ needs and social practices, implying more
in-depth knowledge on this public profile and trajectories (see, inter alia, Schöneberger
Schöneberger, van de Craats, & Kurvers, 2011). In this paper, we indicated gaps in the pro-
grammes involving Portuguese for Speakers of Other Languages, relating to those most
likely to possess insufficient literacy skills in any language. Insofar as it is consensual
that language is a key factor in the advancement of individual integration into society
at all levels, the urgent need for this specific population to overcome their limitations
has, paradoxically, been neglected. Hitherto, the solution has been either to redirect
them to literacy classes within adult literacy courses for native speakers or to devise infor-
mal strategies within the PPT classroom setting. Either way, there is a great likelihood of
their not succeeding in terms of certification, even though the PPT actors are far more
adapted to dealing with immigrant learners. In a nutshell, this means that, while tailor-
made programmes are needed for the immigrant population in general, they are greatly
needed for this segment in particular. The article’s specific focus on public agents and
decision-makers does not preclude the need to study trainees’ own experiences in
regard to programmes methodologies and language acquisition processes. Indeed, in
order to understand in more detail their trajectory in formal and informal Portuguese
learning courses, further studies, namely of ethnographic nature adapted to this public
profile, are needed.

Notes

1. For instance, if between 2001 and 2006 there were mainly internal reports for the first
implemented programme, from 2006 onwards, one-single external evaluation on the sub-
sequent programme was issued.

2. These findings are the outcome of an ongoing research project on implementation of training
in Portuguese for Speakers of Other Languages in Portugal established in Centre for Research
and Studies in Sociology (CIES-IUL).

3. To give greater detail, this advance has been gradual and has reflected several periods, declara-
tions and reports: to start with, the 1949 United Nations General Assembly’s vision of the
minimum requirements for basic education; then the onset of the Cold War; later, the
World Declaration on Education for All and its main documents (1990, 1996), in conjunction
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with International Literacy Year (1990); the 1996 Report of the International Commission on
Education for the Twenty-first Century; the 1997 Hamburg Declaration (emphasizing the
relationship between lifelong learning and active community engagement); the 1997 OECD
report on Literacy Skills for the Knowledge Society; the Dakar Framework for Action in
2000; and, recently, the United Nations Literacy Decade (2003–2012) and Resolution 56/116
acknowledging the place of literacy at the heart of lifelong learning (UNESCO, 2006). See
also overview in Petrova (2012).

4. These may refer to socio-economic situations that reinforce the isolation of individuals: those
employed in ‘ethnic work units’ or who work in jobs where they are isolated and do not use
their oral or written language skills, or who are isolated for other social or cultural reasons
– gender-related problems resulting in imbalances and inequality, or emotional barriers
such as those confronted by asylum seekers and refugees.

5. This follows other definitions used in international studies, in particular the literature on the
LESLLA learners since 2005, e.g. Young-Scholten et al.(forthcoming).

6. The PALOP, Portuguese-speaking African countries.
7. In Portuguese: Educação Recurrente and Iniciativa Novas Oportunidades.
8. Sumário Executivo Portugal Acolhe 2006–2007 [Executive Summary Portugal Welcomes

2006–2007], IEFP.
9. IEFP, supervised by the State Secretariat at the Ministry of Labour and funded by POEFDS

(Operational Programme for Employment, Training and Social Development).
10. National Agency for Adult Employment and Training.
11. Human Potential Operational Programme (Decision C (2007) 5157).
12. Order No. 18476/2008 of 10 July.
13. At the time of writing, data on the breakdown by education level and nationality for PPT were

not available. This inference is based on exploratory interviews conducted among PPT trainers,
both in schools and in employment centres.

14. Considering those with primary education or less, as mentioned in the first part of this article.
15. Data obtained from the High Commission for Migration (ACM, former ACIDI) and the

Interim Evaluation Study of the PPT programme, July 2014. Data for 2013 and 2014 are not
yet available.

16. Data provided by Professional Training Department, IEFP, Portugal.
17. At the time of writing, the national responsible for the CB was not yet available for interview.
18. On this matter, see the Teachers’ Portal for Portuguese Foreign Language (Portal do Professor

de Português Língua Estrangeira/Língua Não Materna), in International Institute for the Por-
tuguese Language (IILP), from the Community of Portuguese-Speaking Countries (CPLP),
http://www.ppple.org/conversa, an ongoing project including different researchers.
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