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‘To think about the school and its issues is a right and a duty’: Decolonising the education 
system in East Timor in 1975 
 

António Barbedo de Magalhães1 
 
Background  
!
The Armed Forces Movement (MFA), a movement of junior Army officers, was at the inception of the 
25 April 1974 revolution that overthrew the Salazar-Caetano dictatorship in Portugal and paved the way 
for democracy, decolonisation and the development of the country. The MFA set up a military junta 
(Junta de Salvação Nacional) composed of senior officers that ruled the country until a civilian 
Provisional Government could be sworn in.  
 While the political programme of MFA stated that the governors of Portugal's overseas provinces 
who had been appointed by the colonialist, pre-revolutionary Government should be replaced, the 
Governor of Portuguese Timor, Fernando Alves Aldeia, remained in his post for several months after the 
revolution. It was a period of uncertainty in the colony regarding Portugal's plans for the territory. This 
uncertainty was dispelled with the arrival of a new Governor, Colonel Mário Lemos Pires, and his MFA-
appointed staff on 18 November 1974. 
 
Lemos Pires: a policy aimed at the gradual decolonisation of East Timor 
!
Governor Lemos Pires launched several initiatives aimed at the gradual decolonisation of the territory. 
He decided to make preparations for the decolonisation of education in East Timor. In his Order no. 
13/1975 of 20 January 1975, the Governor acknowledged that ‘the current structure of education in Timor, 
from primary!school!to!secondary!education,!is!not…suited to the!needs!of!the!Timorese!people.’ He 
pointed out that ‘it is up to the people of Timor to choose their future education system’ but he deemed it 
‘appropriate to start preparing the ground that will facilitate! their! choice! and! that…can support the 
transition from a colonialist education!to!a! truly!Timorese!one.’ With this in mind, he established a 
working group that would !
!

make use of the available human and material resources and, together with political associations, 
youth organisations and the economic sectors would define the guidelines for a transitional 
education in Timor, draft curricula and train Timorese staff!(Boletim!1975,!see!Figure!1).2!

!
The Governor's initiative was aimed at restructuring education in East Timor with the involvement of the 
East Timorese themselves.  
 
The coordinating group for restructuring the education system in Timor (GCRET) 
!
The Governor established a coordinating group for restructuring the education system in East Timor 
(Grupo Coordenador para a Reformulação do Ensino em Timor, GCRET) that had four full-time 
members (see Figure 2): Roque Rodrigues, an East Timorese who had graduated in Psychology and was 
doing his compulsory military service in the Portuguese Army; António Barbedo de Magalhães, from 
mainland Portugal with a Ph.D in Mechanical Engineering, who had also been conscripted into the Army; 
Judite Barbedo de Magalhães, from mainland Portugal, who was a secondary school teacher of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Professor Emeritus of the University of Porto at the Faculty of Engineering; Coordinator of the Commission for 
the Restructuring of Education in Timor (GCRET) in 1975; Coordinator of the Jornadas de Timor of the 
University of Porto between 1989-1998 and of many other solidarity initiatives with Timor-Leste; author of 
several books on Timor-Leste, including Timor-Leste: interesses internacionais e actores locais (2008). This 
paper is based on the monograph Descolonização do Ensino em Timor (2004) that was published under research 
grant FCT-POCTI/CPO/44915/2002, The Transition Process in East Timor: 1998-2005.  
2 The figures referred to in this paper appear at the end of the volume, following the Portuguese language version 
of the same paper.  
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Mathematics; and Dulce Cruz, an East Timorese and a primary school teacher.!GCRET also included 
representatives from the three main East Timorese political parties: António Duarte Carvarino, Manuel 
António Caldeira Baptista and João Martins. Interestingly, GCRET was established on the same day (20 
January 1975) as the coalition between UDT and FRETILIN that favoured East Timor's independence in 
the medium-term in an atmosphere of moderate politics and national unity. Thus, the scene seemed to 
have been set for a smooth decolonisation with some degree of stability and cooperation.  
 The establishment of GCRET was an important step towards the fulfillment of MFA's programme 
and the decolonisation of the territory. The MFA representatives organised a public meeting to disclose 
the initiative. At that meeting, none of GCRET's members took the floor but the MFA representatives 
criticised cultural colonisation and the role of teachers in the framework of colonialist policies, while at 
the same time urging them to collaborate and work harder. Even though what was said at the public 
session partially reflected the situation in East Timor, the officers's statements provoked a negative 
reaction in certain quarters. The MFA representatives had forgotten that, despite its shortcomings and 
being part of a colonial structure and notwithstanding the fact that the education system had remained 
embryonic for more than four centuries, education had nevertheless been one of the more positive aspects 
of Portugal's colonial presence in East Timor. Indeed, many teachers were truly dedicated to their students 
and committed to their cultural and social advancement as well as to the development and well-being of 
the communities where they worked. 
 The more traditionalist teachers were unhappy with the public session and that did not make 
GCRET's work easier. The Bishop of Dili, in particular, Dom José Ribeiro, a contentious but gullible 
man who feared that Timor would fall under the spell of communism if decolonisation went ahead, 
reacted strongly against! the! GCRET! initiative, just as he did against other initiatives aimed at 
decolonising the territory. He did so during Mass and through a priest who spoke in the Hoje é Domingo 
(Today is Sunday) programme of Rádio Timor about the dangers of a communist-inspired attempt at 
restructuring education.  
 
GCRET’s first steps 
!
To dispel the ill-feeling that had been generated by the public session and to win over teachers and 
students for the restructuring project, GCRET organised a week-long event – the Semana do Ensino 
Secundário (Secondary Education Week) – between 1 and 7 February 1975. The event coincided with a 
short school break ordered by the new Goverment to re-organise the teaching staff. To launch a debate 
between teachers and students in the Liceu and Escola Técnica,!GCRET drafted and circulated a text – 
Pensar nos problemas da Escola é um direito e um dever!(To think about the School and its issues is a 
right and a duty) (see Figure 3) – that was read out in both schools. This was followed by meetings with 
teachers and their students, including thematic meetings whose topics were chosen by means of a 
questionnaire that was also circulated (see Figure 4). 
 Most teachers and students took part in the debates: groups of students with their teachers visited 
the national press, the power station, the water treatment plant, Sociedade Agrícola Pátria e Trabalho, a 
brick factory, the public works department, the agricultural services, the veterinary!service,!the!hospital 
etc. The debates and visits generated many!suggestions!and!criticisms. 
 Some time later, many students returned to their villages for the Easter break. They used the 
opportunity to collect folk tales and information about traditions, agricultural practices and the main 
challenges that their communities faced. When they returned to Dili, many brought with them small 
monographs and other works that they presented to GCRET (see Figure 5). 
 During the Semana do Ensino Secundário, two films shot by a Portuguese Army officer were 
screened for students and teachers: one was about the fishermen in Dili's bay and the other about coffee-
growing in Aileu. 
 During the Easter break, when many primary school teachers (professores and monitores) came 
to Dili to collect their salaries, GCRET organised with the national union of primary school teachers 
(União Nacional dos Agentes do Ensino Primário de Timor, UNAEPTIM) another week-long event – the 
Semana do Ensino Primário (Primary Education Week) between 17 and 22 March (see Figure 6). Some 
50 teachers from Dili and various districts took part and discussed issues affecting primary and pre-
primary education such as: teaching Portuguese to children who largely did not speak it at home; history 
and geography curricula and textbooks that were not suited to the prevailing circumstances in East Timor; 
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children’s diet and school performance; housing for teachers and students whose families lived in remote 
areas and far away from schools; schooling in Tetum and local languages; literacy programmes for adults; 
health; education; mobile teams to support schools (educational and sanitary support, establishing 
vegetable!plots!in!schools,!etc.,!see Figure 7). In the wake of this initiative, a questionnaire was sent out 
to some 2,000 primary and pre-primary teachers!and hundreds of replies were collected with very valuable 
information about the!conditions! in!the!districts: malnutrition, poor housing conditions, educational 
challenges, teachers' isolation and linguistic barriers. 
 Three conferences were held during the Semana do Ensino Primário:! ‘Hygiene! and! Public!
Health’, by! Conceição! Rendeiro;! ‘Agriculture! in! Timor’,! by! Mário! Carrascalão;! and! ‘Economic!
Planning!for!Timor’, by Major Castro Caldas.  
 Besides the Liceu and Escola Técnica, GCRET also contacted teachers and students in other 
schools, namely in Escola de Habilitação de Professores de Posto Engº Canto Resende (a teachers’ 
training school); Escola do Ciclo Preparatório! (Dili’s preparatory school); Escola de Artes e Ofícios!
(Dili’s!school!of!arts!and crafts); and Escola de Artes e Ofícios e de Prática Agrícola (the arts & crafts 
and agricultural college run by the Salesian Order in Fatumaca) (see Figures 8a, 8b and 8c). Contacts 
with the latter were particularly useful as the curriculum used therein (which included traditional subjects 
but also carpentry, metal works and agricultural techniques) was quite suited to the circumstances and 
needs of the East Timorese population. The project that was eventually submitted by GCRET for the 
restructuring of education in Timor reflects the influence of and collaboration with the Salesian priests. 
 GCRET had established its headquarters in Lar do Estudante, a home for students, and was 
visited by!teachers from different schooling levels (professores de posto, professores catequistas, etc.) as 
well as by students from the final years of the Liceu and the teacher training school. They came to find 
out more about GCRET's initiatives and to offer their support and collaboration. With their assistance, 
working groups were!set up to revise curricula and textbooks and to compile texts and collect folktales 
and data about the traditions in different regions, etc. 
 
GCRET's report 
!
Any proposal aimed at restructuring education in East Timor had to be based on a detailed knowledge of 
the existing situation. That was the starting point of GCRET's activities. On 23 April 1975, GCRET 
submitted to the Governor a report that included a summary description of the education system in Timor 
(GCRET 1975) (see Figure 9).! 
 The report compiled a significant amount of statistical data and its findings included the 
following: (a) the Portuguese Government had only of late shown an interest in education in Timor; the 
sudden interest expressed by the authorities in the 1960s was related to the Viqueque uprising (1959), the 
outbreak of an armed struggle in Angola (1961) and the growing pressure from the international 
community to decolonise its overseas territories; (b) the concern with establishing upper secondary 
education (ensino liceal) had preceeded the establishment of technical schools; (c) the only agricultural 
college was a private institution; (d) the colonial Government had shown little interest in technical 
education; (e) education in Timor mimicked education in mainland Portugal (the metrópole) and was not 
suited to the circumstances and needs of the East Timorese. 
 The report further noted that this type of education caused an uprooting of students who, having 
attended school, were no longer willing to work in the fields and, in the case of those who had completed 
secondary education, dreamt of becoming civil servants or of continuing their studies in mainland 
Portugal. The report explained such attitudes with the contradiction that existed between primary 
education legislation that was in force (Decree-Law no. 45908 of 10 September 1964) and the reality on 
the ground. The authorities' concern with turning East Timorese students into “true Portuguese citizens” 
(the phrase used was portugalizar) made them feel estranged from their fellow countrymen and women 
and their everyday challenges and did not prepare them to be useful to East Timor and to address those 
challenges. The utimate goal of colonial education was to alienate the educated ones in the colonies from 
the rest of the colonised population and to use them for the coloniser's own purposes. By acting thus, the 
colonial power also separated those students from their own culture and identity.  
 The report concluded!that!it!was!necessary!to!‘Timorise’ (timorizar) the education system, the 
curricula, the methods used and the overall objectives. The education system had to take into 
consideration the physical, social, cultural, spiritual, etc. circumstances of East Timor.  
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 The report noted that many of the issues identified in Timor-Leste's education system were in 
fact more general problems that affected the territory as a whole: (a) famine and malnutrition; (b) diseases 
and the lack of hygiene; (c) physical and mental underdevelopment as a result of malnutrition and diseases, 
which had a bearing on school performance and outcomes; (d) lack of good communications; (e) the 
contempt for manual work and for the teaching of agricultural techniques and arts and crafts; (f) the 
extended duration of theoretical studies and the postponement of workshop-based training; (g) the limited 
usefulness of most of the subjects taught in East Timor because of the bookish approach adopted; (i) the 
non-suitability of syllabii to the circumstances of Timor, in particular the history and geography syllabii. 
 It was obvious that one of the concerns of the colonial power was to prevent the emergence of 
local elites that might lead a nationalist movement. The disregard for the education of the population was 
reflected in the poor conditions offered to both students and teachers. 

GCRET!was!of!the!view!that:!
!

schools should be concerned with the real issues in people’s lives; if schools concern themselves 
with the lives of their communities, the communities will also show an interest in their schools; 
and with the support of schools, communities and the Government,!many!problems!can!be!
overcome (GCRET 1975).  

 
The GCRET project 
!
The project submitted by GCRET to the Government after 3 months consisted in replacing the colonial-
type education that was completely alienated from East Timorese reality by an education adapted to the 
circumstances, needs and culture of the East Timorese people. GCRET intention was to “Timorise” 
education, its goals, methods and curricula. 
 The characteristically colonialist education that was in force in East Timor was geared towards 
training colonial officers who would have become assimilated (portugalizados) and would be docile. 
Because of that, education was bookish, out-of-context and it promoted passivity. 
 In order to “Timorise” education it was necessary to Timorise (a) its goals, (b) methods and (c) 
curricula. To Timorise its goals meant to educate East Timorese students who would be aware of their 
own identity, while acknowledging Christian and Portuguese influences, and! well-rooted in their 
environment and capable of transforming their own living conditions. To Timorise the teaching methods 
meant to promote theoretical and practical education that was closely linked to East Timor's 
circumstances, that addressed East Timor's needs and that made the connection between schools and their 
communities. To Timorise curricula meant to teach the history and geography of East Timor; to make 
reference to East Timorese folktales and traditions; to promote a better knowledge of East Timor’s fauna 
and flora, whether those that could be used in people's diet or in traditional medicine, as well as those 
from which exotic woods could be obtained, etc; to include basic notions of hygiene and health in tropical 
climates; to include the teaching of agricultural techniques and the preparation of students for professions 
deemed useful for East Timor. etc.  
 GCRET proposed an overall scheme for transitional education in East Timor (see Figure 10). The 
main differences with regards to the previous system were: (a) the actual inclusion of agricultural 
education and practice!in primary education and preparatory schools; (b) the inclusion of some arts and 
crafts courses for all preparatory school students. These changes aimed at developing an interest in and 
respect for manual work among students and to promote a more comprehensive and balanced education. 
 GCRET proposed: (a) to make arts and crafts courses equivalent to preparatory school education 
and providing students who completed them with professional diplomas; (b) to merge high school 
education with technical education, thus creating polytechnical education with generic subjects as well 
as more technical ones; (c) to establish ancillary polytechnical courses to train senior technical staff that 
could address most of East Timor's needs; (d) to provide two routes to higher education, either through 
polytechnical education or through the teacher training school.  
  GCRET made specific proposals for each level of education: 
!
Primary Education 
While some teachers had proposed that pre-primary education should include initial literacy in the local 
languages, GCRET did not take a position on the matter. The existence of about 32 languages and dialects 
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in East Timor made that a very complex issue and GCRET decided that the issue would have to be settled 
by a more specialised committee. 
 What GCRET proposed was an honest implementation of a Decree-Law of 1964 that states that 
schools should be an integral part of their environment and communities and should be “involved directly 
and daily in the improvement of the communities they served ”. For Primary Education, the 
aforementioned decree included provisions regarding theoretical and practical teaching of agricultural 
techniques, animal husbandry, rural work, hygiene and public health,as well as civic education and 
activities. 
 Teaching methods and curricula had to be changed in order to implement those provisions. This 
implied: (a) recycling primary and pre-primary teachers; (b) preparing new textbooks, in particular on 
history and geography; (c) establishing a vegetable plot in each school to be tended by students and their 
teachers; (d) turning schools into centres for the cultural, social and economic development of their 
communities; (e) emphasizing hygiene and health education and the role of teachers amongst the 
communities to raise their!living conditions!(diet, hygiene); (f) decentralising the Education Services and 
cutting red tape to provide effective support to schools. 
  GCRET suggested the establishment of “mobile teams” in every concelho, comprising (a) a 
teacher, acting as advisor on educational issues and as a cultural facilitator, (b) an expert with technical 
skill in farming or animal husbandry and (c) a public health officer or nurse. These teams would support 
teachers and their schools, providing educational guidance, acting as cultural drivers and promoting social 
and economic development. They would also play a supervisory role, replacing the Inspectorate for 
Education in some of its functions. 
 '
Preparatory education and the teaching of arts & crafts 
The kind of education that GCRET proposed for preparatory schools differed from the existing system in 
that it included in the curriculum the teaching of agricultural notions as well as practical activities and 
transformed the traditional subject of “handwork” into the teaching of arts & crafts. 
 The goal was, on the one hand, to elevate the status of manual work and, on the other hand, to 
convey professional training and skills to students that would allow them to become skilled workers more 
rapidly than through the existing technical education courses. The project provided for some flexibility 
with regard to technical and vocational training to take into account the specific circumstances in the 
different regions (e.g. agricultural techniques, carpentry, and cooking in the mountainous regions; in Dili, 
the agricultural techniques would be optional and besides the aforementioned subjects other subjects such 
as automobile mechanics, printing, typing, nursing studies, etc. would also be available).  
 At the end of 2 years of preparatory education, students could proceed with their studies at the 
Escola Politécnica or Escola do Magistério, or else enrol for an additional year and obtain a professional 
qualification. 
!
General courses of polytechnic education and teaching  
The polytechnic education proposed by GCRET represented the fusion of existing high school and 
technical education. It was a kind of unified education system where besides the subjects usually taught 
in the Liceu and aimed at providing a sound cultural foundation basis, other subjects of a more practical, 
technical or vocational nature were also taught. The proposed system presented two advantages: on the 
one hand, the problem was avoided of having!youngsters attending the liceu for many years but lacking 
the practical knowledge that would allow them to engage in a profession. Besides, youngsters with 
outstanding intellectual capacities who had completed technical courses would not see their academic 
advancement curtailed for lack of the necessary cultural foundation provided by the liceu. 
 The scheme shown!clearly indicates the courses that had been planned and the professions they 
would give access to. Some may think that it was odd for GCRET to propose that vocational training and 
the entry into working life should take place so early in youngsters' lives. But one should not forget the 
customs of a population where the average life expectancy was below 40 years and where marriage and 
child rearing took place very early in life. 
!
Complementary courses in polytechnic education and teaching  
GCRET was of the view that East Timor did not require an university in the short- or medium-term, but 
that the country had to be able to train its own preparatory school teachers and medium-level staff in the 
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territory. The establishment of ancillary/supplementary cources was the only way to achieve this goal: 
within a relatively short period, such courses would prepare technical staff with the necessary skills to 
address most of the technical challenges that Timor might face in the future. To train this technical staff 
in Timor meant that the training courses could be adapted to the existing circumstances and needs of 
Timor, and did not require uprooting students by sending them for training abroad. Besides, it was the 
best way to equip and to keep operational the laboratories that would be required for Timor's technical 
studies. Finally, it would be a way to stimulate Timor's cultural life, without which the cultural values of 
the people would be lost with dire consequences!for!their!own!identity.!
 
Listing the needs  
In its report, GCRET included a list of what would be required (and the respective costing) not only for 
the ancillary/supplementary courses of polytechnic education and the teachers training institution which 
were the most demanding in terms of resources, but also for the other levels of education. In its report, 
GCRET also noted that obtaining the support of international organisations and other nations for these 
endeavours was highly desirable.3 
 The requirements listed in GCRET's report included: (a) teachers that would have to be recruited 
for the various subjects (farming and animal husbandry, health, engineering, education, languages, 
economics and law, history, geography, natural and physical sciences and mathematics, arts, metal works, 
carpentry, typesetting and smelting; (b) schools, laboratories, workshops, libraries, homes for students 
and their equipment; (c) a printing and bookbinding workshop, to be used in particular for the printing of 
textbooks; (d) scholarships for students and meals for all the children in primary education and 
preparatory schools. 
!
Educational radio programmes 
GCRET also proposed that an educational radio programme was established, while the installation of 
school and educational TV was not possible. Indeed, such a radio programme had existed in the past in 
Timor but to increase its audience and make it more effective, it would be convenient to equip all schools 
with a small but sufficiently powerful battery-operated radio set that a large number of people could listen 
to simultaneously. As radios were for a large part of the local population and schools their only frequent 
contact with their less immediate surroundings/outside world, GCRET was of the opinion that if school 
teachers in rural areas could listen to educational radio programmes on a weekly basis, it would be easier 
to convey to them basic notions of pedagogy, teaching methods, hygiene and farming, curricula, etc. The 
radio programmes would be, in a way, like a distance retraining course for teachers in rural areas and a 
useful tool to make them familiar with the Portuguese language spoken in Dili and Portugal. It would also 
enable people in rural areas to learn whether the Education Service was addressing the issues that had 
been submitted to them and, more generally, it would be useful for parents, youngsters, children, etc. 
!
Tasks to be carried out  
The GCRET report ended with a list of the key tasks that had to be carried out and a needs assessment 
pertaining to the recycling courses for teachers that would take place over the school break in 1975. Those 
tasks included: (a) to retrain primary school teachers; (b) to train and retrain preparatory school teachers; 
(c) to purchase and transport to Timor textbooks, technical books and other educational resources!to draft 
new curricula and textbooks; (d) to achieve acknowledgment and equivalence for the curricula proposed 
by GCRET for Timor to the school curricula that were in force in Portugal; (e) to recruit in Portugal 
secondary education teachers to work in Timor in the forthcoming academic year; (f) to build and equip 
the rooms dedicated to arts and crafts in preparatory schools; (g) to draft new curricula for the various 
subjects; (h) to draft new textbooks for the various subjects; (h) to seek technical and financial support 
for GCRET's proposal among international organisations and foreign countries. 
 The recycling of primary school teachers would take place in two stages. First, posto teachers 
(but also final year students from the teacher training school (Escola de Habilitação de Professores de 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 The authorities in Portugal lacked the necessary means to restructure education in Timor. Besides, it would be 
advantageous to draw the attention of the international community and involve it in Portugal’s decolonisation of 
Timor. Thus, CERET eventually requested UNESCO's support. The UN agency sent their delegate for Southeast 
Asia to Timor. If the Indonesian invasion hadn't taken place, it was likely that UNESCO would provide 
substantial support to the educational radio as well as other projects. 
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Posto Eng. Canto Resende) and the religious education teachers (professores catequistas) would attend 
an 8-week course taught essentially by teachers brought in from mainland Portugal. Afterwards, the 
school monitors (monitores escolares) in each concelho would be recycled, using for that purpose the 
best posto teachers that had already undergone re-training. 
 GCRET also indicated the teachers that would be required to carry out the re-training of 
preparatory school teachers and those that had attended the teacher training programme (Magistério) as 
well as those that would be needed for training the literacy teachers (alfabetizadores) using the!Paulo 
Freire method. GCRET estimated that it would be necessary to bring some 20-22 teachers from Portugal, 
most of them for only 10 weeks. Somo of the teachers would stay for longer periods for the second stage 
of the re-training process, to assist with the drafting of the new textbooks and to teach in secondary 
schools during the following school year. 
 According to GCRET, there might be a need to postpone the start of the forthcoming school year 
by a few months, in order to re-train the teachers and prepare the new textbooks. Should the re-training 
activities begin in early August, it would be feasible to complete them by the end of November. In its 
proposal, GCRET also highlighted the fact that it would be very important to establish a printing press in 
Timor that was capable of printing!on time the books that would be required for classes to start in 
December.! 
 
Approval of the project: criticisms and support !
 
GCRET hoped to be able to launch its!restructuring project in education soon, otherwise it would not be 
possible to do so before the beginning of the forthcoming school year. But it pointed out that this would 
require the collaboration of various services as well as the commitment and support of the East Timorese 
political parties and expressed its concern with the lack of clear political guidance in Timor.  
 For the proposed scheme to be applied the following school year, a series of tasks would have to 
be carried out, including: (a) to build and equip the arts and crafts workshops in preparatory schools; (b) 
to organise the re-training courses for primary and preparatory school teachers; (a) to purchase and to 
swiftly transport to Timor books and other educational resources required to prepare the new curricula 
and textbooks. In order to prepare the re-training courses and to purchase the educational resources, two 
members of GCRET would have to travel to!Portugal at very short notice. 
 In order to implement its project, if approved, GCRET proposed the establishment of an 
Executive Committee (Comissão Executora da Reestruturação do Ensino em Timor, CERET). The 
executive committee would comprise 8 members: one member to look after the establishment and 
equipping of the arts and crafts workshops in preparatory schools and to identify future trainers for those 
activities who would undergo a training programme during the school break; two members to programme 
and to organise the re-training courses for teachers that would!take place during the school break; one 
member to coordinate the information on the project to be!conveyed!via radio broadcasts and the press 
and to organise an educational radio programme; four members to coordinate curricula and 
methodologies for pre-primary, primary, preparatory and secondary education! and to guide the 
subcommittees that would draft new curricula and books. 
 Before deciding on the GCRET project, Governor Lemos Pires sought the views of the main East 
Timorese political parties. Criticisms were few. APODETI was in favour of including Bahasa Indonesia 
as the second official language. However, this was rejected by the Portuguese authorities and the other 
political parties. With regard to religious education (religião e moral),!APODETI proposed that the subject 
be made optional and FRETILIN that it be removed from the curriculum in State schools and be provided 
externally. The Portuguese authorities opted to make religious educational optional. Generally, the 
political parties were in favour of the reform being proposed. 
 The reform proposed by GCRET was formally adopted on 9 May 1975 (see Figures 11a and 11b). 
GCRET's original project was adopted in full, with a few exceptions. Besides religious education, the 
Governor opted to keep Portuguese as the language of (oral) instruction in pre-primary education, rather 
than introducing literacy in the local languages, as had been proposed by some teachers. With regard to 
the proposals presented by GCRET, the only one that was not taken on board in the Government's decision 
was the establishment of a printing press to produce textbooks and other educational resources, for 
financial and technical reasons. The opening of evening classes in preparatory schools wasn't considered 
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either, but there was a commitment to review the maximum age for attending preparatory schools (which 
was 14) in the future.  
 The Governor took steps to ensure that the project could be implemented. The Agricultural 
Foremen that had been conscripted into the army for their military service were released so that they 
could take part in the re-training courses and prepare themselves to teach agricultural techniques and join 
the roving teams. The Portuguese authorities promise to make available funding to cover initial needs and 
that they would assist in the organisation of re-training courses and training of trainers-teachers. 
  Just as important as the formal adoption of the GCRET project was the enthusiasm it generated 
among teachers, students and the East Timorese population!By listening to the radio, reading the press 
and talking in the markets people realized that something was being done about!education in Timor. In 
mid-May,!GCRET members gave a radio interview that was published in A Voz de Timor on 17 May (see 
Figures 12a, 12b and 12c). Many teachers and final year Liceu students volunteered to work with the 
newly-established CERET. There was an atmosphere of support and enthusiasm.  
 In a session to present the project to preparatory school teachers, the priest who had previously 
criticised GCRET on radio took the floor to congratulate its members for having designed a project that 
was well-adapted to the circumstances and needs of Timor. A few days later, the priest and a Portuguese 
woman missionary joined the CERET team.  
 
CERET's work'
 
CERET included GCRET's four original members (two from East Timor, two from mainland Portugal) 
that were joined by another three East Timorese (one priest, one arts and crafts and a teacher). Hence, 
CERET was made up of five Timorese and three individuals from mainland Portugal; four men and four 
women. 
 The arts and crafts teacher, Pedro Álvares Cabral, was tasked with establishing!arts and crafts 
workshops in preparatory schools. The posto teacher, Olandina Caeiro Alves, was mainly concerned with 
the preparation of educational radio programmes, Barbedo de Magalhães and Roque Rodrigues were in 
charge of preparing the recycling courses. Other CERET members got busy establishing working groups 
to review and re-draft the syllabii and to prepare new textbooks. Despite this division of labour, CERET 
worked as a team, with Barbedo de Magalhães acting as a coordinator. 
!
Presentation of the project 
After the formal approval of GCRET's project, CERET presented it to teachers and students in Dili's 
preparatory and secondary schools.!The Chinese school was not included in this set of presentations as it 
operated outside the existing education system. CERET didn't present the project at Colégio Bispo de 
Medeiros either as it was prohibited to do so by the Bishop of Dili. Over a period of 8 days, some CERET 
members also visited a few schools in the other districts, namely in Baucau, Viqueque, Bobonaro, Ermera 
and Liquiçá (see Figure 13). The enthusiasm generated by those visits was quite extraordinary, with some 
teachers walking for more than 10 hours to be able to take part in the meetings. 
!
Recruitment of participants and purchase of educational materials in Portugal 
It would not be easy to recruit people who could run the recycling courses for primary and preparatory 
school teachers; some members of CERET would have to travel to Portugal. Selecting teachers, 
psychologists, a paedagogue, experts in public health and farming, a literacy trainer, social worker and 
an expert in cooperatives would have to occur. The people to be recruited would have to share the spirit 
that had inspired the approved project, they would have to show open-mindedness and! the ability to 
dialogue and to understand the Timorese soul and they would have to be ready to work hard and not to 
expect comfortable circumstances to do their work.  
 Barbedo de Magalhães and Roque Rodrigues were the two CERET members who had been 
tasked with travelling to Portugal to select teachers and other experts and to purchase educational 
materials. However, the latter's closeness to FRETILIN led CERET to contemplate the possibility of 
adding a third member to that mission, namely!Mário Carrascalão, a member of UDT's Central Committee 
who had already worked with GCRET in his capacity as Head of the Agriculture and Forestry Services. 
However, he was unable to join the mission as he was taking part in the Macau Summit. The absence of 
other cadres in UDT with similar professional skills and personal characteristics required to participate 
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actively and usefully in the mission prevented his substitution. Roque Rodrigues eventually left CERET 
and Barbedo de Magalhães had to travel to Portugal twice. 
 The list of individuals that were selected after Barbedo de Magalhães's first trip, together with 
their CVs, was submitted to Timor's three main political parties. Only after agreement had been obtained 
from the political parties did Barbedo de Magalhães confirm the recruitment of said individuals and travel 
arrangements were made during a second visit to Portugal (see Figure 14). 
 On 6 August, Barbedo de Magalhães returned to Timor with 19 of the 22 teachers and experts 
that had been envisaged originally. While it had not been possible to find all the persons required, those 
who had been recruited had been selected for their skills and for being willing to dedicate themselves 
fully to the restructuring of education in Timor 
 Barbedo de Magalhães's travels to Portugal were also used to order tools for the arts & crafts 
workshops, as well as books that had been suggested by the teachers who were already redrafting the 
syllabii in Dili, as well as other books sugggested in a questionnaire, as syllabi and other educational texts 
produced by Portugal's Directorate-General for Basic Education. The aircraft that flew the recycling team 
to Timor also!carried a large number of monographs and other publications on Timor that had been 
photocopied in the National Library or obtained from the Portuguese Geographical Society with the 
assistance of ethnologue António de Almeida. Many of those books were added to the collection of Dili's 
Public Library which had been established in 1975 and for which a building close to the seafront was 
being readied.  
 Meanwhile, teams had been set up in Timor to accompany each of the new arrivals from mainland 
Portugal. Those teams were made up of at least 2 people!and they had a dual goal: (a) to help the newly 
arrived teachers and experts to understand the culture and mentality of the Timorese and to serve as 
interpreters, whenever necessary; (b) to learn as much as possible from the knowledge, skills and methods 
brought by the!participants.  
 The first few days of the!participants stay in Timor were dedicated to contacts with the reality in 
Timor and its people. The participants visited the market; watched the fishermen go about their work;!
saw the living and sanitary conditions of those who lived on the outskirts of Dili and surrounding villages; 
observed the local flora and vegetables and crops grown by the Timorese, their dwellings, implements, 
dietary habits, etc. The activities undertaken over the first 4 days resulted in hundreds of slides! that 
represent a most valuable record of what life was like in!Timor on the eve of the UDT coup. In the evening, 
participants would meet and they would sing together the songs that they had learned with Timorese 
children and fishermen. 
!
Re-training courses 
It had been agreed with the Salesian Fathers that the re-training of farming foremen trained by the school 
in Fatumaca would be carried out by the school itself. After the re-training course, such foremen should 
be ready to teach in preparatory schools. The recycling courses began on August, 4, with the support of 
the Overseas Agricultural Studies Mission which was running a pilot-project in Maubisse at the time. 
Although the GCRET report only mentioned that 20 foremen were required, a total of 27 people took the 
course. 
 It was decided that the re-training of nurses and health officers would take place together with 
that of primary and preparatory teachers. 
 The collaboration of the 12 travelling educational support teams with the Education, Health and 
Agriculture and Farming services was also being discussed. 
 The launch of arts and crafts courses in preparatory schools was a key element of the restructuring 
project that had been adopted. By early August, all the schools had been inspected and works were under 
way or would begin soon to build anew or adapt existing facilities to carpentry and other workshops. 
Orders had already been placed in Portugal for agricultural machinery, tools for the various workshops 
and the necessary materials for!teaching cutting and sewing. Contact had also been made with teachers 
who could teach arts and crafts as well as with local craftsmen in some regions for them to teach the 
traditional crafts. On 4 August, recycling courses began also in Fatumaca for 13 joiners and four 
locksmiths. 
 The re-training courses to be held in Dili would include 2 types of activities: (a) in the morning, 
trainees would actively participate in classes where the syllabii and teaching methods to be used would 
be discussed; some of those classes would be of a practical nature and involve children from Dili and its 
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surroundings; (b) in the afternoon, trainees would work in smaller groups where they would discuss the 
new syllabi and draft new textbooks. 
 (Figure 15 – The re-training course) The re-training courses for primary and preparatory 
schoolteachers would be the launching pad for the restructuring of the education system in Timor. the 
enthusiasm that they generated was extraordinary. There were some 270 people who fulfilled the 
requirements to attend the first course, which had been designed for primary school teachers, posto 
teachers, catechist teachers and school monitors. CERET estimated that some 200-240 would enrol in the 
course. In fact, 330 registered for the course and there were!60 that pleaded so strongly to be admitted 
that CERET could not refuse their registration. In the case of the course for preparatory school teachers, 
of which there was a need of some! 60-80 teachers and where an estimated 30-40 applications were 
expected,!CERET had difficulties in limiting registrations to 130 due to the many requests from interested 
candidates. The longing to learn and to do something for Timor was overwhelming and exceeded anything 
that CERET could have expected.  
  
The UDT coup and its aftermath!
!
The start of the recycling courses for primary and preparatory school teachers had been scheduled for the 
morning of 11 August 1975. About 10 hours beforehand, a few UDT leaders who had been misled and 
manipulated by Indonesia launched a coup against the Portuguese administration. On the morning of 
August 11, after a night of gunfights and harassment, a few teachers turned up and asked if the courses 
were actually going to start. Barbedo de Magalhães had to say that the security situation ruled that out. 
The efforts made so far to restructure the education system to which so many had contributed with their 
hard work and enthusiasm had fallen apart.  
 On 12 August , after a night spent outdoors in Dili's harbour, the 19 teachers and experts who 
had come to East Timor for the re-training courses boarded the Mac Dili, a small freighter that took the 
relatives of the Portuguese military and civil servants to Australia. Half an hour after the departure of the 
Mac Dili, UDT presented an ultimatum to the Governor, demanding that a reply!be!provided!before!3!
p.m: the arrest of all FRETILIN leaders, immediate independence under UDT and the take-over of Dili's 
military facilities by paratropopers. Should the Government refuse to meet such demands, UDT 
threatened to call for immediate intervention by military forces from anti-communist countries in the 
region, using for that purpose the control tower at the airport which it had taken the previous day. 
 A few days after the UDT coup, Barbedo de Magalhães was able to meet briefly some of the East 
Timorese members of CERET. Their former enthusiasm had been replaced by sadness, anguish, anger, a 
feeling of impotence and suffering.!  
 In the midst of the confusion and hardship, some people and groups carried on with their work 
aimed at restructuring the education system. A few months later, a group of young people drafted and 
began to use a handbook based on Paulo Freire's method. It was a method that FRETILIN members who 
had studied in Portugal and had since returned to East Timor had begun promoting even before GCRET 
suggested that it be used in the territory. When the Bishop of Dili heard about this, he warned: “You'll 
see what will happen to you once the Indonesians arrive!...” In March 1976, most of the teachers who 
used this method left for the mountains where they joined the Resistance. Teaching in FRETILIN-
controlled areas resorted largely to this methodology. Other teachers, who were not familiar with the 
Paulo Freire method, continued to use more traditional teaching methods. Be that as it may, a seed had 
been planted and if in 1999 Portuguese was still spoken, read and written in Timor-Leste, namely in the 
mountains, it was partly due to that seed. 
 
Conclusion 
!
Three final comments to sum up the above discussion: 
 (1) The attempt at decolonising East Timor initiated by the East Timorese and the Portuguese in 
1974-75 should have been started many years before, in a favourable international context. In 1965, when 
the author of this paper and other Portuguese citizens signed a manifesto against the colonial policy of 
the Estado Novo, it was still possible to launch a gradual process of preparation for self-determination in 
collaboration with the colonised peoples. But the colonialist dictatorship that ruled Portugal did not allow 
such a process to even be discussed.  
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 In 1974, when the 25th of April Revolution opened the road to democracy and decolonisation, 
Portugal was weary after 13 years of waging a colonial war. And, generally speaking, the colonial peoples 
had already suffered too much in their wars of liberation to show any patience. East Timor was an 
exception to this. But the international context of the Cold War and the defeat of the US in Vietnam made 
the decolonisation of the territory impossible and, with it, the project of restructuring the education system 
of which it was an integral part. 
 (2) The project to restructure the education system in East Timor in 1975 was not designed by 
experts in education policies. On the contrary; it was coordinated by a team that had no prior experience 
or specific skills. Nonetheless, the team consulted with many East Timorese – teachers and students, 
missionaries, senior civil servants and political leaders – whose views were taken into account. Thus, they 
all became co-authors of the restructuring process. The school in Fatumaca run by the Salesian Fathers 
became, in some ways, a blueprint and Father Locatelli played an important role in the development of 
the project. 
 In the absence of experts in educational matters, common sense and good judgment prevailed. 
The author of this text drew inspiration from his personal experience and the education provided at home 
by parents and siblings, where manual work and musical education always went hand in hand with the 
formal study provided in Estado Novo schools and deemed to be most inadequate and incapacitating. 
 (3) Forty years have passed since the inception of this project. Circumstances have since changed 
dramatically in East Timor. With the popular consultation of 30 August 1999 and the recognition by the 
international community of the independence of Timor-Leste on 20 May 2002, the struggle undertaken 
by the East Timorese people has finally achieved its main goal. The social, economic, political and even 
psychological circumstances are very different from what they were back in 1975, in the wake of the 25 
April 1974 Revolution in Portugal, when Portuguese colonialism had been replaced by the expectation 
that a new country could be built, peacefully and freely, in Timor-Leste. 
 Any educational project for the future in Timor-Leste will have to take stock of the current 
circumstances as well as the developments in educational notions and models for a comprehensive 
development of students over the past four decades. Information technologies have become an essential 
tool and the internet has widened the access to information and knowledge that were not available in 1975. 
Any project designed today would have to take into account these new developments and make the most 
of them in educational terms, preparing children and youngsters for their use in a responsible and positive 
manner. But the basic requirements for a balanced and comprehensive education remain and are further 
underscored by the current trend towards a passive attitude in front of TV sets or computer screens. 
! ‘Knowing!how!to!do’, using one's own hands and combining all human skills is increasingly an 
imperative. Not only because of the practical needs required to lead an active life and to engage in 
professional activities that are useful and necessary for the development of peoples and nations, but also, 
and primarily, because it reflects the learning of “how to shape the world”, how to mould our surroundings 
and the development of an ethical consciousness. By developing their practical skills, children and 
youngsters learn that their acts have consequences and that if they use the acquired skills correctly, 
whether they are working with clay, wood, paper or textiles, or tilling the land, rearing animals, cooking 
or engaging in any other activity, they will obtain pleasant and useful outcomes and thus lead healthy and 
constructive lives. This constructive and liberating approach, by practising the techniques and expressing 
oneself artistically and by developing communication and social skills is increasingly important. As 
Xanana Gusmão said in 1999: !

!
We should all understand that!liberating our Homeland only represents one half of our goal 
of independence. For, after independence is achieved, the liberation of of our people will 
represent the other half of!that goal. 

!
In that sense, the project to restructure the education system that was designed in 1975 has lost none of 
its relevance. 
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