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Abstract
This article examines the political and the media discourses concerning the 
Portuguese governmental program responsible for delivering a laptop named 
“Magalhães” to all primary school children. The analysis is based on the 
official documents related to the launch and development of the initiative as 
well as the press coverage of this topic. The main purpose is to recognize 
the dominant public discourses and to find out what the media select for 
the debate in the public sphere. This analysis was done with a particular 
focus on the critical media literacy framework. The results reveal that the 
press highlighted the negative aspects of that program and that this framing 
could have a strong impact on how it was accepted and understood by the 
public opinion. Analysis also reveals that the governmental initiative was 
predominantly driven by technological objectives, in particular the access to 
technology, rather than media literacy objectives.
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Introduction

In 2008 the Portuguese government launched the “e.escolinha” (e.little 
school) program, which gave the opportunity to all primary schoolchildren to 
obtain for free or acquire at an extremely low price a laptop named 
“Magalhães” (a tribute to the 16th century Portuguese navigator Fernão 
Magalhães, or Magellan in English). This initiative has had great visibility in 
Portuguese society; the prime minister made this a flagship measure for his 
government and it was covered extensively by the media.

Considering the expected great social, cultural, economic, and educational 
importance of this governmental measure, we designed a research project to 
analyze the program’s implementation, development, and impact. The 
research presented in this article is part of a three years project named 
“Navigating with ‘Magalhães’: Study on the Impact of Digital Media in 
Schoolchildren” that is being carried out at the University of Minho, Portugal, 
with the financial support of the Portuguese Foundation for Science and 
Technology and the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF).

This project focuses primarily on the program’s policies and children’s 
media uses. The study intends to understand the current practices in the use 
of digital media in school and outside school as well as the perspectives of 
children, teachers, and parents about the potential gains and challenges that 
digital media introduces. It also aims to examine whether policymakers and 
teachers are aware of the fundamental need for media literacy.

In this article we intend to clarify how a standard “Information Society” pol-
icy is enunciated and publicly promoted by the government and the media, more 
specifically the press. The difference between public discourse and covert politi-
cal objectives is at the centre of our analysis. Particular attention will therefore 
be given to governmental documents and speeches versus the media coverage of 
the “e.escolinha” program. With this analysis we aim to understand if this gov-
ernmental program considers and integrates media literacy objectives or if it is 
driven only by technological goals, that is, if it goes beyond access or if it focuses 
only on the integration of information and communications technology (ICT) in 
schools without promoting critical awareness and without empowering partici-
pation and citizenship. It is also our aim to study the selections made by the 
media regarding which materials they choose to bring into the public sphere 
from this governmental initiative and which materials they choose to ignore.

Media Literacy Versus Technology-Centered 
Approach

This study is based on a media literacy framework, which means that digital 
media and technologies are understood as social and cultural phenomena 
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rather than simply technical devices. In a technology-centered approach, the 
process of use tends to be boiled down to the issue of access. The ability to 
access is undoubtedly important, but media literacy or media education 
should not be limited to teaching through the media and should not be con-
fined to the access to technologies. It should also entail a “critical framing” 
(Buckingham, 2007), that is, promote competences “to evaluate and use 
information critically if they are to transform it into knowledge” (Buckingham, 
2007, p. 152). This means much more than the instrumental or functional use 
of the media or technologies, as Buckingham pointed out, “this means asking 
questions about the sources of that information, the interests of its producers, 
and the ways in which it represents the world, and understanding how tech-
nological developments and possibilities are related to broader social and 
economic forces” (2007, p. 152). In the same line of thought, Neil Selwyn, in 
his vast work on technology and education, argues that “our primary focus 
should not be on the actual technology devices, tools and applications per se, 
but the practices and activities that surround them, the meanings that people 
attach to them, and the social relations and structures that these technologies 
are linked to” (Selwyn, 2011, p. 2).

Likewise, the “Youth Media Education” Recommendations addressed to 
UNESCO by the participants in a meeting in Seville (YME-recomendaciones-
Sevilla-212, 2002) highlight:

Media education is about teaching and learning with and ABOUT media, rather 
than THROUGH media:

- It involves critical analysis AND creative production;
- It can and should take place in formal and informal settings;
- It should promote the sense of community and social responsibility, as well as 
individual self-fulfillment.

At the same time, some European institutions such as the Council of 
Europe and the European Commission have also underlined the importance 
of promoting a critical relation between people and media (old and new), 
defining media literacy as “the ability to access the media, to understand and 
critically evaluate different aspects of the media and media content and to 
create communications in a variety of contexts” (European Commission, 
Recommendation 2009/625/EC, p. L227/10).

These European documents emphasize some dimensions that do not sim-
ply intend to reduce the use of media or technology to learning resources. In 
Portugal, as in other European countries, it has been observed that polices 
concerning digital media are mainly focused on the access rather than on the 
promotion of a critical use of these media (Pinto et al., 2011). As Junge and 
Hadjivassiliou (2007) mentioned, the early measures of promoting digital 
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literacy that EU member states have implemented reflected a functional 
understanding of digital literacy, “which simply refers to a person’s ability 
to use hardware and software effectively” (p. 1). Based on the myth of the 
existence of a generation with a natural ability for technology (Buckingham, 
2007), some policies are developed to provide children the access to com-
puters and the Internet by assuming they will use it to improve their capacity 
to learn.

In Mansell’s (2010) point of view, “the idea that the spread of ICTs is often 
associated with new forms of disadvantage and inequality in society and that 
the information society vision is not likely to be universally beneficial to all 
is one that is present in some of the social science literature” (p. 27). Mansell 
concludes that this kind of insight is “rarely influential when policy makers 
launch and implement ICT-related development strategies” (p. 27). This is 
why Mansell considers that “new forms of inequalities that are associated 
with the spread of ICTs require policy responses across a number of different 
fronts” (p. 26). These inequalities would be mainly related to the capacity of 
pupils, and their teachers, to take advantage of the opportunities these tools 
bring to them: the more their motivation and cultural capital is spurred, the 
more they can improve the way they learn.

A media literacy approach tries to stress the relevance of skills, both tech-
nical and critical, and proposes a comprehension of the phenomena of tech-
nologies through a holistic vision of media, involving both old and new 
media (Zacchetti & Vardakas, 2008). Therefore, media literacy is much more 
than granting access and goes beyond functional literacy; it is also related to 
critical literacy, which “would involve the ability to understand and make 
informed judgments about the place of technology within society and cul-
ture” (Buckingham, 2007, p. 154). In this sense, it is our understanding that 
media literacy is a question of citizenship, human rights, expression, and par-
ticipation (Pinto et al., 2011).

In recent years, media literacy has been discussed in different contexts, 
often from distinctive angles and perspectives. In our opinion, rather than 
exclude perspectives, it is important to be aware of the conceptual ideas 
behind the media, the digital world, information, computer literacy, and other 
related issues, which need to be problematized and discussed so that public 
policies do not have a narrow scope of action—limited to the spreading of 
technology—and strategies may be promoted to empower people, namely 
children, to use media critically and participate in society through these digi-
tal media. Because media education, in the way we conceptualize and under-
stand it, is defined as “both a critical and a creative enterprise” (Buckingham, 
2007).
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Contextualizing the “e.escolinha” Initiative in the 
Portuguese Educational System

The Portuguese educational system consists of 12 years of schooling. The last 
3 years, known as secondary school, were not mandatory till 2009/2010. Basic 
education lasts for 9 years, from the ages of 6 to 15, and is organized into three 
sequential cycles ( preschool education intended for 3- to 6-year-old children 
is optional and is often given in public or private kindergartens).

In the first cycle (6-10 years old), education is comprehensive and aims to 
develop basic skills in Portuguese language, mathematics, environmental 
studies, and arts. In the last years, schools promote curriculum enrichment 
activities, including options such as learning English, receiving study sup-
port, playing sports, music, and other artistic expressions.

In the second and third cycles (10-15 years old), the teaching is organized 
by disciplines or subjects and by interdisciplinary areas of study. In the first 
cycle students have only one teacher, and possibly a specialist in certain 
areas, while in the second and third cycles students have several teachers.

In 2009/2010, there were 1,256,462 students attending basic education 
(85.2% of them in the public system). According to official statistics from the 
Ministry of Education1 (see Table 1), in the first cycle—the main target of the 
“Magallhães Initiative”—there were 479,519 children. Table 1 presents the 
distribution of students by the other levels.

As in most Western countries, over the last decade Portuguese govern-
ments have deepened the so-called “Information Society” policies, mostly to 
promote the intensive use of ICT. The government, responsible for the devel-
opment of the “Magalhães” initiative, has nevertheless defended its delivery 
to every primary school child based on its pedagogical potential. The origin 

Table 1. Number of students in 2009/2010, according to official statistics from the 
Portuguese Ministry of Education.

Number of students

School levels 2009/2010 %

Pre-school 274,387 13.6
Basic education:  
 1st cycle 479,519 38.2
 2nd cycle 273,248 21.7
 3rd cycle 503, 695 40.1
 Secondary school 483,982 24.0
 Total 2,014,831 100
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of this measure is different from the One Laptop per Child (OLPC) project 
founded in 2005 by Nicholas Negroponte, former director of the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, but in some ways they share a common mission—to 
provide a laptop to every school-age child in order to empower children to 
learn (“One Laptop per Child”, 2008). The OLPC program clearly sets a dif-
ferent objective from the Portuguese program when it states that it seeks “to 
provide a means for learning, self-expression, and exploration to the nearly 
two billion children of the developing world with little or no access to educa-
tion” (“One Laptop per Child”, 2008). But on the other hand, both projects 
believe that giving children a laptop means giving them “a window to the 
outside world, access to vast amounts of information, a way to connect with 
each other, and a springboard into their future” (“One Laptop per Child”, 
2008).

The Technological Plan for Education (TPE) was approved by the 
Portuguese Council of Ministers on August 16, 2007 and consists of three 
lines of action: Technology, Content, and Training. The most visible pro-
grams are the following four: “e.escola” (e.school), “e.professor” (e.teacher), 
“e.oportunidades” (e.opportunities) and “e.escolinha” (e.little school). 
According to the resolution of the Portuguese Council of Ministers (Resolution 
of the Portuguese Council of Ministers, 2007), the TPE is a strategic tool for 
“the technological modernization of schools.”

As mentioned above, the program “e.escolinha” gave all primary school-
children the opportunity to acquire a laptop. In this sense, this initiative gave 
equal opportunities to all children to have access to a computer, contributing 
to minimize the possible gap between students who have access to a personal 
laptop and those who do not. This does not necessarily mean, however, that it 
will bridge social, cultural, and educational gaps and this is also one of the 
reasons why it is important that these programs are accompanied by media 
literacy goals that go beyond access and help children to use these tools and 
support them in analyzing, understanding, evaluating and producing informa-
tion and different contents.

Launched in 2008, the e.escolinha program has been widely discussed in 
Portuguese society because the government presented this policy as a flag-
ship measure of the Technological Plan for Education that “intends to place 
Portugal among the five most advanced European countries in terms of 
school’s technological modernization by the year 2010” (Resolution of the 
Portuguese Council of Ministers, 2007, p. 6564).

“Magalhães” is a portable computer specially designed for children from 
6 to 11 years of age, highly resistant to shock and water, that comes to the fore 
within the framework of the “e.escolinha” initiative. This is the Classmate PC 
developed by Intel and adapted to different contexts and countries. 
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The computer, the components of which are assembled in Portugal, intends to 
create the conditions for young children to navigate in the ocean of knowl-
edge: “just like the voyager Ferdinand Magellan this Magellan will bring 
people of the world together by expanding the concept of inclusion to citizens 
of all countries” (“Magellan, an Intel-Powered Classmate PC in Portugal”, 
2009).

The role of Intel was crucial, but there were other commercial companies 
including Microsoft and the Portuguese JP Sá Couto (where the computers 
were produced) which were decisive for the implementation of this project. 
They were so engaged that, for instance, Microsoft developed training for 
teachers and support for promoting the use of the computers in the schools. 
The government presented “e.escolinha,” in the beginning as a great solution 
for the national economy and the “Magalhães” was seen as a commercial 
opportunity to export technology (as was the case when computers were sold 
to other countries, such as Venezuela). In the presentation of this policy and 
in several public acts, it was clear that the decision makers expected to create 
several job posts, to increase export profits and to bring a new energy to the 
economy based on the information society.

However, the project has been subject to considerable criticism from dif-
ferent social actors—opposition parties, teachers, parents, and the media—
who have raised questions related to the beliefs and ideals underpinning it. 
Actually, the discourses are ambivalent and even contradictory. On the one 
hand, there are those who attribute enormous power to technology and the 
media; on the other hand, there are those who see them as harmful, enemies 
of “true” literacy, as also noted by Buckingham (2003) and Gonnet (2001).

Marx & Smith (1996) state that “a sense of technology’s power as a cru-
cial agent of change has a prominent place in the culture of modernity” (p. 
ix). In fact, many of these programs proclaim technology as the determining 
factor for social change as if providing technology will result in development 
or, in this particular case, as if it will necessarily lead to better learning and 
better education.

Manuel Pinto in 2002, 6 years before the launch of the “e.escolinha” pro-
gram, noticed the technological drift of media education; considering that 
there is a confusion between media education and the use of media in educa-
tion, he advocates that it is not enough to deliver computers to children and 
that many times the technology is seen as an end when it is simply a means to 
an end (Pinto, 2002).

As Buckingham (2007) points out, the debate about technology and (digital) 
media in education has been extremely polarized. Therefore, a key point is to 
construct a more balanced perspective that does not look at technology in an 
isolated way but takes into account the social and cultural contexts of media 
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uses and the diversity of experiences and consumption. We understand technol-
ogy from a holistic and ecological perspective, considering media education 
(and media literacy) a fundamental (and even an alternative) approach to tech-
nology in schools in order to promote a positive and critical media use.

Method

As mentioned before, this paper presents the results of the first task of a 
broader project about the impact of digital media on primary schoolchildren. 
Figure 1 presents the main steps of the research project. In this paper the 
attention is placed on the first step marked with a dashed circle. This task 
consisted of analyzing the press coverage of the government program from 
its launch in 2008 until June 2010.

This analysis is focused on an online survey of the news published by four 
Portuguese daily newspapers—Público, Diário de Notícias, Jornal de 
Notícias, and Correio da Manhã—from July 2008 until June 2010. The sur-
vey was done by using the keywords “e.escolinha” and “Magalhães”.

The analysis of the press coverage is based on three types of data:

•• news provided by an online search at the four newspapers’ websites;
•• front pages of the newspapers’ printed editions;
•• opinion articles and editorials also provided by that online search.

Figure 2 schematically presents the steps followed in this analysis.
The examination of the press coverage on this topic will be compared and 

contrasted with the qualitative analysis of some documents produced by offi-
cial authorities and gathered during the documental research. The main purpose 
is to recognize the dominant public discourse and to find out what the media 
select for the debate in the public sphere. The analysis was conducted with a 
particular focus on the media education and media literacy framework.

Results and Discussion

The first question that might be raised concerns how the Portuguese govern-
ment has presented the project “e.escolinha” to society. What are its argu-
ments and objectives? The project has undergone an extensive marketing 
campaign, involving leading members of the government, mainly the prime 
minister, the computer manufacturer, Intel Corporation, and telecommunica-
tions companies. A total of 219 documents were gathered in the documental 
research and considered for analysis: 180 print documents and 39 promo-
tional videos. These data are being organized and analyzed through the 
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Figure 1. Methodology of the research project “Navigating with Magalhães”.

Figure 2. An outline of the research methods used in this paper.
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qualitative research software “Nvivo”. It is not the purpose of this paper to 
provide an in-depth analysis of these documents; for now this provides an 
exploratory and floating reading (Bardin, 2009) of some documents in order 
to understand what the governmental perspectives are on this program.

The ideas transmitted in two promotional videos (“The Intel-Powered 
Classmate PC in Portugal”, 2009 & “Magellan, an Intel-Powered Classmate 
PC in Portugal”, 2009) with government members, Intel, and the manufac-
turer as the main actors illustrate very well the message that the government 
intends to pass on to society.

This is a very positive and optimistic message. The general idea is to 
ensure that all students from the first cycle of basic education have access to 
a personal computer with educational contents. More specifically, as the gov-
ernment listed on the website of the Technological Plan for Education, the 
“e.escolinha” initiative intends to:

•• Generalize the use of computers and the Internet in early learning.
•• Ensure access to a first computer to thousands of families.

The initial aim was to distribute 500,000 computers (which roughly cor-
responds to the number of children between 6 and 10 years old) and by 2009 
approximately 400,000 computers have been distributed (Tribunal de Contas, 
2010, p. 46).

According to the Technological Plan for Education (n.d.), “with the 
Technological Plan for Education, Portuguese schools are transforming 
themselves into spaces of interaction and sharing without barriers, preparing 
new generations for the challenges of the knowledge society” (http//www.
escola.gov.pt/pte).

The former prime minister stated at an international summit that “the com-
puter ‘Magalhães’ is designed for children but it is not just for children, it is 
a kind of Tintin to be used from 7 to 77 years of age” (“Sócrates promove 
Magalhães”, 2008. See also Figure 3). The promotional material emphasizes 
the introduction of ICT in primary schools considering that this is “a global 
and pioneering initiative expanding the concept of e-inclusion for children 
aged between six and ten” (“Magellan, an Intel-Powered Classmate PC in 
Portugal”, 2009). But it also emphasizes the supposed economic impact of 
this initiative on Portuguese society. It was expected that the initiative would 
help “stimulate the Portuguese economy in the area of new technologies, an 
area which is crucial for the future of the country—exporting Magellan com-
puters and giving access to information to everyone” (“Magellan, an Intel-
Powered Classmate PC in Portugal”, 2009, n.p.).

Concerning the governmental perspectives regarding educational goals, 
the quotations presented below from leading members of the Portuguese 

http//www.escola.gov.pt/pte
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government are illustrative of what is valued in this program—technology, 
access to technology, and success. There is strong concern about how com-
puters will be delivered to children, how to give them access to technology, 

Figure 3. “Sócrates compares ‘Magalhães’ with Tintin”.
Source: Diário de Notícias, Oct. 31, 2008.
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and how to equip them with the Internet and broadband, but there is a void 
beyond this intention. It is widely believed that with laptops in their posses-
sion, children will succeed in learning, as if the computer were a magical tool 
for their success in school and, in a broad sense, in life.

Besides the notion of success being promoted by the government, it 
remains clear that further discussion would be necessary, before the program 
and during the application of this measure, not only about economic achieve-
ment, but also about learning and how children are being prepared to face 
future challenges.

The following quotations illustrate what is missing in the governmental 
program: a vision of digital media as social and cultural processes, rather than 
simply technical tools, and a media literacy framework that addresses ques-
tions related to a selective and critical use as well as creative production, 
away from a technological determinism view.

José Sócrates, Prime Minister of Portugal at that time, talking to the TV 
channel RTP (afternoon news bulletin, September 23, 2008), gives an excep-
tional power to the laptop considering that “when a ‘Magellan’ enters a house, 
this house will never be the same. The ‘Magellan’ is a computer to be used 
from ages 7 to 77. It is a computer that does everything we need”. Following 
the same line of thought, Maria de Lurdes Rodrigues, a former minister of 
education, also focuses on the power of technology, considering the computer 
as “an overpowering means that can make everything change: it can make a 
child who has difficulties in learning how to read, learn faster and better” 
(“Magalhães foi ‘boa medida’”, 2009).

Therefore, for these officials, the deployment of technology in schools 
will bring about change and result in development. It is either the Portuguese 
government or the business leaders who conceptualize change as a “revolu-
tion” in the teaching and learning process. The government’s belief is that 
technology will transform per se the teacher’s pedagogical practices in the 
classroom and, as a consequence, it will also modify the way children learn, 
considering they will take a more active role in the process of learning and 
will be more active and autonomous in building knowledge. Once again, they 
place great hope in the power of technology to generate change in the educa-
tional process. As Giddens (2006) pointed out,

identifying significant change involves showing how far there are alterations in the 
underlying structure of an object or situation over a period of time. In the case of 
human societies, to decide how far and in what ways a system is in a process of 
change we have to show to what degree there is any modification of basic 
institutions during a specific period. All accounts of change also involve showing 
what remains stable, as a baseline against which to measure alterations (p. 45).
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Contrary to what the voices echoed in the press seem to suggest, change 
could not be explained by a single factor. Therefore, computers could have a 
great impact in the educational system, but its change is not limited to the 
area of technology. Factors such as the political, economic, social, and cul-
tural systems are of great relevance to the changes seen in schools.

Given these perspectives and the measures and resolutions that accom-
pany them a set of questions is raised: Does the delivery of computers to 
schools automatically lead to knowledge and learning? Can we consider that 
technology motivates learners by itself? Can technology itself make all the 
difference? How can we rethink the schools’ role in the age of digital culture? 
And what about the skills children need to acquire in order to deal effectively 
with new media?

These are some questions that we did not find answers to in the documents 
produced under the program “e.escolinha”. Does it mean that those responsi-
ble for this measure did not question it? We cannot forget that there are always 
certain circumstances that determine action. In this particular case, we now 
know it was not a mature decision as it should have been, at least considering 
the amount of money of the government budget that was spent on it. And, 
more importantly, it seems, based on these documents, they assumed a set of 
ideas about school, education, the future of children, with lower critical sense.

In order to comprehend and fully assess the gap between enunciation and 
pragmatic interests, the next step is to conduct in-depth elite interviews (poli-
cymakers, ICT government programs’ managers, and school ICT coordina-
tors, among others) so as to understand the main assumptions that have 
informed those documents.

What Do the Media Say About “Magalhães”?

The four newspapers published a total of 963 pieces of news online during 
the period of time reviewed. The graph below (Figure 4) shows the average 
number of pieces of news published by the four newspapers per month. 
Looking at 2010 we noticed that 315 pieces of news were published in only 
6 months, which reveals significant focus on this issue and also proves that 
this has frequently been on the Portuguese media agenda (on average, two 
news items were published per day).

It is possible to detect some peaks of news that are common to the four 
newspapers. But what motivated these peaks?

As illustrated in figures 5 and 6, one peak occurs in the period when the 
initiative “e.escolinha” and the computer “Magalhães” were launched. Other 
peaks are related to the initiative’s economic impact; the promotion of the 
laptop at the Iberoamerican Summit; the Portuguese grammar errors in the 
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Figure 4. Average number of pieces of news published by the four newspapers 
per month.

Figure 5. Peaks of the news over the 2 years.
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software; problems involving parental control; the offer of “Magalhães” by 
the government to Cape Verde; controversy surrounding the use of images of 
children at school during the Socialist Party airtime; and alerts related to 
“Magalhães” and eyesight problems.

The year 2010 was marked mainly by a Parliamentary Inquiry Commission 
to the Foundation of Mobile Communications, created to manage the state 
funding to “e.escolinhas”, after some complaints about the tender for the 
production of the laptop in Portugal. This process was concluded in 
September 2010.

There are no significant differences among the newspapers although they 
have different editorial policies (Diário de Notícias and Público are seen as 
reference newspapers and Correio da Manhã and Jornal de Notícias as popu-
lar newspapers). The news peaks show that they pay attention to the program 
basically at the same time and are attracted to the same themes. The project 
has been subjected to considerable criticism by the press, covering mainly the 
problems and difficulties related to the launch of the program and its execu-
tion. Therefore, the news is mostly motivated by negative reasons, conveying 
to society a negative and pessimistic vision about the governmental program 
(see Figures 7, 8, 9, and 10). There are few cases of positive news that show 
some advantages of this initiative, present success stories surrounding it, or 

Figure 6. Peaks of the news over the 2 years.
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even point out the gaps and ideas to bridge them. This is largely motivated, 
on the one hand, by the criteria of newsworthiness followed by the Portuguese 
media and on the other hand by the controversial political climate lived in the 
country, with a strong public refutation of the executive’s decisions. In the case 
of the “e.escolinha”, the head of the government was intentionally the main 

Figure 7. “EU believes that the direct award of Magellan is illegal”.
Source: Público, Dec. 16, 2009.
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Figure 8. “400 thousand students on ‘Magellan’ waiting list”.
Source: Jornal de Notícias, Oct. 23, 2008.
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face of this program, making a rhetorical speech, out of step with education 
system and schools’ reality. This action gave rise to criticism addressed to the 
prime minister by various sectors of society, which were echoed and repre-
sented by the media.

Figure 9. “Laptops cost 217 million to taxpayers”.
Source: Correio da Manhã, Dec. 15, 2009.
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The media provide citizens with reference guides that help them interpret 
the world, affecting their experiences in everyday life. That is why it is 
important to be aware of the media’s representations of reality. In this specific 
case, news writers offered Portuguese society a reading frame of this 

Figure 10. “Government and PS counter-attack with an inquiry into ‘Magellan’”.
Source: Diário de Notícias, Dec. 7, 2009.
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governmental program and as it is shaped, to some extent, by a pessimistic 
view, this has impacted its acceptance and understanding.

Under this press analysis we face a certain logic of news production that 
keeps us from considering the media discourse as a faithful mirror of reality 
or as an objective representation of current affairs. The media discourse, in 
this case the press discourse, is interpretative, making it necessary to analyze 
it and to reflect on how events are covered and mediated. Citizens form their 
opinions and build common knowledge in part from the angles of observation 
and the points of view reflected in and by the media. In this particular case, 
what do the media want us to think? Who gets invited to talk? When the 
newspapers choose pictures of the prime minister dealing with children and 
the computer to illustrate the news, what kind of information do they want to 
convey? As noted by Michel de Certeau (1980), the way the world is told and 
described has a decisive influence on our ways of being and the manner in 
which we act daily. In this sense, it is as important to know what the press 
brought to the public space to be discussed as what newspapers left out of 
their pages.

The newspapers’ printed editions analysis gives us a scenario similar to 
the online news analysis. Looking at 2,900 front pages, 66 headlines or refer-
ences related to “Magalhães” were found in these front pages, representing 
2.3% of the total. In this analysis we highlight the thematic categories of the 
news. The categories “economy” and “education” were the main ones cov-
ered on the front pages, with 39% and 38% respectively, followed by “poli-
tics” (13%), “justice” (5%), and “other” themes (5%). This analysis shows 
that the questions related to the economic impact of the program assume a 
great importance alongside the educational and pedagogical issues that could 
be expected to be portrayed more extensively, considering it intends to be an 
educational project.

Finally, 52 opinion articles and 12 editorials were collected. In the analy-
sis of this material we noted a polarized debate; some opinion makers pre-
sented arguments in favor of the project and others presented arguments 
against the initiative. The two quotations below are examples of opinions for 
and against:

•• Supporting: “Turn off the Magalhães! And while you’re at it, break all 
pencils (without parental control, a pencil can draw things I can’t even 
begin to imagine . . . )” (Fernandes, 2008);

•• Against: “The Prime Minister looks at the Magalhães and sees infor-
mation highways and communication bridges and, road metaphors 
aside, he sees a future which is the same as the present that other peo-
ple are living abroad. Inside [Portugal], unfortunately, Portuguese 



336 Educational Policy 29(2)

people look at the Magellan and enact the fable of the ox and the pal-
ace” (Gonçalves, 2009).

In this debate they use irony and ridicule both to attack and defend the 
computer. The former prime minister José Sócrates was also identified with 
the program and with the “Magalhães” computer; some attacks on the initia-
tive are first of all attacks on the head of the government and his policies. The 
following quotations from the opinion articles illustrate this analysis:

•• “At school, students participated, involuntarily, in a propaganda cam-
paign for the government, having been recorded on video, against their 
will, using that newest of glories of the socratic technology—
Magalhães” (Marques, 2009);

•• “[José Sócrates] took off the prime minister mantle and is now the 
head of sales for Intel and JP Sá Couto” (Novo, 2008);

•• “Sócrates’ Magellan” (Pinto, 2009).

Another aspect that emerges from a critical reading of the articles is the 
predominance of coverage of political and partisan issues at the expense of a 
pedagogical angle. As mentioned before, the debate is extremely dichotomous; 
it is difficult to find a balanced opinion that discusses the pros and cons of the 
initiative. This is also a consequence of the politicization of the debate that 
highlights the attacks and the counterattacks between parties regarding the pro-
gram. The feeble educational discussion is held by opinion makers linked to 
literature. A well-known Portuguese writer notes, “if kids are not taught how to 
think, to conduct a search, to use a text as it should be, instead of just copying 
what they see on the screen - the Magalhães is worth nothing” (Vieira, 2009). 
Another contribution that can get people to think, instead of simply being for or 
against, comes from a biotechnology researcher who states:

The technological shock is arriving at Portuguese schools. Portuguese students 
will be entitled to Magalhães, a laptop produced by Intel and subsidized by the 
Portuguese government. The executive believes that if we give good technology 
(made in the US, produced in the Far East and packed in Portugal) to bad students, 
bad schools and bad teachers we will obtain Physics and Mathematics geniuses.

Someone is confusing causes and consequences. Technology does not produce 
physicists and mathematicians. Physicists and mathematicians are the ones who 
produce technology. Portuguese students today have access to cheap computers 
because some of the best American students have studied Physics and Mathematics 
for decades. Technology derives from good students. Good students are not the 
ones that derive from technology (Miranda, 2008).
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The majority of articles paid little attention to aspects that could limit the 
project to technological and mercantilist perspectives. Only a small number 
of commentators noted the need for media literacy.

Final Remarks

The findings of this analysis show that the “Magalhães” laptop was presented 
to society by the government as a tool that will revolutionize the school, the 
learning process, and the educational practices, as if giving children access to 
a computer necessarily means successful learning and modernization of 
schools. Despite the government’s optimism regarding this program, the suc-
cessive controversies that have arisen surrounding the computer show a lack 
of preparation for this initiative. In economic and social troubled times faced 
by the government and in the midst of the public outcry over its controversial 
measures, the executive uses this program and the distribution of computers to 
schools as an engine of propaganda and an instrument of political opposition, 
seeking to please people who are dissatisfied and to regain its political image. 
Somehow it seems contrary to the idea promoted by the prime minister that “it 
is more than a computer; it is an educational project” (“Sócrates’speech”, 
2008; moreover, an idea also advocated by the OLPC project) because the 
discourse is all around deploying the computer to children, forgetting the schools’ 
conditions, the teachers, the contents, the training, the uses, and the children’s 
empowerment. As Selwyn (2011, p. 17) points out “educational technologies 
are not simply neutral tools that are used in benign ways within educational 
contexts. Like all other technologies, educational technology is intrinsically 
linked with the social, cultural and political aspects of society” and these 
aspects that surround the use of the technologies have been neglected by the 
governmental program.

Indeed, despite being presented as an educational initiative, this objective 
has largely been supplanted by economic aspects (interests). “Magalhães” is 
harnessed as a great business opportunity. The idea of the child computer 
user is mostly centred on political and commercial interests. Actually, this 
view is not new: in a 2003 paper, Selwyn presents a rich discussion around 
the notion of the “child computer user” stating that this notion “is to a large 
degree, merely a means of persuasion and promotion on the part of the key 
commercial and political guiding interests of the information age” (Selwyn, 
2003, p. 374).

Both the political and media discourses focus on the idea of “technology”. 
The relationship that children can establish with digital media, how these are 
present in their lives, the competences required to deal critically and 
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creatively with these means—in short, the media literacy framework—are 
aspects overlooked by policymakers as well as by the press.

The “Magalhães” computer is at the centre of political disputes and this 
has led to extensive coverage by the media, as confirmed by the significant 
number of reports published in the online editions of only four daily newspa-
pers. Although these are the four main papers of general information in 
Portugal, and the most read by the Portuguese in this press category, the study 
could have benefited if it had also integrated the analysis of other media, 
particularly the television news bulletins of the principal channels. It is, nev-
ertheless, important to mention that within the research project that includes 
this paper, a study examining the two Portuguese weekly newspapers 
(“Expresso” and “Sol”) in the same period of time was undertaken as part of 
a Master’s thesis (cf. Melro, 2011). The main results of this study, which 
allowed complementing the analysis of the press presented in this article, 
pointed out the same conclusions drawn from the study of the daily 
newspapers.

The examination of this case shows the logic of news production that pre-
vents us from facing the discourse of the media as a faithful mirror of reality, 
or as an objective representation of factual reality. The press discourses are 
far from reflect the multifaceted dimensions of the governmental program 
“e.escolinha”. This is a dimension related to media performance, by analyz-
ing what they show and say and by what they omit and don’t say. As it is 
widely recognized, the media play an important role in the configuration of 
social reality. As social agents, they influence and contribute to the formation 
of public opinion (Noelle-Neumann, 1984), operating as strategic actors that 
shape meanings, define social priorities, and set the social agenda. As Martins 
(2009) observed, “rather than the effects that media messages have on indi-
viduals, the investigation of McCombs and Shaw (1972) demonstrates that 
the media can stabilize the dominant views, set priorities, mark the impor-
tance of events and limit options” (p. 212). By the way the press mediated 
and represented this case, the news coverage has had, clearly, a decisive 
influence on how Portuguese citizens think and understand the technological 
policy for education. As the media field is a major structuring system of soci-
ety, it is crucial to question the media’s representations of reality and to scru-
tinize their actions and products. Here again media literacy plays a central 
role on developing audiences’ critical reading and understanding with regard 
to media messages.

As mentioned earlier, the analysis in this study was undertaken with the 
lenses of the critical media literacy framework. We are however aware that 
further analysis would be possible if it was conducted under another theoreti-
cal framework.
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