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responds to guidelines the OECD provided to all countries and it aimed to prepare for the country visit of the 

OECD review team to Austria in June 2015. The opinions expressed are not necessarily those of the national 
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Busemeyer, H. Theisens (2016), OECD Reviews of School Resources: Austria 2016, OECD Reviews of School 
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Executive Summary 

This Country Background Report has been developed to prepare the OECD óReview of Policies to Improve 
the Effectiveness of Resource Use in Schoolsô in Austria. It describes the legislation and governance 
structures as well as common practice of the administration and utilisation of resources in the school 
system of Austria at the time of the visit of the OECD review team in June 2015. While generally 
following the common OECD guidelines when preparing the report, the authors put particular focus on the 
complex structures and mechanisms of school governance in Austria and notably the differentiation 
between the school system/types operated at the federal and provincial level, respectively, which is 
important in particular for primary and lower secondary education. Therefore the report puts special 
emphasis on these levels of the school system.  

Three main challenges for Austrian schools are seen as requiring a response at all levels of the system: i) a 
discrepancy between achievement levels and high expenditure for the system, ii) inequity in outcomes with 
a high rate of social reproduction, and iii) the demographic development with respect to a total decrease in 
the number of children and a relative increase in the number of students with a migration background.  

The Country Background Report is structured into six chapters. 

Chapter 1 ï National Context describes the main economic, social, demographic and political 
developments that shape education policy and governance in Austria. Even though Austria is characterised 
by a high degree of material wellbeing, a high quality of life and, in an international comparison, relatively 
high employment rates and low youth unemployment, it faces growing unemployment and decreasing 
growth rates, ranking near the bottom of the EU countries. Resource planning for Austrian education 
should take due account of several main factors, amongst them: 

(1) Substantial demographic shifts with respect to the school-age population, which is stagnating after a 
period of substantial shrinkage and shows regionally very uneven trends today: Substantial growth is 
expected for Vienna while in many provinces (Laender) the numbers of pupils will stagnate or even 
decline. 

(2) A high number of students with a migration background speak a language other than German at home. 
In urban areas their share can exceed 50%. 

(3) The specific shape of federalism in Austria which might be called ódistributional federalismô as it 
implies a fundamental split between the financing bodies and the spending bodies: About 90% of taxes and 
levies are collected by the federal level and then substantial shares are redistributed to the provincial level 
(óLaender) and the municipalities. Negotiations about resource distribution between the federal and the 
provincial level are performed as a separate political activity outside of education policy and cover all the 
different policy fields jointly. Parameters for the funding of compulsory education are part of these 
negotiations, thus opening a field for political negotiations about schools outside of education policy. 

Chapter 2 ï School System describes the main features of the school system in terms of organisation, 
governance and performance. It aims to help readers understand the decision-making process, as well as 
the allocation and use of resources in the Austrian school system.  

An important aspect of the education system is the strong diversification and selectivity of programmes at 
all levels. Students are subject to several selective transitions: a) the transition at age 10 from primary to 
lower secondary education with two different school types ï AHS and NMS; b) different forms of ability 
tracking within school types; and c) the transition into a highly diversified system of upper secondary 
education. However, this cannot be generalised or simplified to a dichotomous choice between general or 
vocational education, since it includes the widely popular options for higher vocational education with 
their high social status and direct access to university education. 

This chapter also highlights that, even though the public has the impression that reforms in the education 
system are often blocked, numerous projects of reform and redesign of the organisation and management 
of school have been initiated in the last decade and further reforms are envisaged. Major projects are the 
reform of lower secondary education (NMS), the reform of the teacher service codes and of teacher 
training, the introduction of educational standards and testing, the expansion of compulsory education by 
one year of free-of-charge pre-primary education, and the implementation of centralised final examinations 
providing access to universities. Further reforms are currently being discussed, such as a reform of school 
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administration with greater autonomy for individual schools.  

The governance of school education in Austria is characterised by a complex division of responsibilities 
between federal and provincial authorities. In a nutshell, the federal level is responsible for (framework) 
legislation, supervision of all schools and for the management and infrastructure of the so-called federal 
schools at secondary level (AHS, BHS), while the 9 provinces are responsible for the network of provincial 
schools (general compulsory schools, APS) at primary (VS) and lower secondary level (NMS) as well as 
special needs schools and schools in dual VET (Berufsschulen). This also includes the management of 
teaching resources (funded by the Federal Government), whereas infrastructure for provincial schools is 
generally provided by the municipalities. Two main institutional bodies share responsibilities in the 
implementation and management of school policy in each province: the provincial school boards, 
decentralised agencies of the Federal Government, which are responsible for school inspection and 
administration of federal schools, and the school departments of the provincial governments which are 
responsible for provincial schools. To secure regional influence on school administration, the provincial 
school boards ï in principle federal authorities ï include elements of provincial representation, which is 
mainly expressed by the fact that the school boards are chaired by the provincial governors and embrace 
consultative bodies which are composed of representatives from the respective province.  

Chapter 3 ï Governance of resource use in schools provides an overview on the level of resources and 
how they are governed within the school system. Expenditure per student in Austria is amongst the highest 
in the OECD. Total expenditure, in real terms, has risen by about one third since 1995 and 96% of the 
expenditure for primary or secondary institutions comes from public sources.  

However, detailed reporting of unit costs by province and different classifications of school type is not 
standard in Austria due to the division of responsibilities between federal and provincial levels. Against 
this background, monitoring of resource use is challenging and the available information does not really 
allow for identifying how the discrepancy between relatively high expenditure and rather low achievement 
is related to the resource use at school level.  

This chapter also discusses some policy issues which are related to the overall funding of school education 
and are subject to ongoing reform: Currently more than 77% of expenditure for schools in Austria is spent 
on personnel, mainly teachers. The salaries (service codes) for all teachers, no matter if they are employed 
by the federal or the provincial governments, are set by federal legislation. Any change in the salary 
scheme thus poses challenges or opportunities for the financing of education. In 2013 Austria adopted a 
major reform of the teacher service codes and of the remuneration of future teachers. It aims to reduce 
salary differences between teachers of different school types; salaries will generally start at a higher level, 
making the profession more attractive for new teachers, while flattening the slope of salary increases that 
come with years of service (rather than experience).  

At the same time a new teacher training system is being implemented, aiming to develop a better trained 
future teaching force with masterôs degrees as a general condition for permanent employment. 

Chapter 4 ï Resource distribution is concerned with how educational resources are distributed within the 
school system. In Austria a huge share of the educational budget is decentralised and managed at different 
levels of the education administration. The general principles for the transfer of funds from the federal to 
the provincial level for teaching resources for provincial schools (Landesschulen, APS) are set out in the 
Fiscal Adjustment Act (Finanzausgleichsgesetz). The Federal Government fully compensates the provinces 
for their expenditures on pedagogical staff based on a funding formula for staff plans. Parameters include 
enrolment ï assuming certain pupil/teacher ratios for different types of school ï, resources for a 3.2 
pupil/teacher ratio for special needs education ï assuming a fixed number of 2.7% enrolment in special 
needs education ï, and additional funds are earmarked for policy priorities. 

Resource distribution is distributed in a fragmented way between administrative political levels, with the 
distinction between provincial and federal schools, employing different categories of teachers partly for the 
same groups of students, and a distinct system of allocating the current expenditure and infrastructure. 
There are no nationwide regulations for the distribution of these resources to schools by provincial 
governments. Criteria for the school network at provincial level are defined by implementing legislation of 
the Laender. Provincial schools (VS, NMS, ASO) are established and maintained by the municipalities ï 
often supported by funds from the provincial government. Catchment areas aim to facilitate allocation of 
(teaching) resources to individual schools in line with enrolment numbers. Notably at primary level, 
Austria has a high number of small and very small schools, including due to the countryôs topographical 
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features. Due to this division of competences, the Federal Ministry has no influence on the provincial 
school networks and the amount of resources that are deployed to an individual provincial school. 

The resource allocation for federal schools is planned and implemented by the Federal Ministry and the 
provincial school boards: Teaching resources are allocated based on a funding formula including the 
number of pupils and class size and also earmarked value units for all-day schooling, pupils with special 
needs, etc. Only a very limited share of teaching resources is earmarked for specified schools. The 
redistribution to individual schools takes into account specificities of schools whereby differing procedures 
and criteria are applied by each of the nine provincial school boards.  

Teachers and school leaders for provinces as well as for federal schools are recruited and assigned to 
specific schools by the responsible administrative body ï school department of the provincial government 
or provincial school board. Depending on the type of school, teachers are either trained at university 
colleges of teacher education or at universities. 

Chapter 5 ï Resource utilisation is concerned with how resources are utilised, through specific policies 
and practices, for different priorities and programmes once they have reached the different levels of the 
school system. A key mechanism to match resources to individual students in Austria is selection and 
tracking of students in different school forms. Tracking within lower secondary schools is about to be 
abolished with the implementation of the new secondary school, which applies more individualised forms 
of learning and team teaching. An important means to channel resources to students is remedial teaching 
and additional instruction for students having a first language other than German. 

This chapter also provides new data comparing student-teacher ratios and class sizes, providing insights 
into the variation of resource distribution between and within provinces and regions. Austria is known for 
having one of the most favourable student-teacher ratios in primary and lower secondary education 
amongst OECD countries, partially a consequence of a 2007 federal regulation which aimed to decrease 
the recommended number of pupils per class to 25 for pedagogical reasons. Classes in urban areas are 
typically much bigger than in rural areas and Laender with many rural schools tend to have more schools 
with small classes. Yet, when considering student-teacher ratios, the differences between urban and rural 
schools are much more moderate, suggesting that schools with bigger classes do not necessarily have 
considerably less óhuman resourcesô, but use them in a different way.  

Another ongoing debate is about the provision of support staff for schools and the potential cost savings if 
administrative tasks are generally carried out by non-teaching staff. There are also calls for more school 
psychologists and social workers. A general difficulty in this context is the fact that non-teaching staff for 
provincial schools (administrative assistants, janitors, etc.) has to be provided and remunerated by the 
municipalities which run the schools. 

Chapter 6 ï Resource management is concerned with how resources are managed at all levels of the 
school system. It addresses issues concerning capacity building for resource management, monitoring of 
resource use, transparency and reporting, provided they have not already been introduced above. It also 
discusses the main challenge for resource management which is its distributed and fragmented nature 
based on the structure of the overall governance system that splits the different aspects of resource 
management into various processes at different levels of the system and takes responsibility for resource 
management away from schools as the location where the resources are being put into use. Consequently, 
there is no place where all the information from the different processes is compiled, which produces a lack 
of transparency about the resources spent in education. 
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ABBREVIATIONS  

Schools and Programmes 

AHS Allgemein bildende höhere Schule Academic secondary school 

AHS-U AHS - Unterstufe AHS - lower level 

AHS-O AHS - Oberstufe AHS - upper level 

APS Allgemeinbildende Pflichtschulen 

General compulsory schools (VS, HS, NMS, 

ASO, PTS) 

ASO Sonderschule Special needs school 

BHS Berufsbildende höhere Schule Colleges for higher vocational education 

BIST-Ü 

M4, M8, 

E8 

Überprüfung der Bildungsstandards  

in Mathematik 4, Mathematik 8, Englisch 8 

Tests of educational standards 

in mathematics 4, in mathematics 8, English 8 

BMS Berufsbildende mittlere Schule  Secondary technical and vocational school 

BMHS BMS/BHS  BMS/BHS  

BS Berufsschule (Duale Ausbildung) 

Part-time vocational school/apprenticeship (the 

dual system) 

ECEC Frühkindliche Bildung Early childhood education and care  

HS Hauptschule  General secondary school  

NMS Neue Mittelschule New secondary school 

PTS Polytechnische Schule Pre-vocational school 

VS Volksschule Primary school 

VSS Vorschulstufe Pre-primary school within VS (óGrade 0ô) 

PH Pädagogische Hochschulen University colleges of teacher education 
 

Selected federal laws ï translation and online sources 

BDG Beamten-Dienstrechtsgesetz Civil Service Code 

https://www.ris.bka.gv.at/GeltendeFassung.wxe?
Abfrage=Bundesnormen&Gesetzesnummer=1
0008470&FassungVom=2014-01-01 

BilDok Bildungsdokumentationsgesetz  

https://www.ris.bka.gv.at/GeltendeFassung.wxe?
Abfrage=Bundesnormen&Gesetzesnummer=2
0001727 

BFG Bundesfinanzgesetz Federal Finance Act 

https://www.ris.bka.gv.at/GeltendeFassung.wxe?
Abfrage=Bundesnormen&Gesetzesnummer=2
0008870&FassungVom=2015-12-31  

2015: 
http://www.parlament.gv.at/PAKT/VHG/XXV
/I/I_00051/imfname_348119.pdf  

BLVG 
Bundeslehrer-
Lehrverpflichtungsgesetz Federal Teachers Service Code  

https://www.ris.bka.gv.at/GeltendeFassung.wxe?
Abfrage=Bundesnormen&Gesetzesnummer=1
0008205 

B-SchAufsG Bundes-Schulaufsichtsgesetz 
Federal Law on School 
Inspection 

https://www.ris.bka.gv.at/GeltendeFassung.wxe?
Abfrage=Bundesnormen&Gesetzesnummer=1
0009264  

B-VG Bundesverfassungsgesetz Federal Constitutional Law 

https://www.ris.bka.gv.at/GeltendeFassung.wxe?
Abfrage=Bundesnormen&Gesetzesnummer=1
0000138  

LDG Landeslehrer-Dienstrechtsgesetz  
Federal Service Code for 

https://www.ris.bka.gv.at/GeltendeFassung.wxe?
Abfrage=Bundesnormen&Gesetzesnummer=1

https://www.ris.bka.gv.at/GeltendeFassung.wxe?Abfrage=Bundesnormen&Gesetzesnummer=20008870&FassungVom=2015-12-31
https://www.ris.bka.gv.at/GeltendeFassung.wxe?Abfrage=Bundesnormen&Gesetzesnummer=20008870&FassungVom=2015-12-31
https://www.ris.bka.gv.at/GeltendeFassung.wxe?Abfrage=Bundesnormen&Gesetzesnummer=20008870&FassungVom=2015-12-31
http://www.parlament.gv.at/PAKT/VHG/XXV/I/I_00051/imfname_348119.pdf
http://www.parlament.gv.at/PAKT/VHG/XXV/I/I_00051/imfname_348119.pdf
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Provincial Teachers 0008549  

LBVo 
Leistungsbeurteilungs-
verordnung  

https://www.ris.bka.gv.at/GeltendeFassung.wxe?
Abfrage=Bundesnormen&Gesetzesnummer=1
0009375 

FAG Finanzausgleichsgesetz Fiscal Adjustment Act 

https://www.ris.bka.gv.at/GeltendeFassung.wxe?
Abfrage=Bundesnormen&Gesetzesnummer=2
0005610  

GehG Gehaltsgesetz Federal Remuneration Act 

https://www.ris.bka.gv.at/GeltendeFassung.wxe?
Abfrage=Bundesnormen&Gesetzesnummer=1
0008163 

 
Pflichtschulerhaltungs-
Grundsatzgesetz 

Federal Act on the Maintenance 
of Compulsory Schools 

https://www.ris.bka.gv.at/GeltendeFassung.wxe?
Abfrage=Bundesnormen&Gesetzesnummer=1
0009231True  

PrivSchg Privatschulgesetz Private Schools Act 

https://www.ris.bka.gv.at/GeltendeFassung.wxe?
Abfrage=Bundesnormen&Gesetzesnummer=1
0009266 

SchOG Schulorganisationsgesetz Federal School Organisation Act 

https://www.ris.bka.gv.at/GeltendeFassung.wxe?
Abfrage=Bundesnormen&Gesetzesnummer=1
0009265 

SchPflG Schulpflichtgesetz Federal Compulsory School Law 

https://www.ris.bka.gv.at/GeltendeFassung.wxe?
Abfrage=Bundesnormen&Gesetzesnummer=1
0009576 

SchUG Schulunterrichtsgesetz Federal School Education Act 

https://www.ris.bka.gv.at/GeltendeFassung.wxe?
Abfrage=Bundesnormen&Gesetzesnummer=1
0009600  

SchZG Schulzeitgesetz Federal Law on Schooling Time 

https://www.ris.bka.gv.at/GeltendeFassung.wxe?
Abfrage=Bundesnormen&Gesetzesnummer=1
0009575 

 

Other abbreviations 

AK Arbeiterkammer Österreich Austrian Chamber of Labour 

ao Außerordentliche Schüler 

Non-regular students due to difficulties 

with the language of instruction  

BBG Bundesbeschaffung GmbH Federal Procurement Agency 

BIFIE 

Bundesinstitut für Bildungsforschung, 

Innovation & Entwicklung des 

österreichischen Schulwesens 

Federal Institute for Educational Research, 

Innovation & Development of the Austrian 

School System 

BMBF Bundesministerium für Bildung und Frauen 

Federal Ministry of Education and 

Women's Affairs 

BMWFW 

Bundesministerium für Wissenschaft, 

Forschung und Wirtschaft 

Federal Ministry for Science, Research and 

Economy (previously BMWF) 

CPD  Continuing Professional Development  

CQAF  Common Quality Assurance Framework 

EAG  Education at a Glance 

ECTS European Credit Transfer System 

ESL Early school leavers 

FTE Full-time equivalent 

GDP Gross domestic product 

ILO International Labour Organization  

ISCED International Standard Classification of Education 

http://www.akeuropa.eu/
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IV  Industriellenvereinigung Federation of Austrian Industries 

LSR Landesschulrat (óStadtschulratô f¿r Wien) 

Provincial school board (óStadtschulratô for 

Vienna) 

LK Landwirtschaftskammer Chamber of Agriculture 

NBB Nationaler Bildungsbericht  National Education Report Austria 

OECD 

Organisation für wirtschaftliche 

Zusammenarbeit und Entwicklung 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

and Development 

PIRLS IEA: Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 

PISA OECD: Programme for International Student Assessment 

PPP  Purchasing power parity 

QIBB QualitätsInitiative BerufsBildung VET Quality Initiative  

SEN  Special education needs 

SPF sonderpädagogischer Förderbedarf  Attested SEN  

SQA Schulqualität Allgemeinbildung 

óSchool Quality in General Educationô 

Initiative 

TALIS OECD: Teaching and Learning International Study 

TIMSS IEA: Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study 

UOE UNESCO/OECD/EUROSTAT Data Collection 

VET Vocational education and training 

WHO World Health Organization 

WIST Wirkungsorientierte Steuerung Performance Budgeting 

WKÖ Wirtschaftskammer Österreich Austrian Economic Chamber 

 

Naming of governmental levels 

 

The translation of Austrian terminology for public authorities, administrative bodies, etc. and institutions 
of the school system generally follows the glossary of Eurydice and the chart of the school system by 
BMBF (see Figure 4). 

The Government and all its entities at the central level are generally either called ófederalô or use the 
German term óBundes-ô. 

The Government and all its entities at the level of the nine Laender (provinces) are generally either named 
óprovincialô or use the German term óLaender-ô. One notable exception is the translation óprovincial school 
boardô for óLandesschulratô. On other occasions, the term óregionalô stands for sub-national units but is not 
tied to provinces. 

The administrative level between provinces and municipalities is called ódistrictô or in German óBezirkô. 

The term ómunicipalityô is used for the local/communal administrations and governments (Gemeinden). It 
is used for rural municipalities as well as towns and cities. In the case of Vienna, which is one of the nine 
federal provinces of Austria, the ótechnicalô levels of the province (Land) and ómunicipalityô are not 
distinguished for the purposes of this report.  

The term Landesschulen (provincial schools) in this report refers to the school types VS, HS, NMS, ASO, 
PTS and is not a legal term, but is often used for reasons of simplification when demonstrating the 
dichotomy of schools run by the federal administration (Bundesschulen) and those operated by the 
Laender. 
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Purpose and scope of this report 

1. This report was prepared as an input to the OECD óReview of Policies to Improve the 
Effectiveness of Resource Use in Schoolsô. It is primarily of a descriptive nature and takes 
developments in school policy and reforms until June 2015 into account.  

2. In this context the report has served two main purposes: Firstly, it aimed to help the preparation of 
the country review team, which was composed of OECD analysts and independent academic 
experts who visited Austria in June 2015, to enter into in-depth discussions and fact-finding with 
stakeholders of the Austrian education system, including visits to a limited number of Austrian 
schools in Vienna, Burgenland and Salzburg. The contextual information provided by this report, 
together with the information gathered by the review team during its country visit, served as the 
basis for the preparation of an OECD country review report on Austria, which will include also 
recommendations on how to improve the effectiveness of resource use in the Austrian school 
system. 

3. Secondly, this Country Background Report provides a national input to the international debates, 
comparative analyses and synthesis reports, which are being developed under the broader 
framework of the OECD school resources project and are expected for publication as of 2016.   

Scope of this report 

4. This Country Background Report gives an overview on the distribution, utilisation and 
management of school resources in Austria. It has been elaborated on the basis of detailed 
guidelines provided by OECD, which aim to ensure a minimum level of comparability between 
different countries and their school systems.  

5. While generally following these international guidelines in the preparation of the report, the 
authors have put an important focus on the structures and mechanisms of school governance in 
Austria and notably the differentiation between the school system/types operated by the federal 
level (Bundesschulen) and the system/school types administered by the nine provinces 
(Landesschulen). It has to be noted that this differentiation is primarily a feature of compulsory 
education (grades 1-9, i.e. primary and lower secondary education) in Austria. 

6. To help the readers understand the administrative logic of the Austrian compulsory school system 
ï which is mainly funded by the federal level, but dominated by largely separate mechanisms of 
resource distribution, diverging teacher employment conditions, distinct teacher training systems, 
an implicit hierarchy of schools, etc. ï this report aims to give some insight into the complex, 
historically grown distribution of competences and responsibilities between the federation and its 
provinces. There is broad consensus among school experts, politicians and stakeholders that the 
pronounced fragmentation of competences is one major obstacle to more effective school resource 
use and resource monitoring in Austria. 

7. Also, the formal and informal elements of checks and balances, which have developed over the 
years between the different layers of government (federal level, provinces, municipalities) and the 
stakeholders in the school system (teacher unions, political parties, parentsô associations, etc.), 
will be included in this report as they have enormous implications for the prevalent funding logic. 

8. To give more room for the description and analysis of these challenging features of the Austrian 
school system, it has been decided to focus on the area of compulsory schooling in the report and 
also the country review. 

9. This seems justified from the point of view that ï with the exception of dual VET schools ï the 
upper secondary school system is mainly funded and administered by only one jurisdiction, i.e. 
the federal level, and is thus much less fragmented. Furthermore, upper secondary education and 
notably vocational education and training in Austria were extensively reviewed in the OECD 
óLearning for Jobsô project in 2010 (OECD, 2010).   

Main sources of information 

10. This report builds on publicly accessible information, research reports and published data from the 
Eurostat UOE collection/OECDôs Education at a Glance, Statistics Austria and BIFIE. Only for 
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some detailed aspects of resource allocation, new indicators have been developed for the purpose 
of this report on the basis of data provided by BMBF. 

11. In some merely descriptive sections of this report, information provided by the Eurydice 
óDescription of national education systemsô was used or referred to. 

12. For the óMain Challengesò sections, each of which concludes the analyses provided in chapters 2-
6, an óexternalô academic assessment was provided by IHS, building upon extensive previous 
work of Lassnigg et al. on the structures and efficiency of the Austrian education system and its 
administration. (Lassnigg & Vogtenhuber, 2015; Lassnigg, Felderer, Paterson, Kuschej & Graf, 
2007; for an extensive overview of the provincial structures in education see also Lassnigg, 2010). 

13. This OECD review comes at a timely moment. Not only is the Austrian school system progressing 
progressing in the implementation or completing a number of reform steps in school education, 
including the introduction of a new secondary school, the common expectation is also that more 
structural reforms should be envisaged. High-level expert groups have been working on 
recommendations for such a reform since 2014 and the outcomes of the OECD review are 
expected to support this work. 
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Chapter 1: The national context 

1.1 The economic and social context 

14. Austria is characterised by a high degree of material wellbeing and a high quality of life. Steady 
growth in GDP per capita has been accompanied by low income inequality, high environmental 
standards and rising life expectancy (OECD, 2013b, p. 10). With 44,141 PPP$ in 2012, Austria 
has the sixth highest GDP per capita in the OECD group, well above the OECD average of 37,010 
PPP$ and just behind Australia, United States, Switzerland, Norway and Luxembourg. High 
export and import rates show that Austria has a very open economy. In 2012, exports of goods and 
services represented 57.2% of GDP and imports 54.0% of GDP

1
 compared to an average 

(exports/imports) of 29.8%/29.8% in the OECD and about 45.8%/43.2% in the euro zone (OECD, 
2014b). Small and medium-sized enterprises (less than 250 employees) play an important role in 
the Austrian economy. In 2010, 30.0% of employees worked in medium-sized and 11.9% in small 
enterprises, compared to 18.6% and 7.0% in the EU-27 group (Eurostat, 2013). Austria has a 
relatively strong agricultural and construction sector with 12.1% of employees compared to 9.0% 
in the eurozone, while employment in services (59.6%) is slightly below the average of the 
eurozone (62.2%).  

15. Austriaôs employment rate is 72.3% (OECD, 2014b), well above the OECD average of 65.3% and 
an increase of 5% since 2000. The employment rate is especially high for 15- to 24-year-olds and 
above average for 25- to 55-year-olds, but below the OECD standards for the older cohorts. 
However, for the cohorts aged 55 and above in particular, employment rates have risen since 
2000, up from 28.3% to 44.9%. 

16. Even though Austriaôs unemployment rate, 4.9% in December 2014 (OECD, ILO definitions), is 
below those in most OECD member states and just half the EU-28 average, it is currently rising 
and above the rate before and during the crisis. From a national perspective, unemployment has 
reached the highest value since 2005 and has been on the rise since then. The unemployment rate 
according to the national definition reached 10.5% in January 2015, about one percentage point 
higher than in early 2014. One driver behind the growth in unemployment rates in 2014 is the 
growth in the workforce. In 2014 the number of unemployed grew by 36,000 while the number of 
employed grew as well, by 22,000. Overall, according to OECD, economic growth is still weak, 
largely because of low domestic demand; in more recent years, the favourable economic position 
of Austria has been slightly deteriorating, with growth ranking near the bottom of the EU, and 
also exports showing weaker performance than before. A turnaround in unemployment rates is not 
expected before late 2015 or 2016. 

1.2 Demographic developments  

17. From 1961 to 2013, the population size in Austria increased by almost 1.4 million (+19.6%) from 
7.09 to 8.48 million inhabitants. However, the increase was not steady; phases of strong growth 
alternated with periods of stagnation or slight decline. While in the 1960s, the population grew 
due to birth rate increases, the phase after the baby boom and negative migration balances caused 
a demographic decline in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Population growth since 1980 has 
mainly been driven by immigration and, less so, by rising life expectancy, which has increased by 
11 years for men and 10 years for women since 1970.  

18. Between 1988 and 1994, the high level of immigration as a result of the opening of Eastern 
Europe and slight birth increases led to strong growth rates, which were stopped in the mid-1990s 
due to more restrictive immigration policies. Since 2000, strongly increased immigration has 

                                                      
 
1 Exports and imports of goods and services consist of sales of goods and services (included/excluded in the production boundary 

of GDP) from residents to non-residents. Exports and/or imports and their sum can exceed the total GDP. 
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again led to rapid population growth (Statistics Austria, 2014a) (Figure 1).    

Figure 1: Population development since 1961 

 

Source: Statistics Austria, 2014b. 

19. The size of the employable population in Austria will remain rather stable in the next years. Today 
61.8% of inhabitants are between 20 and 64 years old (5.24 million). By 2020, the size of the 
population in employment age will slightly increase to 5.41 million (+3%). Thereafter, the number 
of people reaching retirement age will be greater than the number of young people entering the 
labour market. By 2030, the size of the potential labour force will decrease to the current level 
(5.25 million) and the percentage of 20- to 64-year-olds will decrease from 61.8% (2013) to 
57.1% (Statistics Austria, 2014b). 

20. Austriaôs population is projected to increase to more than 9 million inhabitants by 2025 as a result 
of immigration, an increase of 6.5% compared to 2013. By 2040, the population is expected to 
increase to 9,410,000 (+11.0% compared to 2013) (Statistics Austria, 2014b). Without 
immigration, the population would initially stagnate and then decrease to 8.12 million by 2040 (-
4%).  

Migration 

21. The proportion of foreign citizens in 2013 was 12.2% (1.03 million) (Statistics Austria, 2014a), of 
which 158,000 were German, 114,000 Turkish and 200,000 foreign citizens from Serbia and 
Bosnia and Herzegovina (Statistics Austria, 2013, p. 20). Today, for education policy, citizenship 
is no longer a central perspective and the migration background of families has become the focus 
of attention. With respect to the school age cohorts, the distribution of children from migrant 
parents by origin is different from that of the total population because the migration pattern for 
younger cohorts of migrants is different from the earlier pattern. Nearly one in five grade 8 
students in 2012 had a migration background (18.3%, including Germany), with more than two 
thirds of them born in Austria (2

nd
 generation). The biggest group of migrants comes from the 

Western Balkans, i.e. former Yugoslavia (42%), Turkey (23%) and countries of the EU (16%, of 
which just 2.7% from Germany) (calculations based on BIST-Ü, M8, 2012).  

22. Language is perceived as the most important aspect related to migration and education. Figure 2 
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shows the distribution of primary grade 4 students by language spoken at home (based on 
information provided by them). About one quarter of primary school students speak languages 
other than German at home, yet only 3% of the total indicate they do not speak German at all at 
home, 22% live in multilingual families. 84% of students with a migration background

2
 speak 

German, in a majority of cases in addition to another language (68%). One in six children of 
migrant families in Austria do not speak German. According to official school statistics, 53% of 
primary school children in Vienna speak another language (typically besides German) than 
German in everyday life, in major cities outside Vienna the rate is also high, between 35% and 
47% (Bruneforth & Lassnigg, 2012, p. 37).  

Figure 2: 4th grade students by language spoken at home  

 

Source: Bruneforth & Lassnigg, 2012, p. 25. 

23. There are also legally recognised minorities living in Austria who were granted special rights in 
the Austrian Independence Treaty of 1955. Austrian citizens belonging to the Slovene and Croat 
minorities have the right to establish organisations in their language which includes the right to 
instruction in primary education in the minority language and the entitlement to the provision of a 
proportionate number of secondary schools. 

Demography and education 

24. There are substantial demographic shifts with respect to the school age population. Today, 20% of 
the Austrian population are children aged below 20 years (1.69 million). Figure 3 shows the 
change in school age population between 1990 and 2030. For the age group of basic education (6 
to 14), the population declined by about 10% in the last decade, but a change in the trend is 
projected for 2016 when the number of pupils of primary school age is expected to increase again 
for the following ten years. But this trend is regionally very uneven: Substantial growth is 
expected for Vienna while in many provinces the number of pupils will stagnate. The trends for 
upper secondary and tertiary student populations follow the trend of basic education with a shift of 
about 10 to 15 years.  

                                                      
 

2 In data from national assessments, migration is defined based on OECD definitions, but children from parents born in Germany 

are considered as non-migrants.  
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Figure 3: Change in school age population 1990-2030  

 

Note: Only the Laender with the two most extreme trends are shown (Kärnten = Carinthia; Wien = Vienna). 
Source: Bruneforth & Lassnigg, 2012, p. 19.  

25. The development of educational levels from 1971 to 2012 shows a general increase in educational 
levels of the Austrian population. In 1971, the proportion of the population aged between 25 and 
64 with compulsory education as their highest level of education was 57.8%, whereas in 2012 the 
proportion was 19.1%. Significant growth has been achieved in all higher secondary education 
programmes. The proportion of people whose highest qualification is from secondary technical 
and vocational school (BMS) (1971: 7.5%; 2012: 15.4%) or who have acquired a general 
qualification for university entrance (matriculation examination) (1971: 6%; 2012: 14.7%) more 
than doubled between 1971 and 2012. The increase is particularly evident in higher education: 
while in 1971 only 2.8% of the Austrian population aged 25 to 64 years had a university degree, 
in 2012 the proportion was 12.5% (Statistics Austria, 2014c), which is still low by international 
comparison. 

26. In recent decades, women in particular have caught up in terms of their level of education. In 
1971, 70.4% of women and 43.4% of men between 25 and 64 years achieved only basic 
education, whereas in 2012, the proportions were 23.2% for women and 14.9% for men (Statistics 
Austria, 2014c). For the younger cohorts, women significantly outnumbered men with respect to 
completion of academic upper secondary education and tertiary education: 45% of women aged 
25 to 29 completed ISCED 3A compared to just 40% of men; 17% of women completed ISCED 
5A/6 compared to just 14% of men. 

1.3 Political context 

27. Austria is a federal state with a total area of 83,872 square kilometres (about 32,710 square miles), 
consisting of nine provinces or states (Laender). Austria is a parliamentary republic with a Federal 
Constitution established in 1920/1929 based on democratic, federal and legal principles, as well as 
on the principle of the separation of powers. The Federal President is the supreme representative 
of the state, elected directly by the people for a six-year term. The National Council and the 
Federal Council (Nationalrat and Bundesrat) are the legislative bodies of the Republic, with the 
latter being composed of representatives of the Laender, which guarantees their participation in 
federal legislation. The members of the National Council are elected every five years, the 
members of the Federal Council are appointed by the parliaments of the nine Laender. The 
Federal Government consists of the Federal Chancellor, the Vice-Chancellor and Federal 
Ministers.  
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Map: The federal states of Austria 

 

Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/f/f9/Austria_states_english.png (states = óLaenderô) 

 The provincial parliaments (Landtage) are the legislative bodies of the Laender which are re-
 elected every five years, with the exception of Upper Austria with a six-year period. The provincial 
 administration is headed by the provincial government (Landesregierung). In an international 
 comparison, the number of Laender is quite high and untypical of such a small country. The size of 
 Laender ranges from 287,000 inhabitants in Burgenland to 1.7 million in Vienna. Five of the 
 Laender have less than one million inhabitants. 

28. The municipalities enjoy a constitutionally guaranteed right to self-administration, being subject 
only to the legal supervision by the respective Land. They have an elected municipal council 
(Gemeinderat) headed by a mayor, who is elected either by the municipal council or, depending 
on the legislative provisions of the respective Land, by popular vote. 

29. Austrian federalism has a specific shape which might be called ódistributional federalismô, as most 
of the taxes (about 90%) are collected at the federal level and then redistributed to the Laender 
and the municipalities. Redistribution occurs partly according to specified responsibilities, or 
through the Fiscal Adjustment Act (Finanzausgleichsgesetz). The latter is negotiated every 4 years 
between the Federal Government, represented by the Ministry of Finance, the Laender 
represented by their governors (Landeshauptleute), and municipalities represented by the 
association of towns (Städtebund) and the association of municipalities (Gemeindebund). The 
result of these negotiations is adopted by the federal parliament. The Fiscal Adjustment Act 
currently concerns a sum of about ú 80 bn. The agreements according to this redistribution 
constitute a kind of óautomaticô entitlement of the Laender and municipalities to receive a certain 
amount of the federal taxes, currently 21% for the Laender and 12% for municipalities.

3
 Because 

of the complex allocation of responsibilities among the different levels of education, these 
structures of Austrian federalism are a very important element of educational financing. Currently, 
attempts are being made to change the basic mechanisms of redistribution and, in addition, the 

                                                      
 
3 The Austrian federalism must not be confused with the Swiss one, as the Swiss cantons collect most of the taxes for their 

expenditure; and Austrian federalism is also not comparable with the German one in its organisational consequences because many 

German Laender are nearly as big as or bigger than Austria, which means that the federal responsibilities in Germany would be the 

equivalent to central federal responsibilities in Austria (in terms of distance to the schools or the local entities). These differences 

are often confused in the Austrian debate. If the distribution of responsibilities for schools is compared between governmental 

levels, the share of responsibilities of the provincial level is similar only to much bigger countries such as Germany, Spain, Italy 

(see Lassnigg, forthcoming 2015).  
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regulations about the financial governance of the Laender and municipalities are changing from a 
cameralistic accounting system to the standards of double accounting. According to these current 
structures it is difficult in several respects to get an accurate overview of the use of resources, 
which are federal by origin. As will be shown, this structure implies a fundamental split between 
the financing bodies and the spending bodies, in particular with the teachers in provincial schools. 
An important point of current discussions is to shift a more substantial part of the collection of 
taxes from the federal level to the Laender level, which would bring more congruence between 
financing and spending responsibilities; however, there are also proposals to make this split even 
deeper by shifting more of the spending responsibilities to the Laender within the current federal 
taxing regime. 
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Figure 4: Amount of intergovernmental redistribution 2014 

Tax revenue & expenditure by government levels (2014, % government levels only) 

 

 

Tax revenue & expenditure by government levels (2014, million ú, incl. social security) 

 

 

41,260.31 52,163.62 

10,802.04 25,292.01 

5,327.13 2,676.18 

106,631.62 67,805.59 

 

Redistribution (million ú)   % of expenditure 

 

Redistribution -38,826 21,349 14,490 % Expend. -57% 80% 57% 

 

Source: Statistics Austria, Stat-CUBE, own calculations. 
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Source: Statistics Austria, Stat-CUBE, own calculations. 

Figure 4 illustrates the orders of magnitude of fiscal redistribution. The federal level raises 87 percent 
of taxes, and after redistribution, the proportion of the Laender and municipalities rises from 13% of 
overall state tax revenues to 43% of state expenditure. The Laender are the biggest ówinnersô of this 
redistribution, as the share of federal money among their expenditure is about 80%.  

Key features of the political system in Austria 

30. For a long period, Austrian politics was dominated by the two major parties, the Austrian People's 
Party (ÖVP) and the Social Democratic Party of Austria (SPÖ). Most Federal Governments in 
Austria, including the current one, have been formed as a ógrand coalitionò of the two popular 
parties. Since 1945 there have been two other coalitions only between 1966 and 1987 and from 
2000 to 2007. The system of proportional power-sharing (Proporz) is a long-standing principle 
within the politics of the Austrian Republic. It was enshrined in provincial constitutions and 
within municipalities for a long time, guaranteeing parties a seat in government if they hold a 
defined minimum number of seats in provincial parliament. It is reflected also in the area of 
education since the collegiate boards of the provincial school boards in the nine Laender are 
composed according to proportionate representation in the provincial parliaments (see chapter 
2.4). Currently this still applies to four Laender parliaments, but two of them will abolish the 
system in 2015. 

31. Austria has a system of extensive cooperation between the major economic interest groups and 
between them and the Government (corporatism, or Sozialpartnerschaft / social partnership). Such 
social partner cooperation is often perceived as a basis for economic growth and social stability 
and, more specifically linked to education, successful (dual) vocational training systems. The 
system is built on mandatory membership (including fees) in special chambers of workers and 
employees on the one hand and of industry and commerce as well as agriculture on the other hand 
(óArbeiterkammer Österreichô, AK; óWirtschaftskammer ¥sterreichô, WK¥; 
óLandwirtschaftskammer ¥sterreichô, LK). The existence of the chambers has recently been 
guaranteed in the Austrian Constitution. The respective legal acts on the establishment and 
functions of the chambers include provisions that entitle them to be consulted on all government 
bills before their submission to the respective legislator (federal parliament or provincial 
parliaments).  

32. The chambers for workers and employees must be distinguished from the trade unions, which are 
based on free membership. The Austrian Trade Union Federation (ó¥sterreichischer 
Gewerkschaftsbundô, ¥GB) is the umbrella organisation of all trade unions, embracing also the 
civil servantsô union óGewerkschaft ¥ffentlicher Dienstô (G¥D). Though not formally part of the 
social partnership, the Federation of Austrian Industries (IV) is another influential stakeholder in 
public political debate, including education policy. 

33. The Austrian social partnership stretches over practically all areas of economic and social policy, 
beyond collective agreements, including education and especially vocational education and 
training. The chambers evaluate draft legislation from the point of view of their clientele, make 
proposals for amendments and are subsequently involved in the implementation of these laws. 
The chambers aim to give impetus for legislative initiatives, and their óthink tankò functions and 
research initiatives continually underline the need for legislative action. This is especially the case 
in the field of education.

4
 Notable here is the level of consensus between the chambers with 

respect to school reform and the proposal to introduce one comprehensive school form for 6- to 
14-year-olds. 

34. In Austria there is an organisational and institutional separation of church and state. Religion is 
taught at schools, with a dispensation from instruction being possible. The numerically 

                                                      
 
4 See for example: http://www.arbeiterkammer.at/interessenvertretung/bildung/index.html or http://www.iv-net.at/blm118  

http://www.arbeiterkammer.at/interessenvertretung/bildung/index.html
http://www.iv-net.at/blm118
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predominant religion is Roman Catholicism.  

35. The official language in Austria is German, with the legal system guaranteeing the rights of local 
ethnic groups (Slovenians, Croats, Hungarians, Czechs, Slovaks, Roma and Sinti). This guarantee 
also applies to the field of education. 

1.4 Public sector management  

36. The Austrian public administration is organised according to the basic constitutional principle of 
the ófederal stateò and the principle of local self-administration of the Austrian municipalities. 
Based on these principles, the administrative structure consists of three levels, each with 
corresponding administrative organisations: 

¶ at central government level, the Federal Government, 

¶ at federal level, the federal provincial administrations of the nine Laender of Burgenland, 

Carinthia, Lower Austria, Upper Austria, Salzburg, Styria, Tyrol, Vorarlberg and Vienna, 

¶ and at local self-administration level, the municipal administrations of 2,102 Austrian 

municipalities (Gemeinden). 

37. A total of 95 administrative districts (Bezirke) are organisationally integrated into the federal 
provincial administrations (as district authorities), or within the greater cities. As such, Austria 
can be said to have a four-tier administrative structure: Federal Government ï Laender ï Bezirke ï 
municipalities.  

38. The Federal Government is under the leadership of federal ministers, whose departments consist 
of a Federal Ministry (also called central offices), where strategic decisions such as draft bills are 
prepared, and the subordinate agencies, i.e. organisational establishments such as police 
inspectorates and individual schools. 

39. In contrast to the federal administration, there are no separate provincial ministers, but rather a 
common provincial government office. Internal affairs of that office are dealt with by the 
governor as chairperson of the provincial government (at political level) and the head of the 
provincial government office (at administrative level). The provincial governor 
(Landeshauptmann/Landeshauptfrau) is also president of the provincial school board. 

40. Of the 2,102 municipalities, only 72 towns have more than 10,000 inhabitants, and nearly 80% of 
all municipalities have fewer than 3,000 inhabitants. Since the size and capacity of a municipality 
is not considered in task-setting, a distinct structure of cooperation has developed amongst 
Austriaôs municipalities. The number of municipalities is high in comparative terms, leading to 
many very small units which are quite weak in terms of resources and competences; e.g. there are 
exemptions negotiated from the new rules of double accounting for small communities, and they 
are also exempted from the controlling procedures by the Austrian Federal Court of Audit. 

41. The municipal offices are, on the political level, chaired by a mayor, who is elected by the 
municipal council or directly by the citizens of the municipality. A senior official generally 
referred to as municipal secretary or city office director takes care of the administrative 
management (chief magistrate in cities with an own statute). Many municipal responsibilities 
encompass services of general interest such as the creation of educational, social, environmental 
and cultural infrastructures. Municipalities act within their scope of self-administration or execute 
tasks devolved to them by the federal or Laender level (Federal Chancellery, 2011). 

Principles of public service and personnel management 

42. Civil servants have the special requirement to ensure that impartiality, efficiency and abidance to 
laws are guaranteed. A disciplinary code is in place to penalise misconduct and failure to comply 
with service duties. On the other hand, some groups of civil servants, including older teachers, are 
still enjoying generous old-age pensions and regulations of employment security, including 
protection against mobility (posts that are permanently linked to one specific school, schulfeste 
Stellen). In the last decades, the share of teachers employed on the basis of a contract agent 
scheme  (Vertragsbedienstete) has been substantially increased and permanent posts linked to 
specific schools are not granted any more (see also chapter 4.6) 
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43. Personnel management in the public service is based on organisation charts laying down position 
schemes. In this set of figures, which is a formal part of the annual budget, the highest permissible 
number of employees and individual institutions are determined. Both new recruitments and re-
assignments are only possible provided there is a vacant permanent position. Also, it is necessary 
to comply with the budget allocated for staff expenses. 

44. óSocial partnershipò, which has a key role throughout all economic and social levels in Austria, is 
endemic in the public service itself, too, thus extending a system governing essentially the private 
market-based industrial relations to the public service, which is however based on other basic 
principles; the differentiated structure of Austrian education and federalism leads also to a very 
differentiated structure of the teachersô trade union as their representative, with the result that the 
politically accountable public employer (i.e. the minister) sits opposite a quite high number of 
specialist employeesô representatives in all negotiations. The unionsô key activities range from 
annual salary negotiations to the review of diverse relevant standards.  

45. Furthermore, in each organisational area of public administration, including the public school 
system, there is a fully differentiated system of personnel representation which has varied legal 
information and codetermination rights. The results of personnel representation elections are 
decisive for the political power relations within the trade unions of the public service. 

46. As a consequence, a key element of the financing of education in Austria is the system of 
industrial relations, including the structures and practices of collective agreements in this field. 
Over decades a very complex and differentiated óquasi-Tayloristô system of collective agreements 
has evolved which has been based on several elements constituting the salary of teaching 
personnel. Basically every major change in working conditions virtually increased the allowances 
paid. This basic logic constitutes a linkage between education practices and salaries that 
transforms every major reform into an issue of material interest-based negotiations, which has 
already hampered attempts of curriculum reform or reforms of the governance structures. 
Recently the Service Law for Teachers (Dienstrecht) has been reformed and simplified by the 
Government (after 35 negotiation meetings with teacher unions without achieving a compromise); 
however, this basic logic has not been changed. 

Recent reforms to improve efficiency of federal budgeting 

47. A comprehensive budget reform at federal level was introduced in Austria starting in 2009. The 
2

nd
 stage of its implementation included performance budgeting (WIST, Wirkungsorientierte 

Steuerung) which entered into force in 2013 and transformed the traditional budget principles of 
being economical, thrifty and useful into the four principles of i) outcome orientation; ii) 
efficiency; iii) transparency; and iv) a true and fair view. The Federal Finance Act 
(Bundesfinanzgesetz) now systematically presents cash, use of resources and the outcome to be 
achieved. At the same time, the presentation and readability of budgets has been improved.  

48. For each budget year the federal budget bill sets out global and detailed performance targets and 
describes the concrete measures envisaged to achieve these targets as well as criteria to measure 
success. These are mainly quantitative indicators but also qualitative criteria such as successful 
(administrative or legal) implementation of certain measures. The indicators point to longer term 
issues which seem difficult to achieve in the political logic of incrementalism without the actors 
devising strategies at the practice level to reach the priorities. 

49. This new mechanism aims to increase transparency and efficiency of federal budgeting. While 
there is no explicit definition of óefficiencyò in the Federal Budget Law, a definition is provided 
by the Federal Ministry of Finance (Janik, & Schatz, 2008): The basic principle of efficiency 
refers to different levels of administration ï at the level of measures it can refer to the principles 
of minimum and of maximum. The principle of minimum means that a certain output is achieved 
by a minimum level of input whereas the principle of maximum means to achieve a maximum 
output with a certain input. Also a definition of effectiveness is provided in this working paper 
which describes it as the relationship between an achievement and the (previously) defined target. 
Effectiveness is set out as the question whether a predefined target is being achieved or not. 

50. With the reform, the budget developed from traditional cash accounting and input orientation 
towards outcome orientation based on a comprehensive steering document of resources and 
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performance. At the level of budget chapters, a brief mission statement and a maximum of five 
outcome objectives have to be defined and are part of the budget decision in Parliament. In the 
budget, each outcome has to be justified and explained very briefly, answering three questions: 
Why has this outcome been chosen? How will it be achieved? What is the benchmark for its 
success?  (G. Steger, 2010, p. 11ff ).  

51. In the 2015 budget bill there are three performance goals introduced for the BMBF, two of which 
concern education. Each target is linked to three indicators:  

¶ Target 1: Raise the level of education of students 

o Indicator: Graduation rate upper secondary 

o Share of young population in school after end of compulsory education 

o Promotion rate for grades 5 to 12 

¶ Target 2: Improve equity and gender equity in education 

o Share of new entrants to tertiary education with óBerufsreifepr¿fungò (ISCED 3A degree from the 
dual system) 

o Number of persons receiving a lower secondary degree after dropping out 

o Share of students in gender-untypical education programmes in grade 10 

52. These overarching targets are broken down into detailed budgets and targets. For example there is 
a detailed budget for óCompulsory schooling ï primary and lower secondary levelô, which is 
linked to the target: óFurther development of learning and teaching towards individualisation and 
competence orientation (strategic framework target under SQA)ô. Concrete measures focus on the 
implementation of the strategic framework target in the schoolsô development plans and on the 
development of pedagogical transition management from early childhood education and care to 
school (see also chapter 5.5 on SQA). For the detailed budgets in the education and training 
budget, the achievement indicators/milestones are usually of qualitative nature (successful 
administrative implementation of certain elements of the planned measures). (BFG 2015) 

53. Performance budgeting has not become obligatory for the provincial governments, however the 
Land of Upper Austria has put in place similar tools and other Laender (e.g. Land of Salzburg) are 
currently developing performance oriented instruments for effective public administration. 

Initiatives to increase public administration efficiency 

54. In response to the fiscal crisis, Austria was one of 27 OECD countries that reported in 2012 an 
anticipated decrease in public employment levels as a result of planned reforms. Measures 
included a 50% replacement rate for retiring staff in central government and a hiring freeze for the 
years 2012-14 (teachers were exempted from the freeze). Additionally, reduction of recruitment 
and moderate wage increases were part of the Governmentôs consolidation plan. General 
government sector employment (excluding public corporations) as a percentage of GDP, 10.9% in 
2010, is reasonably low compared to the OECD average of 15.1%. In addition, compensation of 
government employees as a percentage of GDP, 9.7% in 2010, is slightly lower than the OECD 
average of 11.3% (OECD 2012b). 

55. In May 2014 the Government established a high-level commission to elaborate proposals for the 
improvement of public administration efficiency in Austria, which presented four comprehensive 
reports by March 2015 (www.aufgabenreform.at). The reports include a wide variety of specific 
improvements from various sources, among them only few are related to education. They address 
the following topics, most of which are also recurring frequently in public debates: coordination 
of support of migrant students; reducing administrative tasks of teaching personnel and 
substituting by administrative personnel; improvement of management and monitoring 
educational goals at school level; cooperation between different school sectors. Some proposals 
concern fundamental aspects of planning and steering: to develop adequate information for 
steering in compulsory schools; evaluation of the shape of catchment areas (Schulsprengel); 
evaluation of the controlling of the financing of teachers of Laender by the federal level; 
abolishing political influence with selection of leaders at the Laender level. 

56. A specific commission on education reform, composed of high-level representatives from the 
federal and Laender levels, was established in 2015 to negotiate measures for the improvement of 
efficiency in the school administration by summer 2015 (see chapter 2.4). 
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57. Another priority to improve efficiency of public administration in Austria is the continuous 
implementation of e-government applications, based on the e-government law of 2004. For 
example the organisational work in all ministries is carried out using an electronic file system 
(ELAK), which has completely replaced the ópaper fileò. E-government tools are also widely 
applied in the school administration system, including for staff management and controlling. 



 

- 26 

 

Chapter 2: The school system 

2.1 Organisation of the school system 

Levels of education and school tracks 

58. An important aspect of the Austrian education system is the strong diversification of programmes 
at all levels of education and its selectivity. Austrian students have to go through three major types 
of transitions where a selection is made: 1) the transition from primary to lower secondary school 
associated with the choice of school, i.e. HS/NMS and lower academic secondary schools (AHS-
U), 2) the selection in HS/NMS into ability groups or grading schemes and 3) the transition to 
upper secondary education level, which for students enrolling in PTS takes place in two phases. In 
addition, another element of selection comes with the option of attending the one-year pre-
primary school group (VSS).  Finally, the existence of general special needs schools (Allgemeine 
Sonderschulen, ASO) can be considered as a further element of selection. 

59. Overview of levels of education and programmes (Figure 5): 

a. Kindergarten provides pre-primary education for children aged 3 to 5. It is not perceived 
as part of the school system. For all children who have reached the age of 5 years it is 
compulsory to attend kindergarten (ISCED 0), which is then free of charge.  

b. At the age of 6 years, compulsory education starts in primary school (VS, ISCED 1). A 
pre-primary school stage (VSS) may be organised for children who have reached 
compulsory school age but are not yet ready for schooling; this preschool stage can be 
organised together with years 1 and 2, or separately. Pupils with special needs are either 
enrolled in mainstream schooling (integrated/inclusive education) or attend special needs 
schools.  

c. At the transition from primary school to secondary education (ISCED 2) a first 
differentiation into two types of 4-year-schools occurs: HS/NMS or AHS-U. AHS target 
students with an appropriate level of achievement in German, reading and mathematics, 
and admission is subject to specific grades. Like at primary level, integrated education and 
special needs schools (ASO) exist in parallel. 

d. Compulsory education ends at the age of 15, typically the end of the ninth school year. 
Therefore, as the transition from lower to upper secondary education does not coincide 
with the end of compulsory education

5
, most students are obliged to continue education for 

at least one year into upper secondary. Most students in the AHS-U continue to its second 
cycle of 4 years (AHS-O), which they can do regardless of their grades. Students from the 
HS/NMS must decide which school to take but their options can be limited, depending on 
the final marks in lower secondary school. The one-year pre-vocational school (PTS, 
ISCED 3C) is designed as a kind of bridge between lower secondary level and the entry 
into vocational education, especially part-time vocational school (BS) in the dual VET 
system, which can only be started after 9 years of education. Yet, other forms of 
vocational education can be chosen directly after grade 8: a secondary technical and 
vocational school (BMS) or a college for higher vocational education (BHS). The latter 
lasts 4 to 5 years and provides vocational training and access to university education 
(matriculation examination). Access is limited to students with sufficiently good grades at 
the end of lower secondary. 

e. In addition to successful completion of the general qualification for university entrance 
(matriculation examination, Matura), the general higher education entrance examination 
for leavers of part-time vocational school (Berufsreifeprüfung) or the limited higher 

                                                      
 
5 With the exception of students who have repeated a grade or were enrolled in the one-year pre-school stage. 
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education entrance examination (Studienberechtigungsprüfung) (ISCED 4) for university 
or college study programmes are possible options (ISCED 5). Bachelor programmes with 
a duration of 6-8 semesters and the subsequent 2-4 semester masterôs degree programmes 
replace the traditional diploma programmes. The highest level of education which can be 
achieved is the doctorate/PhD (ISCED 6).  

60. A specific feature of the Austrian school system is the strong vocational strand which can be 
considered atypical in an international comparison, including due to its diverse pathways and 
requirement for students to make choices.  

61. The school choice at the beginning of upper secondary education in Austria cannot be simplified 
as a dichotomous choice between general or vocational education, since Austria has strong 
diversification in vocational education, including options for higher vocational education with a 
high social status and direct access to university education (BHS). More than half of the students 
graduating from programmes providing access to university (ISCED 3A) complete vocational 
education. This special situation is also reflected in the international comparison of school 
systems. Among OECD countries, Austria has one of the highest proportions of upper secondary 
students in vocational education and training (OECD, 2010, p. 10). The main choice between 
general and vocational tracks is made after grades 8 and 9. 

62. The strong system of vocational education and training itself may support reproduction of the 
tracked structure, as it comprises the different levels of medium and upper schools, and 
apprenticeship which has been historically treated as the lowest level. At the same time, 
vocational education and training at the upper secondary level is also compensating for the 
inequities in lower secondary education by providing comparatively wide access to qualifications, 
and also real opportunities of progression into higher education through the upper level vocational 
colleges which are widely accessed from the lower secondary general schools. So vocational 
education and training clearly cannot be seen as depriving people of opportunities in Austria but 
rather has a mixed standing concerning equity, as it provides opportunities for progression, 
however, in a very selective way compared to AHS, and it provides a wide range of achievement 
levels in vocational education and training. 

63. Students with attested special educational needs (SEN) (sonderpädagogischer Förderbedarf, SPF) 
can attend either special needs schools or receive integrated/inclusive education in kindergarten 
(ISCED 0), primary school (ISCED 1), HS/NMS, AHS-U, PTS and the one-year home economics 
school (ISCED 2). Special needs schools (ASO) encompass nine school years, the final year is the 
pre-vocational year (PTS: ISCED 3B). With special permission from the school authorities and 
the school operator, pupils can attend special needs school for a maximum of 12 years. In the 
2013/14 school year roughly half of the students attended 307 special needs schools.  

64. Another type of specialised school is public schools for recognised minorities which exist in the 
Laender of Burgenland (Croatian and Hungarian minorities) and Carinthia (Slovenian minority). 
At these schools instruction is, as a general rule, offered in two languages ï the minority language 
and German. In Carinthia, children are taught on the basis of the registration principle, i.e. parents 
have the possibility of registering their children for bilingual instruction. Children whose mother 
tongue is not German receive remedial instruction (mainly in the German language), either 
separately or as part of classroom instruction. (UNESCO-IBE) 

 



 

- 28 

 

Figure 5: The Austrian Education System 

 

Source: www.bmbf.gv.at/schulen/bw/ueberblick/bildungswege_2014_grafik.pdf 

http://www.bmbf.gv.at/schulen/bw/ueberblick/bildungswege_2014_grafik.pdf
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Numbers of kindergartens, schools and students 

65. Early childhood education and care (ECEC) is offered in more than 8,000 public and private 
institutions. About 330,000 children attended ECEC institutions in 2013/14, of which 211,141 
attended kindergarten. The number of institutions and children enrolled has grown by 40% since 
2000, with an average of 200 new institutions per year between 2000 and 2010 and 130 annually 
since then. Table 1 shows the number of schools and students at the pre-primary level. 

Table 1: Number of institutions and children in the ECEC system (2013/14) 

  Institutions Groups Children Staff 

Childcare institutions (total) 8,445 17,801 333,326 53,520 

Childcare for very young (creches) 1,450 2,132 27,835 7,221 

Kindergarten  4,692 11,165 211,141 33,496 

After school childcare 1,167 2,675 55,552 7,065 

Mixed age groups 1,136 1,829 38,798 5,738 

 

Source: Statistics Austria, 2014c. 

66. Table 2 provides an overview of the number of schools and students by type of school and 
Laender. In the school year 2013/14, 1.2 milli on pre-tertiary students were enrolled in 6,000 
public and private institutions. In 2013/14, 6,015 schools were reported, 5,326 public and 689 
private schools.  

Table 2: Number of schools and students in the school system (2013/14) 

Number of Institutions 

 

Number of students (thousands) 

 

Note: Schools having two types of school in one location are counted twice in subtotals, but netted out in totals.  
Source: Statistics Austria, 2015b, p. 69 & p. 99. 

67. In 2012/13, 15,435 individuals attended certificate university programmes for further education 

School type Total

Bur-

gen-

land

Carinthia
Lower 

Austria

Upper 

Austria
Salzburg Styria Tyrol

Vor-

arlberg
Vienna Public Private

T o tal 6015 289 407 1269 1074 399 904 684 293 696 5326 689 

Compulsory schools 4576 234 318 999 828 292 691 540 241 433 4389 187

Primary schools 3066 178 236 627 560 183 476 378 164 264 2957 109

General/ New Secondary Schools 1750 54 86 401 366 102 294 171 57 219 1649 101

Special schools 307 12 23 106 36 23 24 31 16 36 294 13

Pre-Vocational Schools 247 12 7 60 52 19 41 32 11 13 242 5

Academic Secondary Schools 346 11 23 58 48 26 48 25 14 93 268 78

of which with lower secondary 278 8 18 46 39 19 36 18 10 84 218 60

Other general schools with special status 134 6 3 30 16 6 26 14 2 31 14 120

Part-time vocational schools (dual system) 157 4 11 25 28 13 20 23 8 25 151 6

Vocational schools (BM S, BHS) 530 24 41 105 101 43 86 48 20 62 331 199

Teacher training schools (ISCED 3 & 4) 42 1 1 8 7 2 8 5 1 9 21 21

Schools for healthcare professions 248 9 10 46 48 17 39 29 7 43 169 79

School type Total

Bur-

gen-

land

Carinthia
Lower 

Austria

Upper 

Austria
Salzburg Styria Tyrol

Vor-

arlberg
Vienna

T o tal 1 135 35 74 206 203 79 153 101 56 227

Compulsory schools  568 18 35 111 106 39 76 52 31 100

Primary schools  328 10 21 63 59 21 43 28 17 66

General/ New Secondary Schools  210 7 13 41 42 15 29 21 12 29

Special schools  14 1 4 1 2 1 2 1 3

Pre-Vocational Schools  16 1 3 3 1 2 2 1 3

Academic Secondary Schools  200 6 13 35 28 14 27 14 8 57

of which with lower secondary  108 3 7 21 15 7 13 7 4 31

Other general schools with special status  9 1 1 1 1 5

Part-time vocational schools (dual system)  128 2 9 19 28 10 19 13 7 21

Vocational schools (BM S, BHS)  190 8 15 35 34 15 24 16 9 34

Teacher training schools (ISCED 3 & 4)  16 1 2 3 1 2 2 5

Schools for healthcare professions  21 1 3 4 1 3 3 1 4
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(Universitätslehrgänge) (Statistics Austria, 2014a, p. 32). In 2013/14, 29,037 students attended 
study programmes at university colleges of teacher education (PH), 45,541 students attended 
study programmes at universities of applied sciences, and 298,527 students attended study 
programmes at universities (Statistics Austria, 2014b). 

Public, private and religious schools  

68. Public school providers are the Laender or municipalities for compulsory schools (including part-
time vocational schools in the dual system, BS), and the Federal Government for AHS and 
BMHS. The creation of private schools is regulated by the Private Schools Act 
(Privatschulgesetz). A private school can be created, according to the law, by a) any Austrian 
citizen

6
, b) any regional authority (Gebietskörperschaft), church or recognised religious 

community, corporation under public law, and c) Austrian legal entities. Even foreign entities are, 
under specific conditions, allowed to create schools.  

69. Figure 6 shows the distribution of schools by provider. The Federal Government is the provider of 
555 schools (9.2% of the total number of schools), the Laender run 321 schools (5.3%) while the 
municipalities are the most important providers, maintaining three quarters of the schools (4,468 
schools, 74.2%). The most important provider of private schools is the Catholic Church (287 
schools, 4.8%). Non-religious associations are providers of 195 schools (3.2%). Most of the 195 
schools run by associations are (statutory) schools of general education (102; 52.3%), while 
11.3% (22) of the associations act as school providers of vocational (statutory) schools and 
colleges. Statutory schools include vocational schools and colleges, progressive education schools 
like Waldorf, Montessori and Pestalozzi schools and Education Workshops (óBildungswerkstªtten 
nach Wildô), but also schools with special curriculum priorities (music, sport) and schools with a 
foreign curriculum.    

Figure 6: Distribution of school providers 

  

Source: Statistics Austria, 2015b, p. 70. 

                                                      
 
6 Except if  there are known issues, e.g. the person is is morally not reliable.  
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The regulatory and legislative framework governing the school system 

70. In Austria, general legislation on school organisation and implementation of school education is 
provided by federal laws, namely  

a. the Federal Constitutional Law (Bundesverfassungsgesetz, Art. 14 and 14a), regulating 
legislative and administrative responsibilities and competences between the federal level 
and the provinces, 

b. the Federal School Organisation Act (Schulorganisationsgesetz, SchOG), (a) regulating 
broad distinctions of school types and structures, free accessibility of public schools, 
general frameworks for curricula, possibilities for school pilot projects (Schulversuche), 
and (b) providing general regulations for distinct school types concerning (compulsory) 
subjects, admission requirements, provision of teaching staff, numbers of pupils per class 
(Klassenschülerzahlen), etc., 

c. the Federal School Education Act (Schulunterrichtsgesetz, SchUG), regulating admission 
and entry to schools, qualifying examinations, the internal organisation of learning 
(classes, groups), day-care in (full-time) schools, educational responsibilities and tuition 
principles, instruction language, assessment of performance and grading, conditions of 
school success, advancement through educational levels, optional subjects, school events, 
etc., 

d. the Federal School Supervision Law (Bundes-Schulaufsichtsgesetz, B-SchAufsG) 
regulating the supervision of schools and the responsibilities and status of 
provincial/municipal school boards (Landesschulräte/Stadtschulrat),  

e. the service codes for teachers employed by the Laender (Landeslehrer-Dienstrechtsgesetz, 
LDG) and for teachers at federal schools who are employed according to the general 
regulations for federal civil servants (Beamtendienstrechts-Gesetz, 
Vertragsbedienstetengesetz), both in combination with the Federal Act on the 
Remuneration of Public Servants (Gehaltsgesetz), and 

f. the Federal Compulsory School Law (Schulpflichtgesetz, SchPflG), providing for 
compulsory schooling of nine years for all minors with permanent residence in Austria.

7
 

71. For online access to the mentioned laws see above in the abbreviation section in óSelected federal 
laws ï Translation and Online Sourcesô. 

72. Federal framework laws are complemented by provincial implementing laws detailing the 
implementation within the Laender. For example, for the Land of Salzburg, the following 
provincial laws exist: Schulaufsichts-Ausführungsgesetz, Schulorganisations-Ausführungsgesetz, 
Salzburger Berufsschulorganisations-Ausführungsgesetz, Salzburger Schulzeit-Ausführungsgesetz 
and Landeslehrer-Diensthoheitsgesetz. The provincial laws introduce a diversification of the 
implementation of federal regulations between the Laender. 

73. General legislation has the nature of a more general framework which has to be filled in by 
implementing laws. Accordingly, general federal school legislation shows relatively high stability 
over time. This corresponds with a rather high number of school pilot projects, and is an issue of 
regular political debate and criticism. About half of Austriaôs schools implement such a pilot 
project on the basis of an exemption from general school legislation. 

2.1A Recent and ongoing reforms to the organisation of schools 

74. Even though the public has the impression that reforms in the education system are often blocked, 
numerous projects to reform and redesign the organisation and management of schools were 
initiated in the last decade, and further reforms are envisaged. Major projects are the reform of 
lower secondary education, the reform of the teacher service codes and teacher training, the 

                                                      
 
7 Under certain conditions, home-schooling is possible. 
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introduction of educational standards, the expansion of compulsory education to one year of free-
of-charge pre-primary education, and the implementation of centralised final examinations at 
AHS and BHS. Further reforms are under debate, such as a reform of school administration with 
greater autonomy for individual schools, and the extension of compulsory education or training 
until the age of 18. 

75. Minor reforms seem to have been implemented in even greater numbers, including a reform of 
upper secondary instruction, language testing and support in pre-primary education, a new 
structure for school inspection and improved quality management systems (SQA and QIBB), and a 
programme combining Matura (ISCED 3A) with apprenticeship schemes (Lehre mit 
Reifeprüfung). 

76. More immediate policy priorities and education targets for the current 5-year government period 
can be identified from the coalition contract of the Federal Government 2013-2018 
(Bundeskanzleramt, 2013). For education, the governmental work programme emphasises in 
particular: 

Strengthening of elementary education and the transition to primary school; improvement of the 
transition from lower to secondary education with better career choice and creation of additional career 
choices in relation to pre-vocational school (PTS); ensuring a better transition between school and 
apprenticeship programmes;  expansion of full-day school; widening of school autonomy and 
cooperation between schools and parents / students; further development of inclusive education 
(special educational needs groups); implementation of a new teacher education system; improvements 
in school management. 

Reform of lower secondary education 

77. Backed by international evidence that associates early tracking with a higher dispersion of 
educational performance in lower secondary school and stronger effects of family background on 
individual student performance, the negative effects of this feature of the Austrian school system 
have been highlighted repeatedly by the OECD and the EU. Austria is one of the OECD countries 
with the highest disparities in socio-economic background between studentsô educational 
performance and opportunities (OECD, 2014a).  

78. With the intention of diminishing effects of socio-economic background on studentsô 
performance, the new secondary school (Neue Mittelschule, NMS) was introduced in the 2008/09 
school year as a pilot project. NMS was originally designed as a comprehensive school for all 10- 
to 14-year-olds (comprising grades 5 to 8) with the overall objective of abolishing early tracking 
in the long run. Due to a political compromise within the government coalition (Social Democrats 
in favour of comprehensive schooling; Christian Democrats defending early tracking), all lower 
secondary stages of AHS continued to exist as a parallel track and AHS are only invited to join on 
a project basis.

8
 The NMS basically applies the curricula of AHS and aims to open up better 

opportunities to its students to continue their education at a school providing the secondary school 
leaving certificate (matriculation examination). Better results in NMS should be achieved by 
applying new pedagogical approaches, in particular more individualised and project-based 
learning and competence orientation. To achieve these objectives, additional teaching resources 
(in particular for team teaching in core subjects) are appropriated to NMS. However, conceptual 
details of the new school type had not been clearly defined and were subject to changes over time, 
as discussed by Eder, Altrichter, Hofmann, & Weber (2015). The implementation thus followed 
rough cornerstones only and schools differ substantially in the extent to which intended features 
of the reform were taken on board. Eder et al. classified more than 20% of schools as not 
changing to a new teaching style. 

79. In 2012 the Austrian Parliament adopted the legal regulations for a system-wide roll-out of the 
pilot trial, thus already integrating the NMS into the regular school system before the end of the 
initially agreed testing phase and well before the impact evaluation of the pilot trial had become 

                                                      
 
8 
In the school year 2013/14, eleven out of 268 AHS with lower secondary grades participated in the trial to operate as NMS: three 

in Carinthia, seven in Vienna and one in Styria. 

http://www.neuemittelschule.at/
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available (February 2015). The introduction of the NMS was subjected to an audit. The Federal 
Court of Audit (2013b) specifically criticised the premature roll-out decision and the substantially 
higher costs for teaching staff in NMS (ú 7,200 per student compared to ú 6,600 in the previous 
HS) while there was no evidence of its effectiveness at that time. 

80. The summative evaluation of the impact of NMS on pupilsô achievements was published in 
February 2015 (Eder et al., 2015).

 
Though it was limited to a small proportion of all NMS, i.e. 

schools that had been part of the pilot phase (the first two waves of schools that made the 
transition), the evaluation revealed deficits in the implementation of the reform and its 
pedagogical approach in the majority of the evaluated schools, resulting in average student 
achievements which, for the most part, had not improved compared to the previous HS with the 
exception of slight improvements in the quality of learning culture (Eder et al. 2015). 

81. For the time being, no further structural reforms regarding compulsory schooling are planned at 
federal level, however at Laender level new pilot projects or pilot regions on comprehensive 
schooling are currently being planned and implemented (Tyrol, Vorarlberg). Generally, the issue 
of comprehensive schooling until the age of 14 (or at least the age of 12 as a compromise) versus 
maintaining early student tracking remains a controversial topic in the public and political debate.  

Other reform priorities 

82. Another reform with implications for the structure of the school system is the implementation of 
the óUN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilitiesô in the area of education (Art. 24) 
as part of a cross-sector National Action Plan 2020 of the Federal Government. While integrative 
education was already introduced to the Austrian mainstream schooling system in 1993, today still 
about half of the pupils with special needs are enrolled in special needs schools - with significant 
differences in rates across the Laender (see chapter 2.7). óInclusive regionsò are currently being 
piloted across Austria with the aim of enhancing inclusion in mainstream schooling by giving 
regional special needs schools a stronger coordinative role with regard to pedagogy and resource 
distribution. Based on these pilot projects, a detailed development concept is to be agreed between 
Bund, Laender and municipalities with the aim of rolling out inclusive regions across Austria by 
2020. Accompanying measures mainly address the continuing training and initial training of 
teachers: Inclusive pedagogy will be part of the training for all teachers under the new teacher 
training scheme (being implemented from autumn 2015). Another key measure of the National 
Action Plan is to widen barrier-free education offers and support, in particular in relation to 
learning materials and buildings (barrier-free access to federal schools). 

83. In 2010, a free compulsory year of pre-primary education was introduced. Currently an additional 
year of free-of-charge compulsory pre-primary education is under discussion.  

84. In 2012, educational standards for mathematics, German and English in grades 4 and 8 were 
defined, to be periodically assessed in nationwide tests. The standards define the skills and 
competences that students should typically have acquired by the end of primary and lower 
secondary education and therefore set achievement targets that schools can be held accountable 
for. The aim is to ensure that all pupils achieve sufficient levels of basic competences in these 
subjects and to give feedback to all primary and lower secondary schools to develop teaching 
quality. Schools are expected to use their results to elaborate a development plan followed by 
annual meetings between school leaders and inspectors in the framework of SQA (see also chapter 
5.5). The first cycle of testing of the standards started in 2012. The national testing of educational 
standards complements Austriaôs participation in international large-scale assessments and aims to 
enable an evidence-based school development process. 

85. A priority of the current governmental work programme is the expansion of all-day schooling. 
Austrian primary and secondary schools were traditionally part-time schools, operating in the 
morning. With an increasing number of children whose parents are both working full-time as well 
as single parent families, the demand for day care is on the rise. Also the target of increasing 
equity in education is leading to initiatives to provide more all-day schooling in Austria. Since the 
school year 2006/2007, schools have been obliged to offer all-day programmes if at least 15 
parents request it. Currently there are two forms of all-day schooling that can be introduced, fully 
integrated all-day programmes and optional afternoon school. Even though there is widespread 
consensus amongst researchers and practitioners that only the fully integrated form can achieve 
the educational goals linked to all-day programmes, optional afternoon schooling is far more 
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widespread. To allow for the introduction of a fully integrated all-day programme, two thirds of 
parents and of teachers have to vote in favour of implementation. As a consequence, demand for 
all-day schooling is rising, while most of it is being implemented as optional afternoon school 
without an integrated curriculum, thus focusing rather on day care. Rising demand is shown by the 
estimated deficit in the number of available day care places, with 103,500 places available and 
125,500 places demanded (see Hörl, Dämon, Popp, Bacher, & Lachmayr, 2012). Funding for 
additional full-day schools is shared between the federal and Laender level. The planned funds for 
the expansion of all-day schooling in general compulsory schools in the budget 2015 totalled ú 
109 mio. However, until 2015 provinces had not requested all the earmarked funds, thus moving 
more slowly towards all-day schooling than the Federal Ministry hoped. 

86. Substantial reforms of teacher training (PädagogInnenbildung NEU) are underway, diminishing 
the structural differences in the teaching force between teachers at federal and provincial schools. 
This reform requires closer cooperation between universities and university colleges of teacher 
education (PH).  

87. Compulsory education in Austria ends at the age of 15 (9
th
 grade), which is rather early compared 

to other European countries (Eurydice, no year). The Government plans to address this situation 
by reforming education and training regulations. It is planned to replace the currently existing 
training guarantee with an obligation for all youths to participate in education or training until 
they have reached their 18

th
 year of age. Implemented and financed in cooperation between the 

Ministry responsible for social affairs and labour and BMBF, the intention is not just to extend 
compulsory education, but to allow for forms of education, especially targeted at pupils at risk of 
dropping out and at NEETs.  

88. The substantial reform of the federal and provincial teacher service codes is on its way and is 
discussed in chapter 4.6. A recent school administration reform, which includes the abolishment 
of district level inspectors, is discussed below in point 124. A further reform of school 
administration is envisaged, as discussed in chapter 1.4. 

2.2 Education environment 

Importance of education in society 

89. The education of their children is of utmost importance to parents in Austria. This general 
statement may be validated by three facts: 

a. In representative samples, Schlögl & Lachmayr (2004) as well as Dornmayr, Lachmayr & 
Rothmüller (2009) found that parents give thoroughly thought out decisions on the school 
career. Due to the rather early segregation between HS/NMS and AHS-U at the age of 10 
(cf. section 2.1), concerns about school accessibility and school choice emerge early in 
primary school. 

b. There is an ongoing trend towards higher levels of education in all regions of Austria: 
Between 1990 and 2010, the overall ratio of pupils in AHS to pupils in HS/NMS (5

th
 to 8

th
 

year of schooling) increased from about 1:3 to 1:2 (Bruneforth & Lassnigg, 2012, p. 34). 
Even though there are notable regional differences accountable to reachability of AHS 
(Statistics Austria 2014c), the trend is general and exists for regions with a low density of 
AHS as well. In such regions this often indicates long travel distances to schools that 
parents accept in return for the fulfilment of educational aspirations for their children (cf. 
Schlögl, 2011, p. 108, cf. Schlögl & Lachmayr, 2004, p. 68 ff, cf. Schmidinger & Siwek, 
2010, p. 239). 

c. Parents invest considerably in private lessons and tutoring. Data from context 
questionnaires on the periodic tests of educational standards in Austria (calculations based 
on BIST-Ü, B4, 2010) reveals that in the fourth grade about 7% of parents pay for weekly 
private lessons for the subject German and about 5% for the subject mathematics. 
Combining the subjects and including parents that pay for private lessons at least 
sometimes (infrequently), about 16% of parents of children in fourth grade invest in 
private lessons outside of schools. For the eighth grade it is known that 17% of pupils 
frequently learn mathematics in private lessons, 27% at least sometimes (calculations 
based on BIST-Ü, M8, 2012). The prevalence of private lessons is slightly higher in AHS 
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than in HS/NMS. Based on a representative questionnaire in 2,901 households, IFES 
(2013, p. 8) calculated that Austrian parents spend over ú 100,000,000 a year on private 
lessons. That is close to ú 100 per pupil. 

90. While children from parents of lower socioeconomic status participate more often in after-school 
lessons (r=.14), their educational aspirations ï indicated by the desire for the children to achieve 
the general qualification for university entrance (matriculation examination) ï are generally lower 
than those of children from families with higher socioeconomic status (r=-.25). (Calculations 
based on BIST-Ü, B4, 2010). 

Key traditions, cultures and values 

91. Key traditions, cultures and values in Austrian education may be identified by the following 
aspects: 

first, the tradition of apprenticeship in vocational education, related to the sector of small 
enterprises and their strong interest representation through the chambers and reflected in 
the Trade Regulation (Gewerbeordnung), has been successfully carried on through the 
various ages and regimes and is still lively today;  

secondly, the perception and treatment of education as a strongly politicised and conflictive 
issue has prevailed in particular since the interwar period (there is often referred to a 
dictum by the Baroque empress Maria Theresia óSchool is a politicum.ô), and mainly 
reflected in a conflict between elite reproduction and democratisation that leads to a 
trapped dilemma between keeping to the traditional AHS and the attempts to alleviate the 
problems of very early tracking at age 10;  

thirdly, the tradition of public servants as a significant social category related to the tradition 
of the corporatist welfare state mainly established in the difficult period immediately after 
the First World War and the dissolution of the Habsburg Empire;  

 
92. These old traditions lead to quite severe and seemingly unresolvable specific issues today: 

a. The old trade-off between achievement and equality/equity is still guiding the political 
developments and discourses, in particular concerning the early tracking at the lower 
secondary level; the disputes related to this topic are reaching deep into the everyday 
practices, and are taking up a lot of energy which could otherwise be used for 
improvement; to some extent, the strong cultural traditions also preclude the use of 
research and evidence for improvement, as ideological beliefs remain stronger than their 
questioning by evidence. 

b. The public servant tradition seems to guide much of the basic logic of the discourses 
around financing education. The virtual combination of this tradition with corporatism and 
the close embeddedness of the interest representation in the governance of the public 
sector constitute, to some extent, taboos concerning the professionalisation of the teachers. 
The strong logic of trade unionism and negotiations about every small point of interest 
representation prevails over professional organisation and issues of professional 
development.  

c. The strong emphasis on vocational education keeps this sector also somehow separate 
from the mainstream political conflicts and protected by social partnership.  

The role of media 

93. Education and school policy are given significant room in the media, notably supra-regional 
newspapers report on schooling issues on an almost daily basis. International comparisons, 
notably the PISA study (Martens & Niemann 2010), but also national testing of educational 
standards, are subject to intense media reporting around the days of publishing and draw a lot of 
public attention to the topic of school quality. Lately, the implementation of the standardised final 
exam at upper secondary level has been receiving a lot of media interest and various guest 
authored comments in newspapers demonstrate that this reform is still seen as rather controversial 
among some stakeholders, including teacher unions.  

94. There is a general tendency in Austria to fight political conflict over school policy issues via the 
media which, over time, may have contributed to lowering the image of school quality, the 
teaching profession and their union representatives as well as damaging the public perception of 
school policy makers. Against this background, a more recent phenomenon is that newspaper 
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columnists, stakeholders and political actors increasingly disparage education experts in a 
systematic way as óthe so-called education expertsò. 

95. Moreover, while this cannot be backed up by evidence, it appears that media reporting on 
schooling has at least to some extent contributed to a growing societal desire for ómajor education 
reformô although there appears to be neither common understanding about the subjects nor a clear 
societal agreement on the objectives of such a reform. Because of the politicised notion of 
education in Austria, there is also a strong tendency with the reporting of the media, however, to 
blow air into each small oven of conflict, thus creating a field of discontent, strengthening the 
conflictive climate, and increasing unrealistic expectations, instead of backing the discourses by 
increasing information and knowledge. 

2.3 Objectives of the education system and student learning objectives  

Objectives of the education system 

96. The Austrian national Constitution describes the key goals of the education system (Art. 14 B-
VG). Three goals can be emphasised: (i) equity outcomes of education are to be independent of 
origin, social situation and financial background, (ii) a maximum level of educational 
achievement and attainment and (iii) the goal to ensure that all youths become capable of 
participating in cultural and economic life and participating in society.   

97. Student learning objectives can be distinguished into subject matter objectives (fachliche 
Kompetenzen) and cross-curricular competences, those goals beyond the core competences taught 
in individual subjects and which are of particular importance in Austrian schools. Legally, the 
educational mandate of Austrian schools is regulated in the School Organisation Act (SchOG §2) 
and is based on universal goals and cross-curricular competences. In addition, the curricula (with 
their óprinciples of didacticsò) regulate the content for different subjects. In 2008, education 
standards (Bildungsstandards) were introduced. They describe learning outcomes by defining the 
skills that pupils should have acquired. They are defined for the subjects German, reading, writing 
and mathematics in primary school; and German, mathematics and English in lower secondary 
school. Standards are derived from the curriculum, but can be monitored.  (BGBl. II no. 1/2009 
and BGBl. II no. 282/2011). 

98. The School Organisation Act also emphasises the importance of preparation for working life and 
lifelong learning. The diversification of the system of secondary education is enshrined in the 
Constitution, which also states that education goals are specific for different school forms. The 
School Organisation Act therefore states the mandate of school types separately. It is notable that 
with the introduction of the NMS, the emphasis in the mandate for compulsory schools for grades 
5 to 8 shifted from preparation for working life to preparation for upper secondary education. One 
difference between the school types NMS and AHS is that the latter already emphasises in lower 
secondary deeper general knowledge (Allgemeinbildung) and preparation for university education 
while the focus of NMS is on basic general knowledge and preparation for working life. Yet, with 
the implementation of centralised competency oriented exams as part of the school leaving 
examinations (matriculation examination), it is sometimes criticised in public debate that general 
knowledge is not given enough emphasis anymore.  

99. Curricula are complemented by a list of 12 cross-curricular óinstructional principlesò 
(Unterrichtsprinzipien) and óeducational concernsò formulated by the Ministry. The óinstructional 
principlesò mainly regulate cross-curricular competences, such as media education, civic 
education, education for gender equality, environmental education, health and sex education. 
Educational policy has thus far endeavoured to meet specific challenges produced by 
technological or societal developments by constantly introducing new óprinciplesò and óconcernsò. 
Even though legally binding, cross-curricular goals are currently seen as having less impact on 
school than curricular goals (cf. Eder, & Hofmann, 2012).  

2.4 Distribution of responsibilities within the school system  

Levels of education administration and interaction 

100. In Austria, responsibilities for legislation and implementation in school education are split 
between the federal and provincial governments, as laid down in Art. 14 of the Federal 
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Constitution (cf. BMUKK, BMWF 2008, pp.11-15, also for the following paragraphs). As regards 
legislative and administrative competences, the following basic logic applies (see also chapter 
2.2): 

101. The federal level is responsible for all (framework) legislation, including the service code 
for teachers, and for quality assurance and curricula.  

102. The Laender are responsible for legislation concerning the management of teaching 
resources for Landesschulen (Landeslehrerdiensthoheit) and for implementing legislation that 
further details all federal framework legislation relevant for provincial schools. In addition, the 
Laender are responsible for legislation and implementation in the field of pre-primary education, 
i.e. kindergarten, except for the training of kindergarten pedagogues which is a federal 
competence. A national framework curriculum for ECEC was jointly developed in 2009 by the 9 
Laender and the BMBF, which is responsible for the training of ECEC pedagogues

9
. 

103. As regards school administration, the distinction between federal schools (Bundesschulen) 
and provincial schools (Landesschulen, general compulsory schools) can help to understand the 
complex distribution of responsibilities:  

a. Federal schools are mainly academic secondary schools (AHS), full-time vocational 
secondary schools (BMS, BHS) and some schools related to teacher training institutions 
and schools for teachers at kindergarten. 

b. Provincial schools are general compulsory primary and lower secondary schools (VS, 
HS/NMS, ASO) and the pre-vocational PTS and part-time vocational schools (BS) at the 
upper secondary level. However, a number of exceptions to the general rules exist, e.g. 
some VS are federal schools as they function as training schools for PH. 

104. This distinction is also important to understand the differing employment conditions of 
teachers who are either federal teachers (Bundeslehrer) or provincial teachers (Landeslehrer) ï a 
distinction which will gradually be removed by the new service code for teachers entering into the 
school system. 

105. There are three main institutional bodies involved in implementation and management of 
school education. The authority at the central level is the Federal Minister of Education and the 
Federal Ministry, currently named Federal Ministry of Education and Womenôs Affairs 
(óBundesministerium für Bildung und Frauenô, abbr. BMBF).

10
  At the provincial level there is a 

provincial school board in each Land, a decentralised federal agency that is mainly responsible for 
the administration of federal schools. The school departments at the Offices of the Provincial 
Government (Amt der Landesregierung) are responsible for provincial schools.  

106. In addition to the federal and provincial authorities, municipalities are the school providers 
for most provincial schools (provision of school buildings, infrastructure and non-teaching staff 
such as janitors). District level authorities have not had a role in the school system since the 2013 
administration reform. 

Historical roots of the governance system 

107. The system introduced above is marked by a fragmentation of administrative and 
legislative competences, which is the result of a historical disagreement between centralists and 
federalists over Austriaôs governance at the time of the elaboration of its constitution in 1920. 
Competences for the governance of the school system were introduced in the Constitution only in 
1962 by amendment, which included also the entrenchment of political boards (provincial school 
boards) in the execution of administrative competences. The basic thrust of the regulation was to 
create self-binding mechanisms against changes to structures in the system, with a constitutional 
quorum and interlinked responsibilities between the federal and the Laender level. 

                                                      
 
9
 Ämter der Landesregierungen der österreichischen Bundesländer, Magistrat der Stadt Wien, Bundesministerium für Unterricht, 

Kunst und Kultur, 2009. https://www.bmbf.gv.at/ministerium/vp/2009/bildungsrahmenplan_18698.pdf?4dtiae  
10 Some vocational schools, namely for health and agriculture education, fall under the authority of other ministries.  
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108. The 1962 reform was negotiated by the two big coalition parties at the time (Social 
Democrats and Peopleôs Party/Christian Democrats). In order to ófreezeô the big conflicts from the 
past about school structures, they agreed to transform these issues into constitutional law requiring 
a two-thirds quorum to change it, in order to ensure that one side of the conflict cannot change the 
structure unilaterally. This solution, however, has not solved the issues but has trapped the actors 
in an unending conflict without the prospect of a solution. 

109. In addition to the quorum, the interlinking of the political and administrative levels has 
been fixed, with the background that the Laender and the municipalities have also been embedded 
into the party political conflict. Historically there is the conflict between Vienna with its Social 
Democratic government and the conservative rural provinces, which is still echoed by quite 
fundamentally different structures between the two. Ever since, the complex distribution of 
competences has been subject to political conflict between the federal and the Laender level and 
has resulted in a permanent conflict of interest, excessive detail of regulation, lack of control and 
transparency and diverging implementing legislation by the Laender. 

 

Figure 7: The Governance of Austrian Schools 

 

Note: Schools (with their numbers) are shown for a given provider when the number of schools provided represents more than 10% of schools of a 

given type. 

 

Composition and role of provincial school boards 

110. Provincial school boards (Landesschulräte and in Vienna Stadtschulrat) consist of their 
president, the collegiate board and the office led by an administrative director. In all provinces the 
presidentsô functions are delegated to executive presidents (ôAmtsf¿hrende/r Prªsident/inô, to be 
distinguished from the administrative directors). 

111. Provincial school boards can be considered as óhybridsò between federal and Laender 
authorities: established by Constitution under the authority of the Federal Minister (Art. 81a 
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BVG) and subject to his/her directives, they comprise strong federal elements expressed by the 
following: The governors of the Laender and thus the highest political representatives within each 
Land who are elected by the Laender parliaments are the presidents of the collegiate boards 
(Kollegium) of the provincial school boards, and in this role are under the directives of the Federal 
Minister. The voting members of the collegiate boards of provincial school boards are nominated 
by the political parties relative to their number of seats in the Laender parliaments. Amongst the 
voting members of the collegiate boards there have to be teachers as well as representatives of 
students and parents. The members without voting rights should include representatives of 
religious groups, employees and business. Due to the double reporting structure of provincial 
school boards (to the provincial parliament and the BMBF), the hierarchy of responsibilities at the 
provincial level is distributed in a fragmented way between the BMBF and provincial 
representation. 

 

The composition of a collegiate board of a provincial school board 

The size and composition of education boards differs from state to state. In Salzburg, for example, 
there are, next to the president, 14 voting members representing teachers or schools and 17 further 
members from the public, of which at least 14 have to be parents of students in the province. In 
addition there are members without voting rights: two from the Catholic and two from the Protestant 
Church, one from each other religious group with more than 2000 citizens in the state, one 
representative from the chamber of commerce and one from the chamber of workers, the executive 
director of the school board, state school inspectors and a representative of the school medical service, 
one student representative and one representative from the staff representation of teachers (Lehrer-
Personalvertretung) (Provincial Law Gazette No. 67/1995, 2015). 

 

112. Provincial school boards with their collegiate boards take the following responsibilities for 
federal and provincial schools: They are responsible for general directives and regulations on the 
basis of existing laws and ordinances (e.g. curricula), the submission of expert opinions on draft 
laws and regulations, school supervision and administration of Federal Government funds. The 
provincial school boards further comprise the school inspections with specialised inspectors per 
type of school, i.e. provincial school inspectors, general compulsory school inspectors and 
inspectors for vocational schools. Inspectors are responsible for quality management and play a 
central role in the compulsory quality management programmes SQA and QIBB. They are also 
charged with balancing interests between pupils, parents and teachers. As such, they are a contact 
point for complaints.  

113. Provincial school boards have, in addition, the responsibilities for the administration of 
federal schools and federal teachers, the implementation of the teacher service code for federal 
teachers and for their staff representation. The collegiate board makes proposals for teachers for 
federal schools to be appointed by the Federal Minister. The provincial governments or 
municipalities have no responsibilities for federal schools. 

114. The responsibilities of the provincial government in implementation and management 
concerning Landesschulen and kindergartens are carried out by the Office of the Provincial 
Government (Amt der Landesregierung), specifically by its respective school departments 
(Schulabteilungen). They serve as employers of provincial teachers, implement the teacher service 
code and ensure staff representation for provincial teachers. The office is responsible for the 
recruitment, appointment and appraisal of teachers and head teachers, for cooperation with the 
municipalities on the establishment and maintenance of these schools, and provincial government 
support for school infrastructure. However, provincial school boards often have the right to 
participate in decisions on such matters (for example appointment of school leaders. The 
provincial government and its office are responsible for the external organisation of schools: 
organisational forms, establishment, maintenance and closure of schools; school catchment areas; 
setting of the number of pupils per class, regulation of teaching time, school time and calendar. 

115. In five of the nine provinces, teaching resource management for Landesschulen, a key task 
of the óschool departmentô of the provincial government, has technically been integrated in the 
provincial school board for reasons of efficiency. In these cases, the provincial government also 
transfers staff to the provincial school board or compensates the federal level for administrative 
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staff costs. The final responsibility for issues related to Landeslehrer remains with the provincial 
governor, however.  

Table 3: Overview of responsibilities for different school types 

 Provincial schools Federal schools 

 

 

 General compulsory schools 

(VS, HS/NMS, ASO, PTS) 

Part-time vocational schools 

(BS) 

(AHS, BHS, BMS) 

Legislative competence Framework legislation: Federal 

government 

Implementing legislation: Land 

Framework legislation: Federal 

government 

Implementing legislation: Land 

Federal government 

School infrastructure 

provider (ógesetzlicher 

Schulerhalterô) 

Municipality; or clusters of 

municipalities; or Land 

Land Federal government 

School maintenance School provider Land Federal government 

Establishment of 

schools 

School provider + consultation of  

provincial school board + permit from  

government of the Land 

Land + consultation of provincial 

school board + consultation of WKÖ & 

AK 

Federal government 

School closure a) on application from municipality / 

Land + consultation of provincial 

school board + permit from 
government of Land  

b) on initiative of Land + consultation 

of provincial school board 

Government of Land + consultation of 

provincial school board 

  

Federal government 

School catchment areas Government of Land (ex officio) or 

application from municipality + in 

both cases consultation of regional 

education  board and concerned 

municipalities 

Government of Land + regional 

education  board + consultation of 

WKÖ & AK  

Does not exist 

Financing of school 

maintenance 

School operator (possibly including 

transfer payments of other 

municipalities) 

Land Federal government 

Teaching resources Employer: Land 

Salaries refunded by federal 

government (100%) 

Employer: Land (50% of costs) 

Salaries refunded by federal 

government (50%) 

Employer: Federal 

government 

Salaries: Federal 

government 

Non-teaching staff School operator Land Fed. government 

Appointment of school 

leaders 

Laender governments, on proposal 

from provincial school board 

Laender governments, on proposal from 

provincial school board 

Federal government on 

proposal from 

provincial school board 

Quality assurance School leaders School leaders School leaders 

Quality control  Compulsory school inspector (federal 

official, adjunct to provincial school 

board) 

Compulsory school inspector (federal 

official, adjunct to provincial school 

board) 

Provincial school 

inspector (federal 

official, adjunct to 

provincial school 

board) 

 

116. Municipalities and individual schools play only a minor role in school-related decision-
making when compared to other countries (OECD 2012a, chap. D6); especially when it comes to 
human resources, resource management and structural planning (cf. ibid.). In general, 
municipalities are the (public) employers of kindergarten teachers, but have no management or 
supervising role in compulsory schools. Municipalities are only responsible for non-teaching staff 
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and the infrastructure of general compulsory schools (APS). (Steiner & Härtel, 2011, p. 7). 
District level competences for schooling were entirely abolished only recently (see below). 

117. As a consequence of the hierarchical organisation of the system, which follows the logic of 
public administration, most schools are organised as dependent administrative units 
(nachgeordnete Dienststellen) of the Federal Ministry or Laender school authorities. The extent to 
which schools can make autonomous decisions regarding institutional issues (notably the 
recruitment of teachers, resource management) is therefore relatively small. Compared to the 
OECD average (41%), only 31% of the decisions in public lower secondary education are taken at 
school level. Particularly low is the share of schools in decision-making for personnel 
management at 4%, compared with 31% for the OECD average) and resource management (21% 
compared with 32% for the OECD average). In contrast, the autonomy of schools in organisation 
of learning is relatively high (89% compared with 75% for the OECD average) (OECD 2012a, 
tables D6.1, D6.2a, D6.2b.).  

118. Despite the limited school autonomy, the topic has been a political issue in Austria since 
the early 1990s. The debate got more or less stuck in structural issues, and a kind of duality has 
emerged between school development at the micro level, to some extent promoted by quality 
models and initiatives, on the one hand, and the political debates about óproviding more 
autonomyô to schools on the other hand. This ï to some extent heated ï debate has resulted in only 
minor amendments, which could not change the basic structures (Lassnigg, Schappelwein & 
Pitlik, 2009; Schratz & Hartmann, 2009). An attempt to change the practices at the school level by 
introducing a new curriculum which should relate the teachersô decisions about content to 
strategies of school development (Lehrplan 2000) did not succeed at the practice level because of 
the resistance of the trade unions. In the 2000s, school autonomy was also strongly related to the 
political turbulences around right wing populism and was discredited as a strategy to óoutsourceô 
austerity measures from the political level to the school level. 

Parent and student representation 

119. Since the attempts to increase democratisation and co-determination in the school system 
in the 1970s, a comprehensive system of school partnership has been established that includes 
parentsô and studentsô representatives. For VS, HS, NMS and ASO the school forum 
(Schulforum), with parentsô and teachersô representatives, represents the school community. For 
higher schools (AHS, BHS, BMS, PTS and BS) the school community committee 
(Schulgemeinschaftsausschuss), including pupilsô representatives, fulfils this role. Similar 
representation exists within school at class level. 

120. The school forum or community committee decides on matters pertaining to school or 
school-related events, career counselling at school, as well as health care and hygiene, which go 
beyond the level of the individual class. It also provides advice on important issues in education 
and teaching (e.g. implementation of all-day schooling models, school pilot projects, etc.) and it is 
heard in the process of appointing school leaders. 

121. Permanent establishments for consultation with the school partners are the Parentsô 
Advisory Council at the Federal Ministry of Education and Womenôs Affairs and the Federal 
Studentsô Union (Bundesschülervertretung), the existence of which is guaranteed by law 
(Schülervertretungsgesetz). Parentsô and pupilsô representation (Landesschülervertretung) is also 
established at the level of the Laender. 

Other agencies 

122. The Federal Institute of Education Research, Innovation and Development of the Austrian 
School System (BIFIE) is an independent legal entity funded by the BMBF. It is in charge of the 
implementation of educational standards, national and international assessments, evaluation and 
the implementation of the standardised, competence-oriented school leaving examination (ISCED 
3A).  

123. In total, 9 public university colleges of teacher education (PH) are responsible for pre- and 
in-service teacher training. They are institutions of the BMBF located in almost every Land. 
Another 5 private university colleges of teacher education are run by the church. The PHs play a 
substantial role in implementation of reforms, especially through developing teaching and 
instruction in Austria. 
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Changes in responsibilities within the school system  

124. A recent school administration reform (Schulbehörden-Verwaltungsreformgesetz 2013
11

) 
abolished district education boards, enables multiple school locations to be placed under a single 
school management and assigns greater responsibility to school leaders, continues the further 
development of controlling mechanisms in the deployment of teachers, and also brings about 
increases in efficiency and de-bureaucratisation in school administration. 

125. In this reform, all district education boards (Bezirksschulräte) were abolished as of 1 
August 2014. The responsibilities of district education boards have been passed on to provincial 
school boards. The previous district school inspectors were associated with the provincial school 
board as óinspectors for compulsory schoolingò, while at the same time their number will be 
reduced by 20% by 2018 (mainly through retirements). The physical presence of district school 
authorities has been replaced by sub-provincial level branch offices of the provincial school 
boards which should now cover larger areas (Bildungsregionen) than the administrative districts

12
, 

even though in many cases Bildungsregionen have remained identical to district borders (e.g. in 
Upper Austria). The idea is that these sub-provincial branch offices can ensure the management of 
schools in line with local needs (Eurydice, 2014).  

126. Cost savings are expected to be achieved through the reduction of school inspection staff 
(about ú2.8 million p.a. as from 2018) (BMUKK, 2013) as well as through the abolishment of 
district education boards (mainly in the form of allowances for their sessions) and synergies in 
administrative procedures.  

127. Further efficiencies are expected to be achieved in the compulsory schooling area, where it 
is now possible for several schools and even different school types to be managed by the same 
school leader.  

128. Other measures of this school administration reform package concerned the simplification 
of administration of provincial teachers. Laender can now officially devolve the tasks related to 
teaching staff management of provincial teachers to the provincial school boards, which is today 
the case in 5 of the 9 Laender. It also aimed to improve transparency in the appointment 
procedures of school leaders for Bundesschulen and for school inspectors. As regards school 
autonomy, the Laender can now give a greater role to the school leaders of Landesschulen 
regarding the recruitment of teachers at their school (different mechanisms of participation in the 
appointment procedure, including job interviews, are being established).  

129. The clear focus of further structural consolidation measures is on improving the efficiency 
of school administration: A joint technical expert group composed of Federal Government and 
Laender representatives was established in 2015 to elaborate proposals for administrative reforms 
which will then be negotiated by a high-level political group (Bund-Laender Kommission). The 
aim of the expert groupôs work was to propose solutions for the following issues: simplification of 
administration; recruitment of teaching staff and school leaders, including the reduction of 
political influence in relation to the latter; administration and distribution of teaching staff with a 
focus on the parallel systems for teachers hired by the federal level and those hired by the 
Laender; simplification of responsibilities for school infrastructure, notably the establishment of 
new schools; autonomy at school level. A recent government paper (BMBF, 2015a) based on the 
proposals submitted by the technical expert group identifies major areas for administration reform 
in the education sector and sets a deadline (November 2015) for the finalisation of governmental 
negotiations. 

2.5 Market mechanisms in the school system 

The catchment area principle 

                                                      
 
11 BGBl. I No. 164/2013 
12 For example, in the Land of Styria the 13 administrative districts (year 2015) are grouped into 7 óBildungsregionenô, each being 

managed by compulsory school inspectors at a local branch office of the provincial school board, see http://www.lsr-

stmk.gv.at/cms/beitrag/10099268/2125622/ 
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130. Generally, in Austria there is no freedom of school choice. For reasons of administrative 
planning, children should be enrolled in the school catchment area (Schulsprengel) their families 
live in. Every public general compulsory school (APS) is assigned to a certain school catchment 
area, which is defined by the provincial authorities (see chapter 2.4). If a catchment area 
comprises several schools, provincial law regulates how to assign children to those schools. For 
example, in Vienna the municipality, in consultation with the school board, assigns children to 
schools considering the distance from their home to school and already enrolled siblings.  

131. Yet, there is a tendency to be flexible with the system of school catchment areas. In 
Vienna, catchment areas are not only quite large (municipality district the school is located in and 
the neighbouring districts) and can have several hundred thousand inhabitants, they also overlap. 
In Linz, the capital of Upper Austria, the catchment area principle has been entirely abolished. 
Families can freely enrol their children at schools, and only if there are too many applicants for a 
specific school will the distance from home and existence of siblings already in the school of 
choice be considered as factors for enrolment. The flexibility  of the catchment area regime is a 
response to demand from families and, as such, a response to market mechanisms rather than their 
pro-active introduction. This development can be seen as a consequence of greater school 
autonomy in relation to the development of specific thematic priorities and profiles (see below). 

132. Also enrolment in a school in a different catchment area/municipality is generally possible, 
but requires permission from the concerned authorities, since in this case municipalities have to 
transfer compensation payments for ótheirò children to the municipality hosting the school. 
Schools with specialised curricula, such as music or sports, are exempted from the catchment area 
principle. 

133. For enrolment in AHS, families can freely decide which school they want their child to 
enrol in (within the Land). If too many students apply for a school, students can be assigned to 
other AHS based on distance to school, siblings already enrolled and aptitude. Depending on 
Laender regulations, parents can give a list of schools of their choice as an alternative wish. 

Competition between schools 

134. Currently there is no promotion of competition between schools in the narrow sense. The 
introduction of school autonomy in the 1990s, which included partial autonomy for curriculum 
implementation, has encouraged schools to develop pedagogical priorities and specific subject-
related profiles and become more attractive for (high-achieving) pupils and their parents. As a 
consequence, growing competition between schools can be observed which leads to certain 
selection effects (see Schratz & Hartmann, 2009).  

135. The results of national assessments of education standards, conducted at all schools, are 
not published in order to avoid school rankings and potential segregation effects. Data are only 
provided to the teachers concerned, the school leaders concerned and the responsible school 
inspector, in order to stimulate the schoolsô and teachersô quality development based on ótheirô 
assessment results. Via their representation in the school forum or community committee, the 
parents also receive some information about the achievements of their childrenôs school.  

136. Accountability in the logic of low-stakes intervention has therefore become a more 
important topic in the school system, including through the compulsory introduction of the quality 
management systems SQA and QIBB. The quality management systems also benefit directly from 
the implementation of national educational standards for grades 4 and 8. The implementation of a 
centralised examination for AHS and BHS is also linked to the target of greater accountability. 

2.6 Performance of the school system 

Access and participation  

137. Participation in pre-primary education and childcare institutions for children aged 5 was 
above 95% in 2013, not surprisingly given it is compulsory. But the participation ratio already 
exceeds 94% for 4-year-olds and 80% for 3-year-olds.  For the age group of zero to 2-year-olds, 
one in four children is in an early childhood education and care (ECEC) institution (Statistics 
Austria, 2014c). Yet, in Vienna the participation ratio for 4 and 5-year-olds is well below the 
national level with 88% for 4-year-olds and 90% for 5-year-olds, despite compulsory participation 
and absence being penalised. 



 

- 44 

 

138. Primary and lower secondary education (grades 1 to 9) is compulsory and participation is 
virtually universal. School absenteeism is perceived as problematic and as an early indication of 
early school leaving. Recently new regulations were introduced to tackle absenteeism, including 
penalties for families. 

139. Participation rates drop after the end of compulsory education at age 15 - with a successful 
system of vocational education and training, participation rates in upper secondary education 
remain high.   

Student flows and completion 

140. Grade repetition exists at all levels of the school system. It is more common in some 
school types than in others. In the year 2012/13, repeaters accounted for 1.0% of enrolment in 
regular primary schools, 1.3% in compulsory lower secondary schools and 2.0% in AHS.  

141. A different perspective on year repetition is the cohort, meaning to look at the percentage 
of students who repeat at least once during the course of a programme. Table 4 contains 
percentages of pupils that started fifth grade in the school year 2008/09 and had to repeat at least 
once in the following four years. For the school year 2012/13, the percentage of students in the 
starting cohort who repeated has been calculated separately for boys and pupils without German 
mother tongue as well. At ISCED 2 repetition rates vary between HS/NMS and AHS, with the 
latter having substantially higher rates.  

Table 4: Incidence of year repetition during lower secondary education (cohort entering 

grade 5 in 2008/09) 

  HS/NMS AHS-U 

2008/09 (entering grade 5)  N 57552 29132 

2012/13: total % rep 3.2% 8.1% 

2012/13: boys % rep 3.8% 9.4% 

2012/13: w/o German mother tongue % rep 5.7% 15.0% 

 
Note: Repetition rates are calculated from the number of pupils that are still accounted for in the data of the given school year. Students leaving the 

system (e.g. moving abroad) are excluded 

Source: BIFIE calculation based on Statistics Austria (Bildungsdokumentation). 

142. At upper secondary level, grade repetition rates increase substantially and reach about 9%. 
Table 5 shows the rates by type of programme. Rates are highest in secondary technical and 
vocational school (BMS). Female students repeat substantially less than male students in the same 
programme.  

Table 5: Percentage of repeaters in upper secondary education  

Type of programme Austria 

Burgenland Carinthia Lower 

Austria 

Upper 

Austria 

Salzburg Styria Tyrol Vorarlberg Vienna 

Total  

AHS-U 8.3 7.5 8.2 7.7 7.5 7.0 8.6 6.4 9.9 9.6 

BMS 10.7 10.8 8.4 10.6 10.6 8.4 6.6 9.0 9.2 18.3 

BHS 9.1 8.3 8.1 8.6 9.4 8.7 7.5 7.9 7.9 12.7 

of which female  

AHS-U 6.9 4.8 7.0 6.0 6.3 5.5 6.6 5.8 9.1 8.4 

BMS 8.7 8.2 7.5 8.1 9.7 8.3 5.4 6.9 6.6 14.7 

BHS 6.7 6.3 6.1 5.8 7.5 7.5 4.9 5.6 5.9 9.7 

Source: Statistics Austria, 2014c. 
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Early school leavers 

143. The number of early school leavers
13

 (ESL) can be considered low in Austria when 
compared to other EU countries (Bruneforth & Lassnigg, 2012, p. 118). Since 1995, the rate has 
almost continuously declined and reached 7.3% in 2013 (Statistics Austria, 2014c).  Yet, new 
national statistics based on population register data indicate that the number of early school 
leavers is underestimated by international labour force surveys (Steiner, 2014). It is noteworthy 
that due to the early end of compulsory education, a substantial number of students leave school 
after completing the age of 15. In 2010, 6.8% of 15-year-olds discontinued their education after 
reaching the ending age of compulsory education, leaving more than 5,000 with just a lower 
secondary degree and 1,300 even without. Amongst students with non-German mother tongue the 
rate is 12.8%. (Statistics Austria, 2014c) 

Student achievement 

144. Austria showed mixed results in the past PISA surveys. The weak results in reading in 
PISA 2003 came as a shock to the wider public because the quality of the Austrian education 
system was regarded as very high.  Figure 8 summarises the results from PISA 2012. Austriaôs 
15-year-olds achieved scores in mathematics that are above average when compared to the 
participating OECD countries but are not in the top group of countries and are behind 
neighbouring Germany and Switzerland. In science, Austriaôs results are not significantly 
different from the OECD average. Most attention in the past years was paid to the results in 
reading, the domain where Austria is significantly below the OECD average and nearly 20 points 
behind neighbouring Germany and Switzerland.  It is especially notable that Austria is showing no 
progress in the different domains as compared to PISA assessments in 2003 and 2006.  

Figure 8: PISA 2012 - Snapshot of performance in mathematics, reading and science 

 

Source: OECD, 2014c (http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932937035).  

145. Specific attention was paid to the high number of poorly performing students in reading 
(and less so in mathematics), i.e. those considered to be at risk. In reading, 18% of students tested 
in PISA

14
 belonged to the group of students at risk with a reading competence below level 2. 

Looking at the three PISA domains together, one in four students is at risk in one or more 
domains: 9% of students are at risk in one, 6% in two domains at the same time and 11% are at 

                                                      
 
13 Defined as the number of persons in the age cohort of 18- to 24-year-olds who have not graduated at or above ISCED 3A/B and 

are not currently engaged in study at such schools. 
14 This is not considering the approximately 5% of 15-year-olds who discontinued school.  
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(Level 5 or 6)

Annualised 

change
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Annualised 
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OECD average 494 23.1 12.6 -0.3 496 0.3 501 0.5

Switzerland 531 12.4 21.4 0.6 509 1.0 515 0.6

Germany 514 17.7 17.5 1.4 508 1.8 524 1.4

Austria 506 18.7 14.3 0.0 490 -0.2 506 -0.8

Slovenia 501 20.1 13.7 -0.6 481 -2.2 514 -0.8

Czech Republic 499 21.0 12.9 -2.5 493 -0.5 508 -1.0

Italy 485 24.7 9.9 2.7 490 0.5 494 3.0
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Countries/economies with a mean performance/share of top-performers  above the OECD average

Countries/economies with a share of low-achievers below the OECD average

Countries/economies with a mean performance/share of  low-achievers/share of top-performers not statistically significantly 

different from the OECD average

Countries/economies with a mean performance/share of top-performers below the OECD average

Countries/economies with a share of low-achievers above the OECD average
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risk in reading, mathematics and science at the same time.  For comparison, in Finland 16% are at 
risk in at least one domain, and just 5% in all three domains. The high percentage of students at 
risk in PISA sparked a discussion in Austria, moving attention of education policy more towards 
low-achieving students.  

Figure 9: Students at risk in PISA domains  

 

In three domains:   In two domains:   In one domain:  

Source: Schwantner, Toferer & Schreiner, 2013, p. 50. 

146. Results from international assessments in reading and mathematics at grade 4 (SuchaŒ, 
Wallner-Paschon, Bergmüller, & Schreiner, 2012) also show unsatisfactory results for a wealthy 
country like Austria. For the national reporting, the BIFIE identified 14 countries that can serve as 
a comparison group

15
. Austria fell behind the average for this group in reading and mathematics. 

A decline in reading literacy since 2006 and mathematics since 1995 is alarming.  

147. In 2008, national educational standards became mandatory in Austria. Achievement targets 
were defined to enable the observation of whether and to what extent schools impart these core 
competences by the end of primary and lower secondary education. In 2009 and 2010, a baseline 
test was conducted to allow for comparison of subsequent assessment results with the situation at 
the beginning of implementation.  

148. Tests which are standardised nationwide were conducted for the first time in mathematics 
in 2012 at grade 8 and 2013 at grade 4, i.e. the end of primary education. Austria reports results on 
the education standards using four competency levels: óbelow 1ò means that standards have not 
been reached and students are lacking basic competence in the domain (similar to the concept of 
óat riskò), ólevel 1ò means that standards have been reached partially, pupils can manage repetitive 
and reproducible tasks in the domain, but not novel tasks, ólevel 2ò and ólevel 3ò mean that the 
defined standard has been reached or exceeded. Since standards describe learning outcomes, they 
can be interpreted as a formulation of the target of the school system. Students who have not 
achieved the standards can be seen as at risk in further education or the transition to working life 
(in case of grade 8).  

149. The results in mathematics, grade 8, confirm findings from PISA. For more than 40% of 
students at the end of lower secondary education, the education system did not succeed in meeting 
its own standards. One in six students do not even partially reach the competences described as an 
expected outcome of education. As can be expected from international studies at grade 4, the 
share of students below national standards at the end of primary education is substantially lower. 
Three quarters of the students demonstrated the competences described by the standards. Yet, at 
the transition to a different school and school type, one in ten students did not master the basics of 
primary level mathematics. Despite the shown deficits, it must be noted that, compared to the 
baseline tests in 2008/9 and 2009/10, mathematics achievements improved since the introduction 
of the standards by about a third of a standard deviation. 

                                                      
 
15 Unlike PISA, many developing countries participate in PIRLS and TIMSS and make the international average difficult to 

interpret. Therefore this alternative way to compare the country with peers was introduced.  



 

- 47 

 

Figure 10: Distribution of grade 4 and 8 students, mathematics, by competency levels of 

national education standards (2012, 2013) 

 

Source: Schreiner & Breit, 2012, 2014.   

150. Education policy has to take into account the evidence of unsatisfactory performance of the 
system. This becomes clear not only when comparing with other countries in PISA, PIRLS and 
TIMSS, but also relative to self-defined standards. Also, there is improvement over time, as 
indicated by PISA. However, some puzzles in the available results also need to be taken into 
account ï firstly, differences between assessments (e.g. PISA and PIAAC) and domains; 
secondly, shifts between points in time. 

Student achievement and equity 

151. From PISA 2012 it is known that in Austria there are rather severe differences between 
boys and girls in the reading performance of 15-year-olds, with girls performing significantly 
better (Schwantner et al., 2013, p. 34). 

152. There is also an undesirable influence of the socio-economic background of pupils on their 
achieved test scores. This effect is considered strong in Austria when compared to other OECD 
countries (Schwantner et al., 2013, p. 46). Figure 11 illustrates this by comparing the PISA scores 
of students coming from families with different levels of parental education. A comparably strong 
impact can be observed from the socio-economic status indicated by the parentsô employment 
status. It must be noted that disparities do not only occur between the group of families with low 
education and the majority of society, but between all social groups.  

153. Concerning pupils with a migration background, Austria is among the countries with the 
largest differences between native Austrians and immigrants when controlling for socio-economic 
status (Schwantner et al., 2013, p. 48). This result is confirmed by TIMSS/PIRLS 2011 for pupils 
who do not have German as their mother tongue when controlling for cultural capital (Bergmüller 
& Herzog-Punzenberger 2012, p. 50). 
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Figure 11: PISA achievement scores by level of parental education (2012) 

 

Note: ISCED 3B includes some ISCED 5B degrees (Meister). 
Source: Schwantner, Toferer & Schreiner, 2013.   

154. The testing of educational standards for mathematics in the fourth grade confirms the 
finding of strong inequity from international studies. Among first- or second-generation migrants 
(not counting pupils from neighbouring Germany and Switzerland), the percentage of students 
below level 1 is more than twice that of native Austrians (24% compared to 11%) and the 
educational background of the studentsô parents has a substantial influence on scores (Schreiner & 
Breit, 2014, p. 29, p. 35). 

155. The data also show huge disparities between compulsory schools (APS: HS and NMS) and 
AHS: Whereas in AHS only 1% missed the standards and 12% reached level 1, in HS and NMS 
24% of the students failed to reach the standards and another 33% did not perform above level 1 
(Schreiner & Breit, 2014, p. 21). Besides the common equity issues related to groups from 
different social backgrounds, the test also reveals substantial differences between schools having a 
very similar social composition of students. Schools having the same outcome predicted, given 
their context, differ by up to one standard deviation in the average achievement of their students. 

156. Interestingly, more recent PIAAC analyses indicate that the Austrian óhigh achieversô 
(upper 95% percentile) show a relatively low achievement compared to the average, whereas the 
ólow achieversô (lower 5th percentile) show a comparatively high achievement (Lassnigg & 
Vogtenhuber, 2014). According to these results, the inequitable structure of the Austrian system 
also seems to provide quite substantial compensatory mechanisms. 

2.7 Policy approaches to equity in education  

157. More recently, the issues of equity have been substantially discussed in a chapter of the 
Austrian Education Report 2012. However, to date these more elaborate proposals have not 
influenced the wider political disputes to a great extent. Equity goals in education are two-fold 
and go hand in hand. On the one hand any systematic differences in education between specific 
groups should be reduced or diminished, on the other hand the prevalence of óeducational 
povertyò (Bildungsarmut, students at risk and early school leavers) should be reduced. Bruneforth, 
Weber & Bacher (2012) argue that, due to the high level of ócompetence povertyò, the focus 
should ï at least in the short term ï be on fighting it. Since socially disadvantaged groups are 
highly overrepresented in the group of óeducationally poorô, any success in the fight against 
óeducational povertyô would advance equity and reach members of specific groups without 
stigmatising them. Therefore measures targeting individual students, as described in 5.1, are at the 
same time also measures to advance equity. 

Special needs education 
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158. While the above-described reform of the NMS is a kind of systemic approach to improve 
equity, relevant policies targeting specific student groups also exist for students with special 
education needs (SEN), students with difficulties in the German language, mainly migrants, and in 
particular also for disadvantaged young people with problems of transition into the labour market 
or to post-compulsory education, in particular apprenticeship training; the latter policies have been 
mostly developed as curative measures in labour market policy, and have more recently also been 
linked to more preventive strategies in the education system. Concerning SEN, quite progressive 
steps towards integrative policies were taken some decades ago; however, the separate systems of 
special schools have also been retained and development towards more inclusive approaches has 
gained new momentum only recently with the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities. Concerning children of migrants, it took a long time until the need for them to have 
adequate education and support was recognised as an urgent policy issue.  

159. The Austrian system targets SEN students mainly as óstudents with SPFô 
(sonderpädagogischer Förderbedarf). SPF students are students that are diagnosed by experts as 
not being able to follow instruction without special support due to physical and/or mental 
handicaps (§ 8 SchPflG). Even though regulations clearly indicate that SPF must not be indicated 
as a status simply on account of unsatisfactory performance without a link to any handicap, there 
seems to be a tendency to state SPF in case of general learning problems, especially in 
combination with a migration background (see Bruneforth & Lassnigg, 2012, p. 90). Students 
with SPF are either enrolled in special schools, special classes in regular schools or integrated in 
regular classes (óintegrative/inclusive educationô). The latter is coordinated by SEN Centres which 
are special needs schools (ASO) with the specific task of providing pedagogical expertise and 
logistical support for óintegrative educationò in their region. In 2013, 30,000 students were 
identified as SPF students, of which 47% were enrolled in special schools. Even though 
regulations concerning SPF are established at the central level (see BMUKK, 2010), there are 
substantial differences in implementation between the Laender, which can easily be illustrated by 
the different rates of enrolment in special needs schools (ASO), which range from 24% of SPF 
students in Carinthia to 75% in Salzburg. 

Support for children with a migration background 

160. According to Herzog-Punzenberger & Unterwurzacher (2009), policies in Austria do not 
target students with a migration background but strategies focus mainly on children speaking a 
different language than the language of instruction. Support for these children starts before grade 
1. Children having difficulties acquiring the German language are supported in their language 
development in childcare institutions by targeted, individual support. The implementation of these 
measures is regulated by the different Laender, based on an agreement between central and 
provincial governments. The central element of the support system is standardised compulsory 
diagnostic tools to determine requirements for additional support, which are to be applied at the 
latest 15 months before children start school. The results serve as a basis for developing 
individually-tailored, child-oriented support measures. The agreement between central and 
provincial governments also regulates that the final year of kindergarten has become compulsory 
for all children, with a focus on support of language learning.  The current government 
programme 2013ï2018 envisages the introduction of a second compulsory and free-of-charge 
year of kindergarten with a strong focus on children with language deficits.  

161. Support for students not mastering the language of instruction is also implemented at the 
school level. Students entering school who are having substantial difficulties following instruction 
due to severe deficits in the language of instruction can be classified for up to 2 years as non-
regular students (außerordentliche Schüler, óaoô). As a consequence they are entitled to special 
support while they fall under special exemptions concerning grading (§4 Schulunterrichtsgesetz). 
This regulation also applies to students who migrate to Austria at higher ages and enter the 
Austrian school system at higher grades. School leaders are responsible for the óclassificationò, 
the procedure to assess language competence is not standardised, however. Schools with extra-
matricular students can offer language support courses, for which additional teaching resources 
are provided by the federal level as part of the general staff plans (11 lessons per week for 8 or 
more ao students enrolled at a school). Schools can decide to offer the course in parallel to regular 
instruction or in the form of integrated instruction. Laender authorities have to submit language 
learning concepts to the BMBF to get access to the earmarked resources. In 2012/13, 15,544 non-
regular students were enrolled, 10,229 of them in primary education (3.2% of total primary 
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enrolment). 

162.  Since students can be classified as ónon-regularò only at the time when they enter into the 
Austrian school system, there appears to be a structural incentive to label students ópre-emptivelyò 
in order to receive additional resources for language support, which would not be possible 
anymore once the student has entered as a óregular studentò. 

163. Schools can also offer additional language courses for students having German as a second 
language (Deutsch als Zweitsprache, DaZ) who are not enrolled as non-regular students. To cover 
the human resources needed, the Federal Government provides funding for specialised staff within 
the general staffing policy (see chapter 4.4). Whether the provided posts are indeed used for 
language instruction is up to the Laender to decide and is not evaluated by the federal level. 

Other measures targeting specific groups 

164. The Ministry responsible for labour and social affairs (BMASK), as the main actor and 
provider of funds, runs a system of career assistance (Netzwerk Berufliche Assistenz). Under this 
umbrella, the nationwide óYouth Coachingò initiative has been offering youth coaches in 
cooperation with the BMBF since autumn 2013. They advise and accompany young people aged 
15 - 19 who are at risk of dropping out from school or being marginalised. For the prevention of 
early school leaving, a nationwide strategy was adopted in 2012 in line with the respective EU 
recommendations (BMUKK, 2012a). 

165. Gender inequalities in education and schooling are a topic of high importance in Austria, 
as is indicated by the inclusion of a related performance target and indicator in the system of 
performance budgeting. Gender differences in PISA 2012 skills are high, and while these are still 
around the OECD average in reading and only slightly higher than the OECD average in natural 
sciences, achievement gaps between boys and girls in mathematics are higher and have even 
significantly grown since PISA 2003. A general, cross-curricular principle of óeducation for 
equality between women and menò has been introduced in all curricula as from 1994, supported 
by CPD offers and materials for teachers. As a key measure to improve gender sensitive 
education, the new teacher training scheme and its newly developed curricula will focus on this 
issue in particular. 

166. Similarly, a general, cross-curricular principle of óintercultural learningô was introduced to 
mainstream schooling in 1992 and is also part of initial and continuing teacher training. 

2.8 Main challenges
16

 

Main challenges for Austrian schools 

167. Three main challenges for Austrian schools can be identified which call for a response at 
all levels of the system: i) a discrepancy between achievement levels and high expenditure for the 
system, ii) strong inequity in outcomes with a high rate of social reproduction, and iii) the 
demographic development with respect to decreasing numbers of children and increasing numbers 
of students with a migration background. 

168. Since the participation in international large-scale assessments in the late 1990s and early 
2000s (first TIMSS, then PISA), there has been wide consensus that the discrepancy between the 
relatively high expenditure for education on the one hand, and the only average achievement and 
high number of students at risk on the other, poses a main overarching challenge for the Austrian 
school system. Measures taken to try to solve this discrepancy have so far not brought any 
improvement as measured by PISA (see 2.6). 

169. A second challenge is the high rate of social reproduction and inequity in school 
achievement, in particular related to the parentsô educational status.  

170. The third main challenge, based on demographic development, is clearly to find adequate 

                                                      
 
16 This chapter is an external assessment of the main challenges, provided by the Institute for Advanced Studies (IHS) 
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educational strategies for the needs of migrant children, especially in densely populated regions 
and schools in certain areas where migrants are concentrated. 

171. Conventionally the first challenge can be treated either by improving achievement or by 
reducing expenditure, with evidence pointing rather to the second way as being more successful 
than the first. The continued growth in resources in Austria suggests that a third way was taken. 
The NMS reform can be seen as an example. There were, and still are, disputes among the main 
stakeholders about the facts related to the first challenge as well as about the factors constituting 
them: 

¶ One side of the challenge, the weak performance, has been taken up by the stakeholders outside 
school, by policy makers and the social partners, but not by many actors inside school. In 
particular the teacher unions, supported by some groups in the academic community, express 
doubts of several kinds about the accuracy and feasibility of PISA, trying to isolate the proponents 
of óevidence-basedô improvement attempts.

17
  

¶ On the other side of the challenge, the high expenditure is also put under scrutiny, with several 
arguments claiming the need for more resources, due to the several changes in society and 
families, including migration, which would make teaching more difficult. In the early 2000s in 
particular the Social Democrats took education, and in particular the reduction of the class size (see 
5.3), as one of the main points of their election campaign. 

172. As a result, both sides of the challenge, weak achievement and high expenditure, were 
under ideological disputes, which hampered a shared definition of the situation (facts), and 
consequently also a serious search for the reasons for the disputed facts. So until now neither the 
reasons for the weak achievement, nor the factors contributing to the high expenditure are 
sufficiently clear. The challenge for the current report is to bring together the available knowledge 
and to add to this as far as possible, based on available information. This includes providing a 
clear account of the available resources, their distribution, and the mechanisms that might hamper 
effectiveness and efficiency. On the side of achievement, the performance just close to the 
international average and a weak improvement over time can be taken as evidence.  

173. The NMS reform was a main vehicle to address the first and also third challenge with an 
increase in spending. A main element of the reform is to increase the teaching intensity/personnel 
for students in this new track. This reform was devised and implemented in a more or less 
voluntary way, taking quick political decisions, and giving only rough cornerstones for change. 
However, it was accepted at the political level and with substantial additional resources coming 
from the federal government, it was also welcomed by the Laender - more or less independently 
from their political/ideological positions to ócomprehensive schoolingô. 

174. The second challenge, social reproduction, seems to some extent óinverselyô related to 
resources, as the public resources do not go disproportionally to academic secondary school 
(AHS), rather the opposite. This is discussed in Chapter 5 and the challenges, also in relation to 
equity, are thus described in more detail there.  

175. The third challenge, opportunities for migrants, is clear from the quantitative scale, as 
immigration will be a main factor reducing demographic decline of young people in the future 
(see 1.2), and must be urgently seen as a resource and not as a óproblemô. To some extent this 
challenge is related to resource allocation; however, according to recent research the main aspect 
of this challenge is related to the development of adequate pedagogy (Herzog-Punzenberger & 
Schnell, 2012). The political expectations are also strongly related to resources, and the 
development of strategies is hampered by disputes over separation of migrant children into 
specially treated groups versus consistent integrative strategies. Issues of resources are: free of 
charge compulsory elementary education, resources for the required additional support to 
students, and resources needed for school development and teacher education to improve 

                                                      
 
17 One of the early publications expressing hostility against PISA was edited by Austrian academics, and a quite influential 

philosopher is ï embedded in a wider German network ï campaigning against the overall strategy of measuring competences and 

related policy strategies for improvement. 
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pedagogy, including in particular continuing education. There is a risk that challenges in overall 
performance, affecting all students, are moved out of the focus because school performance issues 
are increasingly discussed in relation to command of the language of instruction, neglecting 
overall issues of school quality and equity issues related to social class.   

Relations of challenges for governance and financing 

176. An increase or reduction of the expenditure and an increase or reduction of class size have 
been and still are perceived as the main benchmarks for the quality of education policy in the 
public, with an increase/reduction being valued positively and a reduction/increase being valued 
negatively. Consequently these aspects are carefully considered by policy makers. They have two 
important implications: firstly they are closely related to each other, as the reduction of the class 
size is known as being the most significant driver of costs, and secondly, as 80-90% of 
expenditure is for personnel, the two benchmarks are closely related to the employment of 
teachers, who have strong interest organisations, and are also a quite remarkable number of 
relatively articulate voters, and can also to some extent play a role as opinion leaders or 
multipliers. From this observation an upward trend of expenditure can be expected, which can be 
empirically verified. Chapter 5 will provide detailed and new data on class size and teacher 
student ratios and consequently challenges will be discussed there.  

177. Yet, the dynamic upward trend of expenditure is also related to the distribution of 
responsibilities within the school system, as presented in 2.4. A main question arises, of how the 
political logic of resource expansion might be related to the structures of provision in the 
educational system, and in particular to the governance of the system. A previous study (Lassnigg, 
Unger, Vogtenhuber & Erkinger,  2007; see also Lassnigg et al. 2009) has given a comprehensive 
literature- and data-based analysis of the Austrian system and pointed to several contradictions, 
incoherencies and unresolved problems in basic structures of provision and governance.  

¶ It identified as a key problem that the disproportionate distribution of resources in the tracked 
system, which is caused by the composition of the (tracked) student bodies, was neglected in 
policy and governance. A subsequent study has tried to identify the proportion of differences 
between the school types in different tracks that can be traced to the social origin of the students. 
Attempts to identify how the governance at the school level deals with this factor showed signs of 
compensatory rather than aggravating strategies (therefore the actors basically seemed to work not 
in line with the selective structure but against it). Considering two contrasting approaches for 
coping with equity and justice in education, one that tries to alleviate the differences in background 
resources within education versus one that runs differentiating and elitist strategies in education 
and compensates for inequalities afterwards by redistribution, the Austrian system comprises a 
contradictory mixture, as there seem to prevail compensating practices within the elitist structure 
and institutions. The redistributive mechanisms were seen as rather weak according to the available 
information at the time, whereas more current information shows a favourable position in 
comparative terms.  

¶ The main focus of the study was on the governance and administrative structures, and posed as the 
core argument for understanding the structure that the basically existing overall classical 
bureaucratic structure is fundamentally broken at the Laender level by politicised federalism, with 
the result that the potential strength of the rationality of a bureaucracy is broken, and only its 
weaknesses of overregulation and reducing the freedom of decision and responsibility at the 
bottom level come into play, whereas the intervening factor of federalism brings an opportunistic 
politicisation into the system, which also discourages professional practices at the bottom level. As 
a result the actors at the bottom level, the schools, principals and teachers are doubly discouraged 
by existing governance regimes, which at the same time give very little room for institutional 
autonomy of schools and make teachers focus their work rather on lessons where they have full 
pedagogical freedom. The schools as actors and cooperation among teachers are systematically 
precluded and discouraged by this structure. The combination of state official tradition and social 
partnership fits into the overall structure by establishing an institutional complementarity of the 
trade unionsô strategy towards regulation on the one hand (bureaucracy) and political influence on 
the other (federalism). The shape of industrial relations based on the service code and collective 
agreements is the main mechanism of how the teachersô unions have succeeded in gaining a main 
veto point in any major education reform, as very detailed systems of regulations governing the 
employment conditions and payment of salaries have been developed incrementally. Based on this 
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system, each new major responsibility of teachers is defined as an additional task to an already full 
use of capacity, and therefore should be additionally remunerated. Political activities of teachers 
are guided into these structures ï as a consequence the trade unions are also the only actor that 
represents professional interests, which conflict with the classical goals of material interest 
representation of employees; it must also be said that professional organisations are very 
rudimentary in this context, and the development of kinds of more research-based activities tends 
to be devalued.  

As a result, the conditions for an effective governance system in education proposed by economic 
institutionalism are structurally and politically precluded. If the model of Bishop & Woessmann (2002) 
is taken as reference, then out of eleven criteria three are fully present in Austria (attention of teachers 
to assessment of students; influence of teachers on pedagogy; and no influence of schools on their 
overall budget), and two are implemented under heavy counter-fire (partly central final exams in upper 
level academic and vocational schools; definition and central testing of educational standards), whereas 
three very important criteria are definitely missed (autonomy of schools in process and personnel 
issues; influence of teachers on the amount of their work; and not too much influence of trade unions), 
and the remaining three are not so clear to assess (parentsô influence on schools; proportion of private 
schools for competition; medium-level administration).  

178. Basically all stakeholders support ï at least rhetorically ï more autonomy at school level; 
however, this is to varying degrees. In particular the labour side of the social partners is much 
more reserved than the employersô side, and a recent political draft proposal by representatives of 
the Laender, the Ministry and the social partners does give the schools rhetorical autonomy rather 
than one mandated by regulatory changes; an NGO-like movement, based on a referendum some 
years ago (Bildungsvolksbegehren), gives more wide-ranging responsibilities to the school level. 
The main issues of debate are the responsibilities for personnel management, and how the 
planning and financing responsibilities should be allocated among the authorities; however, a 
more fully fledged comprehensive proposal is still missing. 

179. The study about the governance structures has finally proposed four key issues which 
should be addressed in developing a new more effective and efficient governance system 
(Lassnigg et al. 2007, p.188). They are discussed in detail below. The four issues are: 

¶ Congruent distribution of responsibilities. Resolving the problems of intersecting responsibilities 
among the authority levels, in particular in the direction that a definitive congruence between the 
tasks/duties of governing actors and the responsibilities for financing and spending is reached (the 
current incongruence that the federal level is responsible for financing, whereas the Laender level 
is responsible for spending in the main sector of teachers in compulsory schools (APS), and the 
duties are mixed, is seen as a major problem reducing efficiency). 

¶ School autonomy. Designing, regulating and implementing sufficient conditions for pedagogic 
work at the school level based on concepts of school autonomy, by providing room for discretion 
and abandoning the bureaucratic and organisational obstacles for work at school (paralleled by the 
establishment of sufficient monitoring achievement) 

¶ Reform of the system of industrial relations. Development of effective structures of industrial 
relations and working conditions in education, in particular reform or abandonment of service 
codes (Dienstrecht) and shaping of attractive and flexible working conditions by changing the 
inflexible and Tayloristic regulations and structures of payment of the salaries (devising teachersô 
work on the basis of professional principles instead of as a collection of Tayloristic points of effort 
constituting the salary) 

¶ Comprehensive funding structures according to efficiency and equity. New comprehensive steering 
structures. Allocation of funding through simplified structures of responsibilities according to 
specified criteria of efficiency and equity, and considering the main challenges for education; a 
comprehensive system must include the fiscal adjustment procedure between the federal level and 
the province governments (Finanzausgleich). 

Congruent distribution of responsibilities among levels 

180. As discussed above, there is a historically grown strong fragmentation of administrative 
and legislative competences in the school system. The Federal Court of Audit (2011, p. 168) has 
criticised significant inefficiencies and conflicts of interests and objectives in the Austrian school 
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administration which, in its opinion, are rooted particularly in the following features: 

- The complex distribution of competences between federal and Laender authorities which is laid 

down in the Federal Constitution 

- Overlaps in administration, notably as regards teachers employed by the Laender 

- Differences in service codes, salaries and initial training between teachers employed by the 

Laender and those employed by the federal level 

- Lack of responsibility for governance and controlling 

- Fragmented competences for school inspection 
Diverging interests with a view to the maintenance of schools (caused by fragmented 
competences)  

School autonomy 

181. As discussed above, school autonomy in Austria is, compared to other school systems, 
rather limited despite having been a political issue for decades. School autonomy, meaning not 
only more room for discretion but a change in the distribution of responsibilities and in the basic 
working practices, has become stuck in the complex, fragmented and conflict-loaded structures, so 
a viable and comprehensive strategy has never been seriously proposed or discussed up to now. 
The following dimensions can be summarised as the main hindrances for the development of 
school autonomy in Austria: 

¶ The complex distribution of responsibilities with the focus on the distribution between the 
federal and the Laender level 

¶ The political and administrative structure with quite large and powerful regions (Laender) 
and the predominantly small and weak municipalities, without a structure in-between (the 
weak institutions at district level have been abolished and transferred upwards to the 
Laender) 

¶ The bureaucratic structure that makes teachers focus on their classroom and pedagogy, 
and which does not provide space and incentives for cooperative and collective strategies 
at school level 

¶ The half-day provision linked to the wide room of discretion by teachers about their non-
teaching working time which supports an individualised shift of supplementary work 
outside schools 

¶ The lack of professionalism with the strong link of interest organisations to the material 
interests and to the preservation of the existing power structures which would be 
substantially changed by a shift of responsibilities to the school level 

¶ The wide room for discretion for teachers in the classroom shifts attention to that level, 
and might support a notion that organisational issues are perceived as a disturbance rather 
than a potential resource; the high share of small schools might shift much of the de facto 
responsibility to the school level, - possibly also related to a lack of resources, which 
would be needed for making those decisions at higher levels otherwise. 

In a nutshell, the development of a structure that gives schools as organisations the right degree of 
discretion over their work and performance would need a proper design of the overall structure 
including many problematic and contested issues. The overall acceptance of such a shift among the 
various actors seems quite weak, and a major question is to what degree the new attempts of quality 
initiatives at the school level will be effective and survive in the existing wider structure. Here, we 
have to take into account that there has already been an initiative towards a micro-level school reform 
in the 1980s, out of which the debate about autonomy originated. It should also be taken into account 
that despite many attempts an improvement of achievements could not be achieved so far.  

182. The limited institutional autonomy of schools and the tight regulatory framework can, to some 
extent, be interpreted as one cause of the high number of school pilot trials in Austria. Such pilot 
trials are not only established by the Federal Ministry to test new methods or structures of 
schooling but in many cases also on the initiative of individual schools to get permission for the 
implementation of thematic priorities in curricula or innovative teaching and learning approaches 
that deviate from the standard school regulations. In addition, school pilot trials are rarely 
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(scientifically) evaluated, and in a number of cases the tested methods of programmes have been 
rolled out to mainstream schooling without prior evaluation. Due to the fragmentation of 
competences there is no full overview of all pilot trials and their impact at federal level (Federal 
Court of Audit, 2015).  

Industrial relations 

183. The bureaucratic logic of the school system is also given strong expression by the fact that 
teachers were traditionally employed as civil servants (with life tenure and often permanent posts, 
i.e. the right to stay in a specific school). Only in recent years has this been replaced by a contract 
agent scheme for new teachers entering the system. Teachers are given full autonomy with regard 
to the choice of pedagogical methods they deem appropriate to achieve educational targets in 
curricula, and they also have a very high degree of discretion about one third to half of their 
working time (mostly performed in an individualised way outside of the school). 

184. A large share of the teachers are organised in trade unions that are powerful stakeholders 
and grouped in political fractions that broadly mirror the political parties in Austria. Traditionally, 
the Austrian teacher unions are led by conservative representatives (Christian Democrats), with 
differences in the political preferences between the óacademicô teachers in AHS and BMHS and 
the teachers in compulsory schools (therefore the ópoliticisationô also extends to the teachersô 
organisations).  

Negotiations about fiscal adjustment between the federal level and the Laender: education policy outside 
of education policy 

185. As the municipalities are responsible for the infrastructure including non-teaching 
personnel, the available resources and the competences of the municipalities are an important 
element of the provision of education in Austria. The fragmentation of responsibilities also leads 
to important interfaces between sectors of education which are situated differently (the academic 
and general schools at lower secondary level: if participation in the academic track is increased, 
resources are shifted away from the communal level, but also power over schooling is 
redistributed to some extent; the relation between pre-primary and compulsory schools is also 
affected). The availability of resources at the communal level is a very important issue for 
education which is governed through the negotiations about the redistribution of the federal taxes 
to the Laender and municipalities.  

186.  These negotiations are performed as a separate political activity spanning all the different 
policy fields, setting parameters also for compulsory education as a part of these negotiations. As 
a consequence of this split, the different sectors of education in a certain geographical area are 
kept separate, and the planning of infrastructure is not comprehensively monitored. While the 
federal level makes its own planning

18
, the municipalities and the Laender make their planning for 

the fragmented localities. A significant deficiency is that the schools at lower secondary level are 
so completely separate that not even simple monitoring figures can be found that would give a 
comprehensive picture of resources at this level (in the academic secondary school (AHS) the 
students can be assessed separately for the lower and the upper cycle, however the teachers and 
other resources cannot be documented by given statistics, and are consequently not reported). This 
aspect is important for planning, as the ongoing shift in participation from the new secondary 
school to the academic secondary school means that, at the same time, resources are shifted from 
the Laender and communal level to the federal level. 

187. As a result of these governance structures, we cannot find a systematic logic in the 
structure and development of the school facilities. This is reflected in various aspects of the school 
structure (e.g. the distribution of school sizes seems erratic and does not reflect any reasonable 
structure). The system seems also unable to cope with differences in demographic development, 

                                                      
 
18 The planning for the infrastructure of federal schools (óSchulentwicklungsplanô) is, however, done in close cooperation between 

the Federal Ministry and Laender authorities, see chapter 4.5 on school infrastructure. In stark contrast to that, the Laender do 

generally not involve the federal government in their planning regarding óLandesschulenô.  
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as can be demonstrated by the comparison of the population and the resources in primary schools. 
In the Laender except Vienna, the 6- to 9-year-old population declined by 15-30 percent between 
2000-12, whereas the deflated real resources per population for primary schools increased by 20-
40 percent in the same period, while in Vienna, where the population increased slightly, the 
resources remained stable. The comparison of the development of these figures gives an erratic 
picture which points to the above-mentioned basic expansionary logic, being unable to plan and to 
redistribute between Laender, so the development seems to be a combination of (expansionary) 
incrementalism and the inclination to get as much as possible out of the common pool.  

188. Recent proposals concerning the Finanzausgleich, which must be renegotiated in 2016, 
include a closer look at the sector-specific demands; however, it does not seem easy to imagine 
how this linkage can be provided given the divergent interests and the basic structures of the 
negotiations.  

Contested evidence 

189. Since the Austrian participation in international large-scale assessments since the late 
1990s, an increasing emphasis on óevidence-based policyô has been promoted at the federal level. 
The first participation in TIMSS has led to a substantial project for professional development 
(IMST) which is still in place, whereas in particular with the PISA assessments, the topic became 
increasingly politicised and contested. The teacher unions have basically been critical of this 
movement, and the increasing attempts towards evidence are quite separate from the practice 
level. 

190. The situation regarding evaluation and assessment is subject to ongoing fundamental 
changes. Being dominated by an input-oriented logic so far, output-/outcome-oriented or 
evidence-based concepts are now gaining importance. 

191. An important trigger for this change of paradigm was undoubtedly Austriaôs decision to 
participate in international student achievement surveys (TIMSS, PIRLS and notably PISA) which 
ï against long-standing beliefs and convictions ï revealed only average results in international 
comparison, while at the same time the resource input to the school system (measured as 
expenditure per student) was found rather at the top end of all OECD and EU countries. 

192. With some delay, and supported by similar developments in other policy areas, important 
reforms towards more outcome orientation in the education system were put on track. 

193. Important milestones include: the establishment of a Federal Institute for Education 
Research, Innovation and Development of the Austrian School System (BIFIE) in 2008; a new 
óNational Education Reportô published first in 2009 and to be followed by new issues  every three 
years; the introduction of educational standards testing (German and Mathematics at grade 4 and 
German, English and Mathematics at grade 8), and the implementation of a centralised, 
standardised final exam at the end of upper secondary education (Standardisierte Reife- und 
Diplomprüfung) in general education by the school year 2014/15 with VET schools to follow in 
2015/16. For more detailed information see Specht & Sobanski (2012).  

194. Key tools for the practical improvement of quality in schools - based on evidence and 
evaluation - are the programmes for school quality in general education (SQA) and the quality 
initiative for vocational education and training (QIBB) (see chapter 5.5) 
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Chapter 3: Governance of resource use in schools 

3.1 Level of resources and policy concerns 

195. Austria spent 5.7% of its GDP on education in 2011, slightly less than the OECD average 
and matching the average of the EU-21. Compared to the years 2000 and 2005, spending relative 
to GDP increased slightly, but compared to 2010 there is a slight reduction. Expenditure on 
schooling (ISCED 1 to 4) accounts for 3.5% of GDP and expenditure on pre-primary education 
for another 0.6%. Tertiary education accounts for 1.5%.  

196. Compared to the year 2000, the distribution of expenditure by level developed differently. 
While the share of pre-primary education grew from 7.6% of public education spending to 10.2% 
of all expenditure and that of tertiary education from 22.9% to 26.9%, the relative share of 
schooling decreased from 68.3% to 62.9%. As a consequence, expenditure for schooling 
expressed as a % of GDP decreased from 3.9% in 2000 to 3.6% in 2011 (OECD, 2014a, p. 231). 

197. In terms of education expenditure relative to the size of public budgets, Austrian 
governments spent slightly above the OECD average. According to OECD figures, public 
expenditure on education accounts for 14.4% of the total public budget, a share well above the 
OECD average of 12.9%. Between 2008 and 2010 public spending in Austria increased slightly 
(4%) while the increase in education budgets was stronger (7%). The share of public spending 
dedicated to education in 2011 is close to the level of 2000, yet considering the years 2008 to 
2010, there was a substantial increase in the share (13.5% to 15.2%) with a reduction in 2011 
(OECD, 2014a, chap. B4). 

198. Most public education funds are spent on public institutions, with the exception of ECEC. 
At the pre-tertiary level most private educational institutions are government-subsidised. Private 
day-care institutions and kindergartens receive 58% and 28%, respectively, of total public 
education expenditure for institutions at the given level. For primary, lower and upper secondary 
education the share for private institutions is 4%, 6% and 10%, respectively, of public expenditure 
on institutions. This is almost exclusively representing expenditure for teaching staff (UOE data 
submission). 

199. The following figures show the evolution of public spending since 1995 in absolute terms, 
inflation adjusted.  
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Figure 12: Index of public expenditure on education 1995-2011 (nominal and real, prices 

2000) 

 

Source: IHS calculation. 

 

Figure 13: Increase of public expenditure for education per year 1995-2011 

(million ú, nominal and real prices 1995) 
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(b) Million ú, real prices 1995 

 

Source: IHS calculations. 

Expenditure per student 

200. Expenditure per student in Austria (PPP$) is among the highest in the OECD area, which 
can mainly be explained by low student-teacher ratios (OECD, 2014a). This finding holds true for 
all levels of education combined (see Figure 14), but is driven by expenditure at the primary and 
secondary level of education. For tertiary education, expenditure per student is just slightly above 
the OECD average. For the period 2005 to 2011, OECD reports for Austria a slight, below OECD 
average increase in expenditure per student for primary and secondary education and a decrease 
for tertiary education (OECD, 2014a). 




























































































































































