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Abstract 

Across Europe, governments are increasingly reforming teacher education in an effort to 
improve education and raise student performance. Since 2009, Austria initiated a nationwide 
reform to restructure teacher education towards a competence-oriented model, in order to 
overcome the traditional separation in the teaching workforce and foster cooperation between 
universities and university colleges of teacher education. This paper aims to explore the process 
of developing the “Teacher Education New” (PädagogInnenbildung Neu) reform in Austria from 
the perspective of policy actors involved in the process. Therefore, semi-structured interviews 
with national policy experts representing different stakeholder groups were conducted and 
analysed using the method of qualitative content analysis. Findings present the reform motives, 
development phases and challenges of developing the reform. The reform was a political effort 
to monitor teacher education and the final outcome was the result of struggles between 
competing political ideologies and the diverse interests of teacher education stakeholders. 
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Introduction 

The ongoing and growing effort to reform teacher education globally is the result of 
evidence suggesting that the most important factor in improving student performance is 
the quality of teacher labour force (Barber & Mourshed, 2007; OECD, 2005). 
Governments, international organisations and stakeholder groups envisage to raise 
school achievements via teacher education, which has become the core of educational 
policymaking in many countries worldwide (Trippestad, Swennen & Werler, 2017). 
With similar goals in mind, the European Union (EU) has often raised the issue of quality 
in teacher education through several policy initiatives that suggest member states to 
improve teacher education in a lifelong learning perspective (European Council, 2007, 
2009, 2014).  

In their work, Trippestad, Swennen and Werler (2017) identify three waves of teacher 
education reform. The first two waves were nationally oriented and dealt with building 
teacher professionalism, while the present third wave is global and relates to 
standardisation. In the context of this third wave, teacher education is increasingly 
influenced by the results of international student assessments, comparisons of 
educational expenditures, and what Sahlberg (2016, p. 128) calls the Global Education 
Reform Movement, characterised by the aspects of competition, choice prescribed 
curricula, standardised testing and privatisation. As a result, a reduction of formal 
teacher autonomy is observed by shift of control and power from local to a more global 
level (Tatto, 2007), while teacher education institutions worldwide seem to struggle 
with government efforts to monitor and control teachers’ preparation (Trippestad, 
Swennen & Werler, 2017). 

In Europe, the urge to reform teacher education is often influenced by various 
mechanisms of Europeanisation, such as the Bologna process, the European 
Qualifications Framework, financial incentives, stakeholder pressure, and other 
transnational processes (Symeonidis, 2018). Although teacher education systems in 
Europe are rooted in national histories and conditions (Kotthoff & Denk, 2007), global 
developments and European trends create a need for countries to comply with 
international standards. It is within this context that this paper examines the latest 
teacher education reform in Austria, which started in 2009 following the pressure of 
international student assessment results (e.g. TIMSS, PIRLS, and particularly PISA) and 
the education strategies of the EU (Kraler, Reich & Märk, 2012, p. 128).  

Before the so called “Teacher Education New” (PädagogInnenbildung Neu), teacher 
education in Austria was highly diversified. More than eight different types of initial 
teacher education (ITE) were bound to different types of schools, organised at separate 
institutions, at different levels of the education system, following different rationales, 
and rooted in different traditions (Buchberger & Seel, 1999, p. 14). These differences 
had several implications related to the salary and status of teachers, as well as the 
governance of teacher education. The 2009 reform radically reshaped teacher education 
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in Austria and led to new expectations for teacher education providers. Lifelong learning 
and competence-orientation became essential elements of the new teacher education 
system, while the Bologna structure was implemented. 

This paper aims to explore how the Teacher Education New reform developed in 
Austria, considering the perspective of different policy actors involved in the 
development and implementation process. In conceptualising teacher education reform, 
the paper adopts the definition proposed by Trippestad, Swennen and Werler (2017, p. 
2): “a reform – in contrast to a revolution – has a double meaning of both maintaining 
and improving social institutions. Reforms change and improve institutions in line with 
ideology or aims”. At first, the methodology of the study is described, followed by a brief 
contextualisation regarding the Austrian policy and reform culture. Afterwards, analysis 
of data provides information about the reform motives, development phases and 
challenges of developing the reform. The paper concludes with some critical 
considerations. 

Methods 

This study adopted a qualitative research strategy and a case study design. Considering 
the study’s aim to explore the process of reforming teacher education in Austria, the 
main unit of analysis is the Teacher Education New reform. Although the reform 
restructured teacher education across all levels of education, this study focused on the 
level of secondary education, which included most changes. With regard to the type of 
the case study, this is better defined by a combination of what Merriam (1998) identifies 
as “descriptive” and “heuristic” case study. On one hand the case study aims to provide a 
rich and thick description of the teacher education reform under study, and on the other 
hand, it tries to extend the reader’s experience by bringing new knowledge about the 
reform. 

An important source of case study information is the interview (ibid.). As a 
methodological tool interviews can reveal factors which influenced political actors 
during a decision making process. The present study employed semi-structured expert 
interviews with policy makers and academics in Austria. In contrast to biographical 
interviews, expert interviews imply that “the interviewees are of less interest as a 
(whole) person than their capacities as experts for a certain field of activity” (Flick, 
2009, p. 165). In this sense, experts are included in this study not as single cases but as 
key agents representing a group. Experts are, thus, defined as those persons “who are 
particularly competent as authorities on a certain matter of facts” (Beeke, as cited in 
Flick, 2009, p. 165). Interviewees were selected according to a generic purposive-
sampling approach, defined as a way to strategically sample participants who are 
relevant to the posed research objectives (Bryman, 2012).  

Specifically, research participants, hereafter named National Policy Experts (NPE), 
included representatives of official government bodies, or academics who had a 
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consultancy function to these government bodies. In Austria, 10 national policy experts 
were interviewed, including from: the Ministry of Education; the Quality Assurance 
Council for teacher education; the Federal Institute for Educational Research, Innovation 
and Development of the Austrian School System; the Center for Learning Schools; the 
academic secondary school teachers’ section of the civil servants’ union; and different 
universities. Interviews were transcribed verbatim and mailed back to research 
participants for final approval. Anonymity of the participants is ensured for ethical 
reasons. To complement interview data, document review of official policy documents 
and relevant studies was also employed.  

With regard to data analysis, qualitative content analysis was the method employed to 
scan the interview transcripts with categories guided by theory (Mayring, 2014). 
Considering the research aim, initial categories were developed and applied deductively 
to the interview data. Thus, analysis was driven by the researcher’s analytic interest and 
focused on some aspects of the data, rather than the data overall. The initial categories 
were revised within the research process, while reading of transcripts allowed for new 
themes to emerge inductively. Data are clustered in this way to describe the motives, 
development phases and challenges of developing the reform.  

Austrian policy and reform culture: Setting the scene 

Austria is a federal state consisting of nine provinces (Länder) with distinct historical 
identities. Over the course of history, Austria changed from a large, multi-ethnic and 
centrally regulated empire to a small democratic country, characterised by centralised 
thinking in national policymaking (Schratz, 2012). The strong tensions between federal 
decision-making and the political influence of provinces lead often to compromises, 
which make some scholars refer to Austria as “the most centralized federal state – or the 
most federal centralized state” (ibid., p. 96), depending on the perspective one wants to 
adopt.  

The bureaucratic heritage of the monarchy that fosters centralisation and hierarchy is 
also strongly reflected on educational policymaking in Austria (Seel, 2010; Schratz, 
2012). The legal base for modern education laws dates back to the parliamentary 
decision of 1962, which stipulates that school laws should be treated as constitutional 
laws, thus requiring a two-third majority to pass laws that affect schools. This decision, 
stemming from the fear of “ideological domination” (Devos & Schratz, 2012, p. 129), 
presupposes consensus among the leading political parties of the country, namely the 
Social Democrats (SPÖ) and the Christian Democrats (ÖVP). In addition, the federal 
structure of the state means that supplementary acts for compulsory education have to 
be made by the parliaments of the federal states (Landtage). The result of such a political 
culture is “that national changes of any magnitude come about slowly, if at all” (Schratz, 
2012, p. 96).  
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General legislation on school organisation and implementation of school education is 
provided by federal laws, including for example statutory regulations related to 
teachers’ employment conditions and ITE. With regard to teacher education, decisions 
about the structure and organisation of ITE are taken in most aspects (e.g. institutional 
structure, duration of programmes, exam regulations, certificates) by the parliament and 
government. Two different ministries used to be responsible for the different types of 
teacher education. The Ministry of Education was responsible for ITE at University 
Colleges of Teacher Education (Pädagogische Hochschule, PH), regulating the structure, 
aims, subjects and content of teacher education programmes. The Ministry of Science 
was responsible for ITE at universities, although federal laws guarantee academic 
freedom of teaching at universities.  

Until the Teacher Education New came into force, teachers were educated differently 
depending on the school type. Teachers of primary schools and lower secondary general 
schools (Neue Mittelschule, NMS), who were employed by the provinces, received their 
teacher education at PHs. Teachers of secondary academic schools (Allgemeinbildende 
hohere Schule, AHS), who were employed by the federal state, were educated by 
universities.  

The way towards the “Teacher Education New” reform 

The years from 2000 to 2010 entailed significant changes to the teacher education 
landscape of Austria, marked by the implementation of the Bologna process and the 
initiation of the Teacher Education New reform. Following the results of the first PISA 
tests in 2003, the overall trust in the quality of the Austrian education system was 
disrupted, but it did not immediately lead to radical changes (Schratz, 2012). The 
pressure for political action, combined with wide media coverage of the topic, increased 
and the Ministry of Education established the so called “future committee” 
(Zukunftskommission), in order to identify strategies and proposals for the reform of the 
Austrian education system. The committee published a report with recommendations, 
including the professionalisation of teaching through defining standards and reforming 
the system of teacher professional development (Haider et al., 2003). 

The 2002 University Act and the 2005 Higher Education Act regulated teacher education 
for universities and PHs respectively, upholding the separate roles of the institutions. At 
the time of upgrading the pedagogical academies to university colleges with the 2005 
act, an intensive discussion took place in terms of integrating the pedagogical academies 
to the universities (Interview, AT_NPE-6). However, the political decision that prevailed 
was to keep the institutions separate. Some interviewees identify as reason behind this 
development the complex governance structure of ITE, which is regulated by two 
different ministries (Interview, AT_NPE-5, AT_NPE-6). Historically, the great coalition 
between the two popular parties implied that the Ministry of Education is allocated to 
the SPO and the Ministry of Science to the OVP. The often conflicting political agenda of 
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the two parties is mirrored to the struggles of reforming teacher education, as will be 
detailed below.  

Following the 2008 elections, resulting in a great coalition led by the socialist party, the 
reform project Teacher Education New was launched on the basis of a government 
agreement reached for the period 2008-2013. In an effort to overcome the political 
blockage of reforming school education, the reform of teacher education seemed an 
appropriate first step in improving the modest performance of students, as identified by 
international assessment studies. “A teacher education reform did not require the 2/3 
majority in the parliament, and it could have significant implications on student 
performance” (Interview, AT_NPE-1). The reform seeks to enhance the academic and 
practical training of future teachers, creating a common teacher education scheme for 
secondary school teachers. According to the official website of the ministry, the goals of 
the reform were:  

 a revaluation in terms of content and further academisation of the teaching 
profession; 

 a competence based education that ensures the scientific and professional 
qualifications of the graduates; and 

 the harmonisation of education at PHs and universities with the intention of 
extensive cooperation during the implementation. (BMBWF, 2018a) 

This nationwide reform of teacher education which “includes the education and training 
of all people, involved in educational professions, and takes account of the social 
developments and conditions of the 21st century” (BMBWF, 2018b), has been 
implemented since 2015/2016 for new primary school teachers, and since 2016/2017 
for new secondary school teachers. The competence orientation of the new teacher 
education is described as follows: 

With the new competence-based teacher education, the professional and research 
qualification of all teachers is ensured for the best possible school use. The Teacher 
Education New is embedded in a professionally oriented overall concept. The aim is to 
guarantee a high-quality academic education with scientifically based theory and 
practice, which follows the recommendations of national and international education 
experts and fulfils the requirements of an internationally competitive education both 
pedagogically and professionally. (BMBWF, 2018b) 

The new “internationally competitive” model of teacher education is structured 
according to Bologna in Bachelor studies of eight semesters and Master studies of two to 
four semesters, and is organised jointly by universities and PHs (ibid.). Although the 
reform maintains the institutional division between PHs and universities, it creates the 
obligation for them to collaborate, particularly to provide Master degree programmes 
(BGBl. I, Nr. 124/2013, § 38 (2c)). To enhance the collaboration between PHs and 
universities, four regional clusters were developed throughout the country: Cluster 
South-East (Burgenland, Styria, Carinthia), Cluster North-East (Vienna, Lower Austria), 
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Cluster Middle (Upper Austria, Salzburg), and Cluster West (Tyrol, Voralberg). The 
following sections will give a closer look to the motives, development phases and 
challenges of developing the reform.  

Reform motives 

The Teacher Education New reform was an attempt to unify ITE at the level of lower 
secondary education and thus abolish the “strange division” between the ITE providers 
(Interview, AT_NPE-7). This development was perceived differently by interviewees of 
this study. Some considered the reform as “an integration in terms of the curriculum, but 
not on the level of institutions” (Interview, AT_NPE-6), arguing that the reform should 
have instead integrated PHs to the universities in a more radical way, similarly to what 
happened in other European countries, such as Germany, which used to have a similar 
organisational structure for teacher education (Interview, AT_NPE-5). Others 
interpreted the focus shift from reforming the institutions towards reforming ITE 
programmes and structures as a “pattern change” that boosted the development and 
implementation of the reform (Interview, AT_NPE-1), helping to move away the “more 
of the same logic” (e.g. integrating the institutions) that prevailed and hindered previous 
reform efforts (ibid.).  

Apart from differences with regard to training, the division among teachers of lower 
secondary education had also broader implications for the salary and the status of 
teachers. According to an interviewee: 

Having two categories of teachers, one coming from the university, earning more 
salary and having higher prestige, and the other coming from the PHs, doing more 
pedagogy and having less subject knowledge, was absurd. There was a certain 
consciousness about it, that this has to change. And we had talked about it for decades 
that this has to change and finally it happened. (Interview, AT_NPE-7) 

A common teacher education scheme was, thus, intended to reduce the differences 
between teachers working for federal and those working for provincial schools. The 
reform envisaged to raise the status of teachers of provincial schools, educated at PHs, 
relative to the highly qualified teachers of federal schools, educated at universities, and 
in this way increase teachers’ mobility between the different school types (Nusche et al., 
2016). Following the reform, the new education of teachers is orientated towards age 
groups rather than different school types, which means that all newly recruited teachers 
working in lower secondary education will have the same qualifications. This is further 
complemented by the introduction of a new teacher service code (Dienstrecht) in 2013 
that is being implemented on a voluntary basis since 2015 and will be mandatory for all 
teachers by September 2020, aiming to harmonise the employment conditions and 
salary of secondary school teachers.  

Moreover, it was considered important to upgrade the degrees of both teacher types and 
implement the Bologna architecture at university teacher education (Interview, 
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AT_NPE-1). The new common teacher education scheme is currently structured 
according to Bologna into Bachelor and Master degrees. According to an interviewee, 
“Bologna offered the institutional platform to align qualifications, something that was 
not possible to happen with previous policy efforts” (ibid.). 

Some interviewees also saw the reform as an effort of the ruling socialist party to 
achieve the political goal of a comprehensive school in lower secondary education 
(Interview, AT_NPE-6, AT_NPE-9). In 2008, the NMS was introduced as an alternative to 
early school tracking, and it has since become the new standard school for lower 
secondary education. Although the initial aim of the NMS project was to create a 
comprehensive school for all pupils aged between 10 and 14 years old, a political 
compromise within the government coalition allowed the lower academic secondary 
school to exist as a parallel track to the NMS and AHS were only invited to adopt the new 
school model on a project basis (Bruneforth et al., 2015, p. 32). Nevertheless, the idea of 
a common comprehensive school implied the need for a common teacher education 
scheme that would cater for preparing teachers to teach students coming from diverse 
socio-economic backgrounds (Interview, AT_NPE-10).  

Development phases 

Teacher Education New was developed in four phases over a period of four years (2009-
2013) and both the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Science were involved. The 
first phase (2009-2010) included the work of the expert group led by Peter Härtel, 
which resulted in the report Teacher Education New: The future of the teaching 
profession, published in March 2010. The specific report provided the core thinking for 
developing and implementing the reform, and included suggestions with regard to:  

 Principles and criteria for a new teacher education; 
 Core competences for teachers, job profiles, and professional careers; 
 The curriculum architecture based on a three-phased model of teacher education, 

including selection criteria to ITE; 
 The continuum of teachers’ professional development;  
 Suggestions for implementation based on regional teacher education clusters; 
 Guidelines for science and research in the context of teacher education; and 
 Conditions for the implementation of the reform. (BMUKK/BMWF, 2010a) 

Several of the report’s suggestions reference European policies and initiatives, as well as 
international trends in teacher education. The report of the Härtel group was further 
discussed with interest groups and stakeholders in approximately 50 round table 
discussions (Schmied, 2012, p. 18), resulting in written statements that were considered 
in a second complementary report, published in September 2010. Complementary topics 
included suggestions regarding: (a) the training model and entrance in the teaching 
profession; (b) structuring the induction phase; and (c) the organisational model and 
organisational development of the institutions (BMUKK/BMWF, 2010b).  
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The second phase (2010) included country-wide stakeholder conferences that took 
place between November and December 2010 in Linz, Vienna, Graz and Innsbruck, 
bringing together approximately 269 representatives of ITE providers (e.g. universities, 
PHs, early childhood education providers, and providers of social pedagogy) (Schmied, 
2012, p. 19). In addition, representatives of school authorities, social partners, teacher 
unions and the industry were invited to join those conferences, which had a consultative 
and steering function (Interview, AT_NPE-3).  

The third phase (2011) included the work of a preparation group led by Andreas 
Schnider. Considering the recommendations of the Härtel group and the results of the 
stakeholder conferences, the preparation group offered concrete suggestions on how the 
reform could be implemented. In this respect, recommendations were made to both 
federal ministries with regard to: 

 The structure of teacher education for teachers of the age groups 0-19 years old; 
 Key features of curricula, including ECTS allocated for different courses; 
 Requirements for the institutions materialising the Teacher Education New; 
 The establishment of a development council (Entwicklungsrat) for supporting 

and monitoring the implementation of the reform; and  
 Needs for immediate actions with regard to legal arrangements and institutional 

capacities. (BMUKK/BMWF, 2011)  

The preparation group structured the teacher education curricula for all types of 
compulsory school teachers according to Bologna and defined the number of ECTS that 
should be allocated to subject disciplines, subject methodology, pedagogy and school 
practice. Overall, the guidelines of the preparation group pointed towards a common 
teacher education scheme for secondary school teachers with four years Bachelor 
studies, an induction phase and Master studies parallel to teachers’ professional career. 
For this, teacher education providers had to adjust accordingly both in terms of creating 
the necessary institutional structures and of improving the human resources capacity, 
which was considerably different between universities and PHs.  

The first steps of implementation started already in October 2011, when the Ministry of 
Education launched three reform packages to further upgrade the PHs and bring them 
on an equal footing with universities (Schnider, 2012). The reform packages were 
related to human resources development, particularly strengthening the research 
competences of personnel, new study offers for Master programmes, and accompanying 
measures for quality assurance (Schmied, 2012).  

The fourth phase (2012-2013) of the reform included the establishment and the work of 
the development council which meant to guide, support and further develop the 
implementation process (BMUKK/BMWF, 2011). The development council was 
established for ten years and the members were appointed for a five-year term. Two 
members were nominated from the Ministry of Education and two from the Ministry of 
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Science. “What is special about this group is that the members were always from both 
ministries and this is one of the reasons that made the project successful. It doesn’t 
happen so often that these two ministries work together so close and for such a long 
period” (Interview, AT_NPE-3). 

As an outcome of the four phases, a federal law for the introduction of a new teacher 
education was regulated in 2013 (BGBl. I, Nr. 124/2013), amending the 2005 Higher 
Education Act, the 2002 University Act and the Higher Education Quality Assurance Act. 
The new federal law provided the legal framework for the implementation of the reform 
which started in 2016/2017 for the new secondary school teachers. It is worth noting 
here, that the new law restructured the development council and renamed it as Quality 
Assurance Council (Qualitätssicherungsrat, QSR) for teacher education, increasing the 
members of the council to six representatives.  

From 2013 onwards, it is the role of the QSR to assist and monitor the implementation of 
the reform. Although officially the QSR does not provide accreditation, it needs to 
evaluate all teacher education curricula and approve them, in order for the institutions 
to receive financial resources from the ministries (Interview, AT_NPE-6). In addition, 
members of the QSR travel to the different cluster regions, supporting the cooperation 
between universities and PHs and trying to resolve any issues that might occur 
(Interview, AT_NPE-5). With the annual report to the parliament, the QSR provides 
recommendations for further supporting the implementation process (ibid.).   

Challenges of developing the reform 

Although the political will to undertake the reform was strong, several challenges arose 
during the development process. As previously mentioned, a central issue for education 
policy makers in Austria was whether teacher education should be taking place at the 
PHs or at the universities, and consequently whether the pedagogical or the subject 
education part is of greater importance (Tochterle, 2012).  

According to an interviewee, behind those dilemmas there was a power game 
originating from two reasons. On one hand, universities and PHs were governed by 
different ministries, administered by different political parties, which did not want to 
hand over their respective authorities (Interview, AT_NPE-5, AT_NPE-6). On the other 
hand, the Ministry of Education wanted to avoid the integration of the PHs to 
universities, which would have meant greater academic freedom and therefore less 
influence by the ministry (Interview, AT_NPE-7). This would have also meant that the 
strong subject orientation of universities could overshadow the strong professional and 
practice oriented approach of the PHs. “We didn’t want the logic of the university to 
dominate, but rather we tried to combine the best sides of both institutions” (Interview, 
AT_NPE-3).  

It should also be noted here that PHs help the Ministry of Education to steer the budget 
for teachers’ professional development, which is not allocated directly to provincial 
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school authorities, and in this capacity, the PHs are acting as a way for the Ministry of 
Education “to respond to federalist tendencies” (Interview, AT_NPE-10). Letting go off 
the PHs could mean that the Ministry of Education has less chances to counterbalance 
the influence of the provinces on certain school types. Besides the provinces also 
influence developments in the PHs and efforts to change the structures of organising 
teacher education are often resisted by provincial governments (Interview, AT_NPE-7).  

In 2012, when the work of the preparation group was completed, it was yet not clear if 
universities and PHs will merge or whether a new institutional structure will appear. 
One interviewee mentioned that “the Ministry of Education wanted teacher education to 
be completely allocated to the PHs and some members of the QSR supported this. They 
said that PHs are more practice oriented and with educational sensitivity, while 
universities tend to focus on subject knowledge and research” (Interview, AT_NPE-7). 
Similar views were expressed by some university rectors who thought that teacher 
education should be better placed at PHs: “at that time the University of Vienna had a 
rector who was in favour of letting teacher education go to the PHs, arguing that the 
university is the place for excellence of research” (ibid.). However, it soon became clear 
that it is against the interest of universities to let go of a substantial proportion of their 
students, because this would imply a significant loss of financial resources.  

Through different institutional platforms, the universities envisaged to make their 
contribution to teacher education visible to the public and to policy makers. In 2011, a 
conference of Austrian universities published a position paper for the Teacher 
Education New reform, arguing that: (1) the universities see teacher education for 
secondary school teachers as their primary responsibility in the context of the new 
reform; (2) the universities consider an obligatory Master degree essential in view of the 
growing scientific and professional challenges of teachers; and (3) the universities are 
open for organisational developments that can lead to better quality and organisational 
improvement of university teacher education (Mettinger, 2012, pp. 17-20). Similarly, the 
University Platform for Teacher Education published in 2012 the book Best Spirit: Best 
Practice, Teacher Education at the Austrian Universities, which brought together articles 
from various university providers, emphasising the fact that “universities have a clear 
commitment to teacher education” (Universitäre Plattform fur LehrerInnenbildung, 
2012).  

It was also after 2010 that the idea of establishing new institutional structures within 
universities, such as School of Education or teacher education centres, became popular 
in Austria. Originating from the United States, the School of Education model was meant 
to give a distinct institutional structure for organising the professional and pedagogical 
components of teacher education and promote research in the field. Already in 2006, the 
Ministry of Education launched some initiatives to foster the School of Education model, 
such as organising a study visit with all PH rectors to the City College of New York 
(Interview, AT_NPE-2).  
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In 2012, the University of Innsbruck became the first Austrian university to establish a 
School of Education with an independent faculty structure and later on other 
universities followed by installing the School of Education model, integrated though 
within already existing faculties. It was also in the Western region of Austria, that the 
idea of creating a pedagogical university in Voralberg, upgrading the existing PH in the 
province, was developed (Stemer, 2012), but was not implemented due to political 
hindrances (Interview, AT_NPE-4). 

Eventually the idea of keeping the universities and PHs as separate institutions 
prevailed, and the 2013 law created the obligation for PHs to cooperate with 
universities. “New studies to obtain a teaching qualification in secondary education 
(general education) can only be offered in cooperation with one (or more) universities 
and/or foreign higher education institutions” (BGBl. I, Nr. 124/2013, § 38 (2c)). Some 
interviewees interpreted this as cooperation on unequal terms, because the law obliged 
the PHs to cooperate with universities, and not the other way around. “The initial idea 
was that they have to cooperate, but cooperation means in both directions. If the law 
says the PHs have to cooperate and the universities do not have to, then they are not 
equal partners” (Interview, AT_NPE-3).  

However, other respondents interpreted the specific legal arrangement as appropriate, 
arguing that the cooperation was based on the idea of academic quality, in which the 
universities had the advantage, since the PHs could only provide Bachelor degrees 
(Interview, AT_NPE-4, AT_NPE-5). According to an interviewee, “the hypothesis behind 
the idea of cooperation was that both institutions have principally the same level of 
quality. But this is not the case, because you have different working environments, and if 
we do not raise the level of the PHs to the level of the universities in research and so on, 
then this will not work” (Interview, AT_NPE-4).  

Another interviewee contends that “the collaboration of these institutions with different 
histories, old universities which have high prestige and then the PHs which are fighting 
for the status, is complicated. This is an issue and in different clusters you have to deal 
with that and negotiate some standards” (Interview, AT_NPE-6). Adding to imbalances 
in terms of status and research capacity, interviewees identified significant differences 
in organisational structures, working arrangements for the employees, and most 
importantly the lack of autonomy for the PHs (Interview, AT_NPE-6, AT_NPE-7). 

Finally, several interviewees referred to the reform as a “top-down process” that was 
politically impregnated. “It was really a top-down process and in my view there wasn’t 
even much pressure from the bottom that something has to be changed” (Interview, 
AT_NPE-6). For some respondents this was seen positively in the Austrian context, 
because it actually led to changes in the system, while for others such an approach 
implied little room for stakeholder influence.  
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According to the respondents supporting the first view, the top-down approach had the 
advantage of softening tensions among the stakeholders involved, for example by 
defining concretely the amount of credits that should be allocated to subjects, subject 
methodology and pedagogical preparation in ITE programmes (ibid.). On the contrary, 
some interviewees mentioned that the voices of teacher unions and teacher educators 
were not adequately heard (Interview, AT_NPE-4, AT_NPE-9). Despite the discussion 
rounds and the stakeholder conferences during the development of the reform, a 
representative from the teacher union argued that:  

The principles of social partnership have been violated by the federal government and 
our views were not heard. There were some so called stakeholder conferences, 
probably to calm down some spirits, but they were not at all relevant for the final 
decisions. The government already had clear goals and strategies and was not 
interested on counter arguments. This means that we were only here to react.  If we 
were explicitly invited to develop a common model, it would now look different. 
(Interview, AT_NPE-9) 

However, the fragmentation among the different teacher union sections and the absence 
of a professional teacher community were seen by some respondents as additional 
impediments to the reform (Interview, AT_NPE-4, NPE-10). “The AHS teacher union 
representing the Gymnasium teachers did not want to see a separation in the teacher 
education of lower- and upper-secondary teachers, because they saw it as a threat to the 
academic school type that they represent” (Interview, AT_NPE-10). Similarly, some of 
the teachers were reluctant towards the reform: “the more privileged teachers coming 
from the university were afraid of losing something, such as salary or image; and for me 
it was very important to stop this” (Interview, AT_NPE-1). 

Conclusions 

During the past ten years, Austria shifted from a two track teacher education system 
based on school types towards a common teacher education scheme for secondary 
school teachers. The political resistance to change, which traditionally characterised the 
system, was bended in 2009, following external pressures from international student 
assessments and European developments. The new system introduced the idea of the 
teacher education continuum, adopted the Bologna architecture, promoted competence-
oriented curricula and strengthened quality assurance. 

Developed as a top-down process, the Teacher Education New was evidently an effort of 
governments to influence and monitor teacher education. Analysis of how the reform 
developed reveals that it was the outcome of struggles between competing political 
ideologies, power relations, and the diverse interests of teacher education stakeholders. 
As Trippestad, Swennen and Werler (2017 p. 5) argue, teacher education reforms do not 
happen “in an orderly and peaceful way”, because “they are grounded in historical, 
economic and social struggles between competing ideas, values and disciplines.” 
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However, such struggles can also prove as productive transformative forces and this is 
the potential of cooperation between teacher education institutions in Austria. 

This paper focused on the process of developing the reform, but the implementation has 
already started since 2016. Future studies could explore how the reform is actually 
implemented in the different regional clusters and what is the impact of collaboration 
between universities and PHs on the delivery of ITE programmes. It would also be 
essential to examine the reform from the perspective of teacher educators, who are 
called to enact the different policies in practice. 
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