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1 The Conceptualization

Insights into the conceptualization of school development in Austria 
through educational standards from 1997-2019



Foreground 1997-2019

• Educational standards were introduced by a legal act as learning targets
(in form of can-do-statements);

• Educational standards were defined as learning goals to be reached by the end of primary 
school and lower secondary school, resp.; they serve as orientation for schools and 
teachers;

• Cyclic assessment of educational standards in grades four and eight;

• The assessments take place as a complete survey of all students of the respective grade 
(census);

• The main goal of the assessments is to feed a comprehensive feedback system comprising
students, teachers, schools, local school authorities, and the system.
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o Schreiner, C., & Wiesner, C. (2019). Die Überprüfung der Bildungsstandards in Österreich: Der erste Zyklus als Meilenstein für die Schul- und Unterrichtsentwicklung – eine gelungene Innovation im 
österreichischen Schulsystem. In A. C. George, C. Schreiner, C. Wiesner, M. Pointinger, & K. Pacher (Hrsg.), Fünf Jahre flächendeckende Bildungsstandardüberprüfungen in Österreich. Vertiefende Analysen 
zum Zyklus 2012 bis 2016 (S. 13–54). Waxmann.

o Wiesner, C., Schreiner, C., Breit, S., & Schratz, M. (2020). Bildungsstandards – Einblicke in die Entwicklung in Österreich. Eine historische Betrachtung. In U. Greiner, F. Hofmann, C. Schreiner, & C. Wiesner 
(Hrsg.), Bildungsstandards. Kompetenzorientierung, Aufgabenkultur und Qualitätsentwicklung im Schulsystem (S. 25–74). Waxmann.



Conceptualization of Accountability in School Systems

personal liability
subjective responsibility

answerability
objective responsibility

formative
the engine of development is the school

summative
the engine of development is hierarchical system
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Foundation: Competences

Franz E. Weinert (2001) defines competences as "the cognitive abilities 
and skills available to or learnable for individuals to solve certain
problems, as well as the associated motivational, volitional and social 
readiness and abilities to be able to use problem solutions 
successfully and responsibly in variable situations".
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The Concept of the Austrian Educational 
Standards

concept:
competence-orientation

educational standards

curriculum

competence-oriented
teaching

competence assessments

re
su

lt
s

results-
orientation

what is to be developed
development orientation

what is to be done
goal orientation

where do we stand
goal achievement

the concept of feedback for the development of schools and 
teaching is based on the principles of competence orientation

professional feedback culture and reflection work

what to 
reflect on

feedback for school and 
lesson development

competence models are the basic condition for measuring in competence levels
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Background

A deeper understanding
of the whole is needed
in order to understand
resulting reports, 
feedback and the
conzeptualisation of
accountability, goals, 
assessments ...

Conception of competence & 
performance measurements

Scientific planning & content-
related operational 

implementation of the surveys

Methodological & technical 
quality of the surveys

Reports & feedback

educational standards & 
learning goals

subject-specific structural 
models

assessment concept

What?
content

Who?
target group/inclusion

When? How often?
timing/interval

What for?
purpose

addressee

reporting metrics

definition of reference 
norms

reporting setup:
structure and content

report design:
comprehensibility

logistics & dissemination

Feedback policy

content validity & validity 
of cognitive processes

reliability

fairness

precision and coverage of 
the competence spectrum

development of 
competence level models 
& standardization

scaling

test design

item development

item testing

standardization, 
test administration & 
quality control

logistics & security of the 
test material

data processing, scoring 
& rating

privacy & data protection

(Wiesner, Schreiner, Breit, 2020; based
on U.S. Department of Education, 2015)

o Wiesner, C., Schreiner, C., & Breit, S. (2020). Modelle und Orientierungsrahmen für Kompetenz und Leistungsmessungen. Grundlage für Konzeption sowie die Beurteilung ihrer Qualität. 
In U. Greiner, F. Hofmann, C. Schreiner, & C. Wiesner (Hrsg.), Bildungsstandards. Kompetenzorientierung, Aufgabenkultur und Qualitätsentwicklung im Schulsystem (S. 124–143). Waxmann.



2 Understanding the Transformational Process

Analyzing workshops with almost the entire regional school 
authority in Austria … (analysis based on 14 group discussions)



The Model of Field Transformation

• the first axis:
• equal striving for duration, stability and the familiar (South) and change, 

development, growth and the unknown (North)

• the second axis:
• equal striving for distance, reification and objectivability (West) and 

closeness, confluence, subjective and relationship (East)
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development

stability

distance relationship
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subjective
relationship

development

stability

change of experience
social construction

micro-subjective

analyzing and
objectifying thoughts 

micro-objective

macro-objective
norms, regulative, 
bureaucracy, technology

macro-subjective
culture, values, 

lifeworld

objective
reification

The Model of Field Transformation
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subjective
relationship

development

stability

change of experience
social construction

micro-subjective

macro-objective
norms, regulative, 
bureaucracy, technology

answerability
imposed obligation

subjective responsibility

analyzing and
objectifying thoughts 

micro-objective

macro-subjective
culture, values, 

lifeworld

responsibility for
discursive decisions

liability

commitment

objective
reification

The Model of Field Transformation

A deeper understanding
of transformation is
needed in order to
understand how a 
school system is
changing ...



subjective
relationship

objective
reification

development

social construction

micro-subjective

analyzing and
objectifying thoughts 

micro-objective

"So, but what strikes me is that they [principals] find it very

difficult to analyze the data just as hard as they find it

difficult [...] to determine afterwards why something has

worked and why it hasn't. So they take on a program, but

then, so to speak, in regards of the subsequent steps, they

simply find it very difficult." (Gr. 3_42)

Educational Standards are an „important basis for reflecting

one‘s own work. This is how this can be classified. The school

reflects: We have received data, what do we do with them,

what do we make of them, in which direction do we go now“.

(11B1W_018).

There is a need „not only of the results of the assessments,

but there is also a need of the underlying theoretical

construct. What is good teaching, how can good teaching be

developed and that parameters are needed, so that the

students can extract the optimum from teaching“

(5BW_016).
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Analyzing and reflecting data to find new
actions, behaviors and theories for development

implementation of
discursive decisions on site at the school

School Authorities in Austria say ...



subjective
relationship

objective
reification

development

social construction

micro-subjective

"I can only design system maps, landscapes

where I need a lot of people to do it, or

convince them that it's really going to end up

in the classroom." (G102_97).

"Accountability is a defensive behavior and that's never good. We should try to act

proactively, and that's my conviction that I can do it with development and

support, which doesn't mean in laissez-faire style, but with certain obligations"

(G103_56).

"And the paradigm shift is mostly one in 
attitude“ (10BM_028).

„The scope of work [has …] changed. Our possibilities to ‚accomplish something‘, also to guide the
schools, to support them and to focus on quality development of schools and of teaching, [in this
respects] the scope of work has shifted from ‚we administer‘ towards ‚we develop‘“. (11B3W_082)
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analyzing and
objectifying thoughts 

micro-objective

a progress to a
subjective responsibility

Designing new maps and proactive attidudes
for yet unknown developments

School Authorities in Austria say ...



subjective
relationship

objective
reification

stability

macro-objective
norms, regulative, 
bureaucracy, technology

macro-subjective
culture, values, 

lifeworld
"But there we lie in a historical curse inside, in the

curse of a grown system that is extremely

hierarchical, from top to bottom and the great to

the small (G104_163).

"A productive exchange, that's what I expect you to get support 
for, or a discussion, and that's not the case. It's accountability." 
(G102_112)

“It's a whole different thing at the Ministry, hierarchy just goes downwards" (G104_186).

The assessments in regards of the educational standards produce „objectiv data, which provide us
with a level of knowledge and which are opportunity for further school development“ (11B1M_15), 
„[…] I just try to steer […]“ (11B1M_041).
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old forms in new cloths: answerability

Unexpected stability and hierachical thinking,
although a developmental orientation was in our minds (1997-2019)



subjective
relationship

objective
reification

stability

macro-objective
norms, regulative, 
bureaucracy, technology

macro-subjective
culture, values, 

lifeworld

"It makes no sense to only put pressure on those

who do very poorly with accountability, because

there you also produce exactly the opposite"

(G103_52).

„This whole discussion about competence [is about] 
building this culture. And this is something we
haven‘t had before at all. And then it‘s not only
about the culture of phrasing competencies, [but 
about] a culture of dealing with competencies, this
is where standards play a central role“ (5BM_009).

„In my view a professionalization of all teachers
takes place“ (1BW1_011).

„About this way of going in small steps we get a new learning
culture in the system. I believe, that there will be changes, 
maybe we just need a lot of patience when watching“ 
(10BM_042).
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the transformation from 

answerability to a deep liability as 

culture

Transforming the lifeworld and professionalization, 
building (a new) culture with a lot of patience

School Authorities in Austria say ...



Conclusio
• evidence-oriented Quality Development in Austria was development-

oriented from 1997-2019 in Austria

• the idea (fore- and background) was to bring a new form of 
accountability trough educational standards into the system – a 
liability with subjective responsibility

• the transformation process was – from the perspective of the school 
authorities – on a good way ...
• there are still difficulties to analyze the data, but it brings new ideas, reflections and 

theories into the system
• new proactive attidudes come to the system and changing the idea that 

accountability is a defensive behavior 
• a new culture of learning was recognized and a new paradigma of professionalization
• but still after 20 years, there is a lot of unexpected hierachical thinking in the system
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data collection and method
• Workshops with almost the entire school supervisory authority in Austria on the 

analysis and use of data for evidence-oriented school development processes 

• Method: Focus Groups

• Analysis of 14 group discussions (approx. 55 persons of the school supervision).

• The workshops and discussions took place between February 2017 and June 2018.

• The average interview time was about one hour, with conversations lasting 
between 40 and 80 minutes.

• Analyses with MAXQDA
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