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SUMMARY SHEETS ON EDUCATION 
SYSTEMS IN EUROPE 

 

AUSTRIA 
 
 
I. Description of education system 
 
1. Education population and language of instruction 

In 1997, approximately 38% of the population aged 29 or under were in education, and there 
were 840 000 young people of compulsory education age. The language of instruction is 
predominantly German but, in regions with a linguistic minority, instruction at primary schools is 
divided between German and Slovenian, Hungarian or Croatian in bilingual institutions. 
 
2. Administrative control and extent of public-sector funded education 

In 1995, 92% of students attended state-funded education establishments. Private institutions 
accounted for the remaining 8%. 
Responsibilities for legislation and its implementation are divided between the federation (Bund) 
and the Länder (where it is executed by the parliaments of the Länder and the Ämter der 
Landesregierungen). In specific matters enumerated in the Constitution, the federation sets the 
framework, while detailed legislation is implemented by the parliaments of the Länder  (Landtage). 
The Federation exercises considerable responsibility for the education system as a whole and the 
rights and conditions of education staff. As regards administration, the Ministry of Education, 
Science and Culture is responsible for primary, secondary and higher education and the Ministry 
of Economic Affairs and Labour, for in-company apprenticeship training. The Länder (federal 
states) are mainly responsible for secondary legislation and the provision of public-sector 
compulsory education. They have sole responsibility for crèches and kindergartens. Schools 
enjoy some autonomy over budgetary management and, up to a point, are free to adapt the 
curriculum to local needs. 
Provincial inspectors in each of the nine Austrian Länder (assisted by district school inspectors for 
compulsory schools, and subject inspectors for intermediate and upper secondary level) are 
responsible for inspections. 
 
3. Pre-primary education 

Up to the age of 3, children may attend a Krippe, if available, or a Kindergarten (when they are 
aged between 3 and 6). The provision of these facilities and decisions regarding fees are the 
responsibility of the Länder or private institutions. In 1997, 32% of all three-year-olds, 72% of all 
four-year-olds and 92% of all five-year-olds attended pre-compulsory education.  
 
4. Compulsory full-time education 

(a) Phases 
(Volksschule or Grundschule) - primary education 6-10 years of age  
Lower secondary education 
  Hauptschule (lower secondary school) 
  Allgemeinbildende höhere Schule (secondary academic school – lower level) 

10-14 years of age 

Year one of upper secondary education (grade 9) 
  Polytechnische Schule (pre-vocational year) 
  Or any other upper secondary school 

From 14 years of age 
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Education is compulsory for nine years and starts at the age of 6. In general, pupils need to 
attend one year at an upper secondary institution to complete compulsory schooling. 
 
(b) Admissions criteria 
Primary school students must be aged six by 1 September of their year of admission. Children 
born between 1 September and 31 December may start early, if they are able to follow the 
lessons mentally and physically. Transfer to lower secondary schooling requires successful 
completion of grade four of primary school. Admission to Allgemeinbildende höhere Schule 
depends on achievement. With the exception of education in private schools, compulsory 
schooling is free of charge. 

(c) Length of the school day/week/year 
The school year normally comprises 215 days between the first or second Monday in September 
and the Saturday between 28 June and 4 July, or between 5 July and 11 July (depending on the 
region). Schools open five or six days a week. The number of lessons a week ranges from 21 
(first year in primary school) to 39 (in engineering colleges). An average lesson lasts 50 minutes. 
In 1999, the minimum number of hours taught each year was around 630 for children aged 7, 750 
for those aged 10, and 870 at lower secondary, and 960 at upper secondary level. 

(d) Class size/student grouping 
The maximum class size is 30, while the minimum is 10 in primary school and 20 in 
Hauptschulen. Pupils are grouped by age, but there is some grouping by ability in German, 
mathematics and modern foreign languages at secondary level. Primary school pupils have one 
teacher for all subjects except religion and crafts; secondary school students have separate 
subject teachers. 

(e) Curricular control and content 
On the basis of proposals drafted by the relevant curricular task force, the Minister of Education, 
Science and Culture establishes a curricular framework in a consultation process that includes 
district and provincial educational bodies and organizations of teacher representatives. The 
Minister also approves textbooks. Schools are free to make their choice, and have some freedom 
to adapt the curriculum to the local context. Primary school compulsory subjects include religion, 
humanities, German, mathematics, music, arts and crafts, physical education and road safety. 
From the third year of primary school onwards, pupils study a modern foreign language. Since the 
beginning of the 1999/2000 school year, foreign language teaching at primary schools is being 
gradually extended to the first two years, thus covering the entire period of education. At lower 
secondary level, pupils continue these subjects plus sciences and technical subjects. A special 
committee composed of teachers and parents (and, at upper secondary level, students also) has 
the right to be consulted on this issue. 

(f) Assessment, progression and qualifications 

There is no formal external testing during compulsory education. Teacher-generated assessment 
is based on classroom participation and oral, written, practical and graphical work. Primary school 
pupils have to sit written exams in German and mathematics in the last year. Pupils receive 
reports at the end of each semester and at the end of the academic year. There is no specific 
certificate at the end of compulsory schooling. At the Hauptschule, there is a final report at the 
end of the fourth year. Promotion depends on achievement in all subjects; where achievement in 
a particular subject is unsatisfactory, promotion is at the discretion of teachers (following a 
decision at a staff meeting).  
 



 
 
Eurydice is the education information network in Europe (Socrates programmes)   Last update: November 2000 

3 

5.  Upper secondary and post-secondary education 

(a) Types of education 
 

Upper secondary education 
Allgemeinbildende höhere Schule (secondary academic school – upper level) 
Polytechnische Schule  (pre-vocational year) 
Berufsbildende mittlere Schule (technical and vocational school) 
Berufsbildende höhere Schule (technical and vocational college) 
Bildungsanstalten für Kindergartenpädagogik /Sozialpädagogik  (schools for the 
training of nursery/kindergarten teachers and non-teaching education staff) 
Berufsbildende Pflichtschule (part-time vocational school) 
Krankenpflegeschulen (schools for nurses) 
 

Age 
14*-18 
14*-15 
14+*  
14-19 
14*-19 
 
 
15*-/17/18 
16+ 

Post-secondary education 
Kolleg (post-secondary course for technical and vocational education) 

 
18+ 

* Although students start courses at these schools at the age of 14, compulsory education ends 
when they are 15. 

(b) Admissions criteria 
In the ninth grade, students opt for one of the many different courses in either the general or 
technical and vocational education (TVE) sector. Transfer requires successful completion of 
grade eight and is also based on achievement. Those entering part-time vocational schools need 
to have an apprenticeship contract with an employer. Some courses require a minimum age of 16 
or more (social services and health care). 
Admission to post-secondary courses for technical and vocational education requires a 
Reifeprüfung certificate. Unless provided by private institutions, education is free of charge.  
 
(c) Curricular control and content 
(See also 4(e) above.) Curricula at this level of education depend on the course chosen, although 
German, mathematics and a modern foreign language are generally compulsory. TVE schools 
and colleges offer a wide variety of courses and special emphases. Consultation with the social 
partners is important, as curricula also include technical theory and practical instruction.  
Teachers are free to select methods. The curricula emphasize student-centred learning, project 
work, cross-curricular activities and the opportunity to acquire key qualifications.  
Textbooks or other materials are selected by the school. 
 
(d) Assessment, progression and qualifications 
(See also 4(f) above.) Students who pass the examination at the end of Allgemein bildende 
höhere Schule receive a matriculation certificate (Reifeprüfungszeugnis).  
Apprentices receive a certificate on completion of their part-time course at school. Credit is given 
towards the apprenticeship-leaving examination taken before a board of employer and employee 
representatives. The Lehrabschlussprüfungszeugnis gives access to certain trade, foreman or 
master craftsman courses, professional diploma examinations and courses for ‘people under 
employment’, as well as to Berufsreifeprüfung (general access to higher education with no 
additional professional qualifications) and Studienberechtigungsprüfung (the higher education 
entrance examination for certain study courses, see section 6). 
Students on courses lasting 1-2 years receive pre-vocational training certificates. Students at 3-4-
year TVE schools take a leaving examination (written/practical and oral). The certificate entitles 
them to exercise certain regulated occupations or trades and provides access to upgrading, such 
as the Berufsreifeprüfung. 
Students of 5-year courses can take the Reife- und Diplomprüfung, which includes 
written/practical and oral parts, and leads to double qualifications comprising general higher 
education access and professional qualifications for immediate entry into employment at middle 
management level (EU diploma-level recognition). 
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The assignments for the Reife(- und Diplom)prüfung are set by the subject teacher with the 
approval of the regional school authorities. The papers are marked by the class teacher. The oral 
examination is taken before a committee comprising the examining teachers monitored by the 
chairperson and the head of the school.  
Students of post-secondary courses take a Diplomprüfung providing professional qualifications. 
 
6. Higher education  

(a) Types of institution 
Higher education is offered at: 
- university (for more general or academic education);  
- Fachhochschule (institute of technical/vocational higher education); 
- (Berufs)Pädagogische Akademie (teacher training college); 
- Akademie für Sozialarbeit (non-university college for social work); 
- Akademien für paramedizinische Berufe (colleges for paramedical staff). 
 
(b) Access 
Applicants to university (and to the Akademien) must have the Reifeprüfungszeugnis (or a Reife- 
und Diplomprüfungszeugnis, a Berufsreifeprüfungszeugnis or a 
Studienberechtigungsprüfungszeugnis for the particular course of study) and may have to take 
supplementary examinations depending on the course chosen. 
Candidates for a Fachhochschule, which normally requires an entrance exam, may either have a 
Reifeprüfungszeugnis or equivalent, or relevant vocational qualifications. 
 
(c) Qualifications 
Successful university and Fachhochschule students receive a degree (or diploma). Graduates 
from a Fachhochschule may also enter postgraduate studies at a university. Graduates of the 
Akademie für Sozialarbeit (three years) take a diploma exam and are awarded the professional 
title of Diplomsozialarbeiter. 
 
7. Special needs 

The practice of integrating pupils with special needs into primary level is being extended to 
secondary schooling and parents can choose. Mainstream curricula are adapted to suit pupil 
needs. In 1995, 1.5-2% of pupils attended separate schools. 
The TVE sector includes some colleges particularly geared to the needs of students with physical 
impairments. There is a growing demand for integrating students with special needs.  
 
8. Teachers 

Kindergarten teachers complete five years of training from the age of 14 onwards or a two years 
post-secondary course. Primary and lower secondary school teachers must have a 
Reifeprüfungszeugnis or equivalent, and must have completed a three-year course at a teacher 
training college. Teachers in an Allgemeinbildende höhere Schule must complete a university 
course of at least four-and-a-half years leading to a degree. Depending on their subject area, 
teachers for the TVE sector are trained either at universities or teacher training colleges. For 
technical theory and practice, relevant professional experience is required. Primary school 
teachers do not specialize, whereas lower and upper secondary school teachers specialize in two 
subjects. Teachers are employed at either federal or provincial level and have civil servant status. 
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II. Ongoing Reforms and Topics of Debate in Education 
 
1). Debates and reforms in school education 
 
Foreign languages from the first class in Volksschule 
Children will be offered a chance to study approximately 32 course hours of foreign languages 
each year already from the first and second years of Grundschule. Classes will focus on listening 
comprehension and simple language processes.  
 
Continuation of the technology campaign 
All post-compulsory schools have been linked together and have access to the Internet. By the 
year 2000, all 6,200 schools should have an Internet connection.  
 
New salary schedule for teachers 
The Ministry of Education (Unterrichtsministerium) and the State Secretariat for Civil Servant 
Affairs have engaged experts to reassess teachers' work. They are responsible for preparing a 
new service and salary law and a redistribution of income. 
 
New introductory phase of schooling 
Beginning with the 1999/2000 school year, it will be possible to combine the pre-school phase 
with the first and second school years (new introductory period of schooling), instead of teaching 
pre-school class I and the second year of Grundschule separately as before. Depending on the 
child's abilities, these classes must be completed in either two or three years regardless of 
whether they are taught together or separately. This model should take better account of pupils' 
individual learning speeds and compensate for varying rates of development. 
 
Curricular development 2000  
The new curricula entered into force on 1 September 2000 in a bottom-up approach, meaning 
that they will serve as the basis for teaching in all first classes of Hauptschulen and upper general 
education schools in Austria as of the 2000/2001 school year.  
The core content (Kernbereich) of individual courses addresses those learning objectives that 
must be covered in all of Austria. Two-thirds of teaching time is reserved for this purpose. The 
remaining third, the further study content (Erweiterungsbereich), is directed at addressing 
subject matter of local relevance. Course content is determined at the individual school level.  
 
Further development of school quality 
The high quality standards of schools are maintained and advanced by introducing school plans 
and quality evaluations (publication of methods and results), determining national performance 
standards, introducing obligatory course content (Pflichtenheften), and comparing the 
performance of schools. The education system is oriented towards quality and efficiency, and the 
cost dynamics of the entire system are assessed.  
 
Assuring diversity of education provision 
Specific opportunities for promoting special education provision have been emphasised and new 
names given to institutions, such as “Förderschule” and “Förderpädogogische Zentren”.  
 
Modern school management 
Further reinforcement of school autonomy.  
Creation of an up-to-date teaching service law and new remuneration legislation with 
performance-related aspects.  
Extension of consultation rights for pupils and parents. 
 
Further training 
Life-long learning as a central focus of education policy.  
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Comprehensive government initiative to coordinate the entire adult and further education sector 
as well as an information campaign.  
Teacher training 
Development of teacher training institutes as platforms for the organisation of market-oriented 
internal and external further training provision.  
 
Specific support measures for girls and women 
In all areas of education, particularly in science and technology. 
 
 
2).  Higher Education Reforms 

Education reform 
The new University Education Act (Universitäts-Studiengesetz) requires universities to issue new 
curricula based on qualification profiles by the year 2002 and in the process to reconsider existing 
training programmes and course content.  
There is also discussion of introducing a three-part system of education.  A law to this effect is 
expected during 1999.  
 
Organisational reform 
The 1993 organisational reform of the university system is currently being implemented, granting 
universities an increased measure of autonomy to carry out their duties, widely under their own 
management and on their own responsibility. Discussion has already begun about the next stage 
of autonomy that will introduce a full legal status for universities.  
 
Accreditation 
A law to accredit foreign and private universities is being discussed and should be decided during 
1999.  
 
- Further development of the university reform to create real autonomy with performance 
contracts lasting several years (full legal status). 

- Modern performance-oriented service law with the possibility of transferring between university 
and the private sector (professional mobility between professional fields of activity)  

- Compulsory regular evaluation with consequences for the improvement of teaching and 
research (also for the efficiency of research promotion). Eva luation results should be made 
publicly accessible.  

- By 2005, one third of all first-year students should study at Fachhochschulen (Fachhochschule 
development plan II). 

- Increase of the research quota to 2.5% of GIP by 2005. An interim goal of 2% of GIP should be 
targeted for 2002. 

 
 
 
         Unrevised English 
 
 
For more detailed information on education systems in Europe, you may consult the 
EURYDICE data base, EURYBASE (http://www.eurydice.org ) 
 


