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Case Study: Austria 

“Informal Competence Acquisition and Educational Guidance” 
 

 

The case study, the story Evidence, material – Possible content 

These are pointers as to the content of the case 

study and the evidence you may want or be able 

to bring 
 

The context 

 

In which sector is it taking place? 

In which organisation is it taking place?  

The background to the case study/ a landscape of the case study  

 

The case study ‘Informal Competence Acquisition and Educational Guidance’ is set in the sector of adult 

education. It is a sub-project within an Austrian project on educational guidance. We will first briefly 

describe the organisation responsible for the sub-project ‘informal competence acquisition and 

educational counselling’, then sketch the whole project and finally describe the sub-project itself. Most 

of the information in this case study was gained in an interview with Mr Wolfgang Kellner from the Ring 
Österreichischer Bildungswerke (RÖBW, a platform of Austrian Adult Education Associations) who has 

the main responsibility for the sub-project described below. Additionally, information from other 

sources, such as websites is included (they are listed in the right column).  

 

The organisation:  

 

Ring Osterreichischer Bildungswerke (RÖBW): The RÖBW is a national umbrella organisation for 

voluntary educational and cultural work. Its members include many large Austrian educational 

organisations. The RÖBW organises nationwide educational events on key questions in many important 
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fields of society, such as development and renewal of local and regional communities, politics, arts, 
culture, media and education. The RÖBW encompasses 900 local organisations with 1,683,000 individual 

members, and it is represented in a third of Austrian local communities. The educational work in RÖBW’s 

member organisations is mainly carried out by volunteers: 6,000 volunteers plan, manage, guide and 

evaluate various processes of education on a local level and are supported by a pool of 800 part-time 

experts. The RÖBW supports these activities on a local level through experts, coaching, public relations 

and quality management as well as by offering further education and assistance for the volunteers. The 

RÖBW has longstanding experience in the area of valuing informal learning and has, for example, 

developed the ‘competence portfolio for volunteers’.  

 

Due to the RÖBW’s expertise in informal learning, the organisation has been partner in several national 
and international projects on that topic, for example, in the Socrates, Leonardo da Vinci, Grundtvig or ESF 

programmes. 

 

The project: 

 

Our case study is part of a current project on ‘Educational Guidance in Vienna’ (‘Bildungsberatung in 

Wien’). The project is funded by the ESF and the BMUKK (Bundesministerium für Unterricht, Kunst und 

Kultur - Federal Ministry for Education, the Arts and Culture). The project started in 2008 and will end in 

2011. 

 
The project's overall goal is offering independent counselling and, due to the ESF funding, reaching 

disadvantaged groups. Innovative low-threshold formats were elaborated and tested; for example, ‘mini 

courses’ in public libraries, educational and vocational guidance in public places such as train stations, 

sessions for young people in public parks, counselling for women in mosques and special programmes for 

disabled persons. 

 

 

Sub-project ‘Informal Competence Acquisition and Educational Guidance’  

 

The sub-project carried out by the RÖBW - our case study - seeks to develop, test and implement tools 
for the work of educational counsellors. It aims at providing tools for identifying informally acquired 

competences, to sensitise both counsellors and clients for informal learning, and to provide them with 

guidance about existing or missing skills when taking educational decisions. 

 

The main interest focuses on using experiences from many years of portfolio-work to develop a tool for 

educational guidance, especially the experience that a good discussion in the first meeting can lead to 

 

 

 

http://slic-project.eu/ (30.07.2010) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

http://www.bildungsberatung-wien.at/ 

(30.07.2010) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://msplhs15.bon.at/~admin87/ring/kompet

enzentwicklung/projekt5.php (30.07.2010) 



 3 

very successful results for the client. Thus, the sub-project aims at elaborating smaller formats than 
whole portfolios and to adapt the method of competence balance for educational counselling. The target 

group comprises clients who have acquired competences in special fields of activity but have no 

certificates to prove these competences or are not even aware that they possess these competences. 

 

Because the tool is still developing, feedback on the use of the tool is scarce at this stage of the project. 

The case study therefore focuses on the currently available information, mainly on the tools and their 

development. The tools that have been developed and tested are two ‘mini-formats’ of competence 

portfolios describing competences in one single field of activity: 

_a very rough ‘competence sketch’ that results from the first counselling session, and  

_a ’competence profile’ that is a more elaborated and better formulated ‘competence sketch’. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

People 

 

VNFL-IFL candidate (s): who is s/he? His/her history (personal/ professional/ educational)? Aims and 

professional/ personal project? Why the VNFL-IFL? 

 
In the tool’s pilot project, counsellors from different institutions considered and decided  which ‘regular’ 

clients could have acquired relevant competences for elaborating a ‘competence sketch’. As a result, the 

pool of participants was rather heterogeneous. Still, the candidates can be divided into four major 

groups: 

_persons with a migration background; 

_disabled persons; 

_young persons with special needs; 

_persons interested in second-chance education, especially persons trying to get access to tertiary 

education via the Higher Education Entrance Examination. 
 

Of all clients seeking counselling in the project’s overall framework, the counsellors chose 25 persons to 

work on a ‘competence sketch’ (first step), ten of those also elaborated a ‘competence profile’ (second 

step). 

 

AND 

 

VNFL-IFL advisers/staff: tutors: their experience, training, willingness, involvement, their place in the 

organisation? How do they interact with the VNFL-IFL candidate (s)? With the evaluators/ 

assessors/jurys? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 4 

 
The counsellors had to decide if they wanted to participate in the sub-project. Seven counsellors from 

organisations with different target groups participated in the sub-project and worked with the newly 

developed or adapted tools.  

The institutions were: 

_bfi (Berufsförderungsinstitut, CVET provider institution of the Chamber of Labour and the Austrian 

Trade Union Association) - target group: employed persons or jobseekers; 

_biv-integrativ (biv - die Akademie für integrative Bildung, adult education institution aiming at the 

integration of disabled persons) – target group: disabled persons;  

_WUK (Werkstätten- und Kulturhaus, Workshops and Cultural Centre) - target group: young people with 

problems entering the labour market;  
_VHS (Volkshochschule, adult education centre) – target group: persons who wish to enter higher 

education from alternative routes.  

 

AND/OR 

 

The assessors/ evaluators: their experience in VNFL-IFL, willingness, role/ responsibilities in the 

organisation/ institution?  

Their relationship with the advisers? 

 

The relationships/ interactions 

 

What does the case study show about the interactions between all the actors? Any external actors 

showing up in the case study? 

 

 

To sum up: the process  

 

How, what, when, how often?  

What happens, who sets the scene, who does the talking, what writing takes place etc… What part 

(active, passive?) takes the candidate in the process? 

 

See tools! 

 

AND/OR 

 

 

 

http://www.bfi-wien.at/ (30.07.2010) 

http://www.biv-integrativ.at/biv.php?s=b32 

(30.07.2010) 

http://www.bbiw.wuk.at (30.07.2010) 

http://www.vhs.at/ (30.07.2010) 
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Tools  

 

What are they, what role do they have, who develop them? How are they used? How important are 

they? 

 

Development of the tools in the framework of the sub-project ‘Informal Competence Acquisition and 

Educational Guidance’ 

 

The tools developed and used in the sub-project ‘Informal Competence Acquisition and Educational 

Guidance’ are an adaptation of tools from the „competence portfolio for volunteers’, one of Austria’s 

first competence portfolios for showing results of informal learning. The tools were developed also using 
experiences from other projects, for example, competence workshops for elderly people. 

 

One step in developing the tools was to see if there actually was a need for relevant tools by investigating 

the status of informal learning or informally acquired competences in the counsellors' professional 

practice. Counsellors had to reflect on this issue and were asked to describe: 

_their own counselling processes in terms of context, methods, tools and theories; 

_their target group(s); and 

_the status of informal learning in their counselling practice. 

 

The first result was that counsellors may not be acquainted with the term itself but they still consider 
informal learning when they ask the client about previous experience in professional or other contexts 

and about personal interests. 

 

Characteristics of the tool 

 

The main difference between the newly developed tools and a competence portfolio is the scope: the 

‘competence sketch’ is a smaller format that can be used for counselling sessions with the target group. 

It was developed by concentrating on competences acquired in one single prominent field of activity of 

the client, for example, working as a volunteer sports-trainer or managing multiple aspects in one’s own 

life as a disabled person. 
 

Methodical aspects of the tool 

 

Under the premise of usability, the tools are methodically based on  

_a narrative format, 

_documentation of competences, and 
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_’translation’ into a competence profile. 
 

 

The portfolios elaborated in previous projects had a basic requirement that the candidates autonomously 

elaborate a portfolio. Because the new project demanded low complexity and minimal effort, it became 

clear that the clients would not be able to elaborate everything by themselves in the short period of time 

given. Thus, a compromise was found: the main result of the process is a ‘competence sketch’ elaborated 

by the counsellor. This sketch is based on the narrative phase and an analytic discussion between 

counsellor and client concerning the competences acquired in a specific field of activity. The method can 

consequently be described as ‘accompanied self-assessment’. 

 
Expected results 

 

The integration of the competence approach into the counselling process should lead to the following 

results: 

1. Competence sketch: A short description (one or, at most, two pages) of six to eight competences 

according to the basic scheme, described in key words and catch phrases. The competence sketch 

includes three tables for describing different categories of competences:  

_subject-related/methodical competences, 

_social-communicative competences,  

_personal competences. 
Each table is composed of two columns: The competence is named in the left column, the context is 

described in the right column: 

The counsellor writes the sketch according to the client's statements in the first counselling session. Up 

to this stage of the project, 25 competence sketches have been elaborated. 

 

2. Competence profile: A competence sketch and a competence profile have the same structure, 

but the competence profile is more elaborated and contains fully formulated sentences while the 

competence sketch is just a rough (handwritten) version with catch words / phrases. Counsellors and 

clients are free to formulate the competences, there are no standardised phrases. The competence 

profile therefore comprises up to two pages with more exact formulations of the competence sketch. 
The competence profile is elaborated in the second meeting, clients get additional material for 

preparation between the first and second meeting. Work with the additional material supports the 

client’s autonomy. Until now, ten out of the twenty-five clients have elaborated these competence 

profiles. 

 

3. Competence descriptions for applications, based on the competence profile: The competence 
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profile can be used for applications, for example, for finding a job or for getting access to an educational 
or training programme. To describe competences in an application, it is sometimes necessary to 

reformulate certain phrases or to focus on certain aspects. This process results in a competence 

description – not a certificate! - that can be attached to application letters. Experience from portfolio 

projects shows that these competence descriptions can be elaborated very quickly. This can be done by 

phone, online or in a face-to-face session. This and the next result have not yet been achieved in the 

current project.  

 

4. Competence portfolio: In the further course of the project, the clients should get the possibility 

to develop their competence profiles into full competence portfolios with any necessary support from 

their counsellors. Tools for this transfer are being elaborated at the current stage of the project. 
 

 

Further developments 

 

For further development and dissemination of the method, three or four modules are currently being 

developed for further training of counsellors on the tools . The modules will deal with  

_handling the narrative format, and 

_helping clients to ‘translate’ their experiences into competences and describe their competences.  

 

Testing  

 

The tools described above were first tested by the coordinator of the sub-project (interview partner) and 

the counsellors themselves and then piloted with 25 persons. There is continuous cooperation and 

communication between the coordinator and the counsellors. The development process is ongoing; 

therefore, the tools have to be regarded as a ‘work in progress’. 

 

 

Description of the supportive tools 

 

Two questionnaires and a matrix serve as the basis for the elaboration of the ‘competence sketch’. These 
tools support reflection on and structuring of prior informal learning. First, we will briefly describe these 

tools and then the process of their application.  

 

Matrix: 

The counsellor works with a matrix for collecting, sorting and documenting information during the 

counselling process. With this matrix, the clients' information and the counsellors' thoughts, questions, 
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or comments are displayed separately in two columns. Two areas are described: relevant activities and 
social relationships in the context of these activities.  

 

Questionnaire 1: 

With this tool, the client identifies and describes personal strengths developed in the relevant field of 

activity. These strengths/competences are listed and ranked according to their importance; clients try to 

indicate changes concerning these strengths/competences in the course of time. A client might, for 

example, describe that during the last three years he/she has worked much more in groups than in the 

years before and has therefore gained experiences in social interaction, teamwork, etc. This description 

of changes indicates a learning process without actually calling it ‘learning’. 

Work on this tool should not take too much time, at best a couple of minutes during the first counselling 
session. During this time, the counsellor can use the time to take personal notes.  

 

Questionnaire 2: 

Here, the client gets a list with about 20 soft skills (for example, work in groups, creativity) as items and 

has to indicate the level of competence achieved on a scale between 1 (low level) and 5 (high level).  

 

The tools are used in the following order: The matrix is used throughout the first session.  The process 

starts with the narrative phase; in the next step, Questionnaire 1 is used and, then, Questionnaire 2. 

Thus, the tools support a method essential for the process: during the narrative phase and the work on 

Questionnaire 1, only the client’s own terms are used. Only with Questionnaire 2, the counsellors’ 
categories are introduced. Thus, it is easier to assure the clients’ ownership of the process and its results. 

 

For elaborating the competence sketch, the tools cover three relevant areas: 

_the activity itself, 

_the activity in a social context, and 

_the activity in a personal context. 

 

These three categories are used as a basis for naming and describing competences according to the three 

competence categories in the competence sketch and competence profile. 

 
The questionnaires and the matrix do not stand for themselves but they are discussed between client 

and counsellor. The clients' further descriptions and statements given during the discussions based on 

the questionnaire should help to develop the competence sketch. 

 

Preliminary results 
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Feedback:  
The counsellors involved in the testing agreed that the tools can be applied in ‘regular’ counselling 

situations when one special field of activity has been identified with the client. All counsellors had 

already considered prior (informal) learning and prior experiences, but the tools can help to go deeper 

into these questions, to reflect on prior (informal) learning processes more systematically, and to 

improve documentation. 

 

Further development within the project:  

Future versions of the competence sketch/ competence profile may not include the previously described 

scheme with three competence categories. Sometimes, the categories were difficult to keep apart. For 

some cases, the separation did not correspond to the clients' experiences or competences. 
 

Applicability of the tools:  

First, there is the general problem related to competence-oriented approaches: Elaborating a 

competence profile is a process based on command of spoken and written language and requires 

competences for self-reflection. This can be especially difficult for persons with low educational 

achievements who are a target group of ESF funded programmes. This dilemma also emerged in the 

processes in the context of this project.  

  

Thus, the tool in its present version is not applicable to all contexts. Originally, two counsellors who work 

with young people with problems to enter the labour market intended to use the tools for their target 
group. Even before the actual testing with clients started, it became obvious that the target group of 

these special counsellors would not fulfil the basic requirements for developing a competence profile or 

portfolio. Two basic problems emerged:  

_according to the counsellors, it would be difficult or impossible to identify one single field where the 

young people had enough relevant experience to be documented in the tool; and 

_motivation for autonomous work on the competence profile and self-assessment could not be assumed: 

In fact, ‘accompanied self-assessment’ had to be replaced by assessment by the counsellors.  

 

In addition, the context was rather difficult as the counsellors are greatly pressured to find jobs for their 

clients. In this context, the competence tools could be seen as a ‘detour’ on the way to identifying an 
adequate professional field, because it is not a matching instrument.  

 

Future development lines 

 

The bmukk (Bundesministerium für Unterricht, Kunst und Kultur - Federal Ministry of Education, the Arts 

and Culture) will continue financing the overall project in a second phase from 2011 until 2013, and the 
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project will be carried out nationwide. The sub-project ‘informal competence acquisition and educational 
counselling’ has plans to offer more training for counsellors who want to work with the tool; the tool 

itself will be adapted and piloted with further target groups.  Details about that second project are 

currently being discussed. 
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