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                                Case Study: Austria       
 

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 
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Information for our second case study was derived from the internet, mainly the homepage of 

the institution described, and from a personal interview with the institution’s administrator, 

Ms. Karin Reisinger. 

 

The context 

 

In which sector is it taking place? 

The ‘Weiterbildungsakademie’ (wba, Academy of Continuing Education) is set in the sector of 

adult education. It is a new approach for the recognition of formal, non-formal and informal 

learning of adult educators. 

 

In which organisation is it taking place?  

The certification takes place at the Academy of Continuing Education (wba) in Vienna. This 

institution was founded in February 2007. The wba’s content and structure were developed in 

a three-year ESF project conducted by various institutions of adult education, the 

Bundesinstitut für Erwachsenenbildung (bifeb, Federal Institute for Adult Education), 

universities and other educational institutions led by the Verband Österreichischer 

Volkshochschulen (Association of Austrian Adult Education Centres). The bifeb is also the 

responsible body for the Academy of Continuing Education. The wba  is therefore closely 

related to practical experience within a trans-institutional network of adult education centres. 

The institution is financed by the Ministry of Education, the Arts and Culture, the ESF and the 

clients.  

 

An accreditation council is responsible for accrediting candidates’ competences, accrediting 

special courses offered by educational institutions to wba candidates and, also, addressing 

issues of quality assurance and monitoring. The council consists of independent adult-

education experts who work in the interface between adult education, economy, universities 

and universities of (teacher) education or university colleges of education.  

 

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

Since no standardised system of vocational training for adult educators exists in Austria, the 

previously named institutions developed and founded the wba for a variety of reasons: to set 

overall quality standards in the field of adult education, to develop a recognition model so that 

adult educators do not have to start from scratch when enrolling in a training programme, to 

enhance professionalisation of adult educators, and to enable the clients to continue their 

education at the university level. When their studies end, adult educators in Austria can obtain, 

for the first time, a diploma widely recognised within the profession. 

 

http://www.wba.or.at/main.php  (12.08.2009) 
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The wba programme was developed for full-time as well as part-time or volunteer adult 

educators. The Academy of Continuing Education targets individuals actively involved in adult 

education. This involvement may be in managerial positions; in responsibility for educational 

matters; in planning, organising or accompanying learning processes; in teaching; in 

counselling or in librarianship. Therefore, four target- groups are differentiated: educational 

managers, teachers/trainers, counsellors and librarians.  

 

The wba certifies and issues diplomas to adult educators in a special standardisation and 

recognition procedure that establishes competences, content and standards and that examines 

proof of competence. People active in adult education can have credits awarded for their 

competences, skills and practice periods, which they may have acquired in different ways, via 

qualifications with a modular structure. They are issued a recognised certificate and graduate-

level diploma. The competences that adult educators still lack can be acquired at different 

educational establishments for adults. 

 

The two certificate levels include:  

- wba-certificate I: certified adult educator; 

- wba-certificate II: graduate adult educator (specialisation in one of four fields: 

teachers/trainers, education managers, counsellors and librarians).  

 

Candidates must prove at least 300 hours of professional practice for the ‘certified adult 

educator’ and at least 4 years of professional practice with 700 hours (including 400 in the field 

chosen) for a certification of ‘graduate adult educator’.  

 

For both levels, 30 ECTS in various subject fields must be accredited. All candidates must pass 

the first level before they can continue to the second level. 

 

Adult educators can get credits for competences recognised by the wba-cerfificates – graduate 

level – in three master study programmes at the University College of Education of Upper 

Austria.  

 

 

From the beginning in 2007 until now (August 2009), more than 500 people have registered for 

the programme offered by the wba. About 150 persons have obtained a certificate.  

 

The wba model: Overview 
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Wba-certificate I: certified adult educator: 

The first level’s subject fields include a status-quo evaluation, competences in educational 

theory, didactics, management of educational events, guidance and counselling, librarianship 

and information management, social competence, personal competence, elective subjects, a 

certification workshop and a certain amount of practical experience. The subject fields are the 

same for all four target-groups on this level. 

 

Prior learning can be recognised based on a ‘Standortbestimmung’ (status-quo evaluation), and 

the candidates attend additional seminars or workshops according to their competences in 

order to fulfil the complete profile. The courses are not offered at the wba but at other 

institutes. A number of courses are automatically accredited by the wba. All candidates must 

attend a three-day Zertifizierungswerkstatt (certification workshop) and master various tasks 

as well as pass multiple-choice tests. 

 

 

 

 

For a detailed description of the curriculum, see 

http://wba.or.at/studierende/wba-Zertifikat.pdf 

(11.08.2009) 

 

 

Wba-certificate II: graduate adult educator: 

The second level has four possibilities for specialisation: teaching and training, educational 

management, counselling, and librarianship. The competences relevant for all four areas 

include educational theory, social and personal competences, science-oriented work, subject-

specific literature and reviews, and reflective competence. Furthermore, the candidates must 

show subject-specific knowledge and competences: management for educational managers, 

librarianship for librarians, counselling competence for counsellors, and didactic competence 

for teachers. Competences relevant for specialisations other than one’s own can be accredited 

as optional subjects. In addition, candidates must prove a certain time of professional practice 

and participate in a final colloquium. 

 

 

 

The four curricula are available at the website: 

http://wba.or.at/studierende/wba-Diplom_Lehrende.pdf 

http://wba.or.at/studierende/wba-

Diplom_BildungsmanagerInnen.pdf 

http://wba.or.at/studierende/wba-

Diplom_BeraterInnen.pdf 

http://wba.or.at/studierende/wba-

Diplom_BeraterInnen.pdf 

(11.08.2009) 
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People 

 

VNFL-IFL candidate (s):  

 

Candidates need a professional certificate (e.g. from an apprenticeship) or a school certificate 

beyond the level of compulsory schooling (e.g. Allgemeinbildene Höhere Schule – AHS, 

academic secondary school; Berufsbildende mittlere Schule – BMS, vocational school; 

Berufsbildende höhere Schule – BHS, vocational college). In addition, candidates must be 

experienced practitioners in adult education. Candidates work as teachers or trainers, 

education managers, counsellors or librarians. Whilst the first certificate level includes all four 

areas, candidates can, according to their professional orientation on the second level, obtain a 

certificate with a focus on educational management, counselling, teaching/training or library- 

and information management. 

 

Up to July 2007, 546 persons have registered for the certification; 396 were female, 150 were 

male. More than half of the candidates are older than 40 years. The age groups are: 

- > 30 years: 32 persons; 

- 30-39 years: 158 persons; 

- 40-49 years: 264 persons; 

- 50 years and older: 92 persons. 

 

Of these candidates, 321 have submitted their online-portfolio for the status-quo evaluation.  

 

Around 43 % of candidates work in institutions belonging to the Konferenz der 

Erwachsenenbildung Österreichs (KEBÖ, Conference of adult education in Austria, umbrella 

organisation of the largest adult education institutions in Austria). 

 

82 % of wba-students have passed the Reifeprüfung (upper secondary school leaving exam), 43 

% are graduates of a tertiary programme. 

 

 

VNFL-IFL advisers/staff:  

 

One staff member at the wba is responsible for a first counselling, which can be done 

personally or via telephone. People interested can bring their documents and receive a first, 

rough evaluation of which subjects could be accredited and to what extent. When candidates 

have decided to do the status-quo evaluation, one person is responsible for assessing the 
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documents, allocating the credits and providing counselling related to the further process. 

These staff members must be experienced professionals in adult education, i.e. they need to 

have worked over several years in one or several of the specialisations branches. They must 

know the adult education system and ‘scene’ in Austria; they also need administrative skills 

and accuracy in order to deal with the many details in the accreditation process. They need 

communicative skills for, on the one hand, counselling the clients and, on the other hand, for 

discussing the allocations in the team. 

 

The assessors/ evaluators:  

 

The evaluators in the certification workshop are experienced professionals in adult education, 

educational management, teaching/training and library- and information management. 

 

The evaluators in the final colloquium for the graduate level are mostly leaders of institutions 

of adult education and members of the ‘cooperative system’, a common initiative for 

professionalisation and quality assurance in adult education including the adult education 

institutions, adult education associations and the Federal Institute for Adult Education (bifeb).  

 

 

 

Process:  

 

1. Information and counselling: 

Interested individuals can obtain initial information and details about the wba model from 

counsellors in the provinces. They can also receive counselling on the certificates and the 

accreditation process via telephone or personally from the wba staff members. At this stage, 

one can make a first (rough) allocation of certificates from the formal and non-formal system 

to the wba curricula. 

 

2. Status-quo evaluation 

The first stage of the accreditation process is a Standortbestimmung (status-quo evaluation). 

For this purpose, the candidate elaborates an online-portfolio where the learning biography is 

made visible by listing relevant certificates and confirmations of professional practice (formal, 

non-formal and informal learning). In a drop-down menu, they can choose if they want credits 

for competences acquired in a course, a school (e.g. secondary training colleges for educational 

professions), a seminar, a university study programme, for other certificates, or for non-formal 

learning. This document must include the date, duration and title of the programme and the 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For information on the cooperative system, see 

http://wba.or.at/ueber_uns/kooperatives_system.php 
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relevant institution. There is an extensive instruction sheet on how to fill in the personal 

portfolio. Candidates are encouraged to save time by first using certificates or other available 

documents. If necessary, further documents (e.g. competence confirmations from former 

employers) can be submitted after the status-quo evaluation. 

 

The number of submitted documents varies widely: candidates have submitted between 5 and, 

in one case, around 300 documents for validation. However, the number of documents is not 

relevant: one certificate for a long-term course can bring more credits than many certificates 

from short-term courses. 

 

Accreditations for formal learning refer to competences acquired in educational institutions 

from upper secondary level and later (for example, upper secondary school – general or 

vocational, apprenticeship, universities, universities of applied sciences). Accreditations for 

non-formal learning refer to courses and seminars as well as meetings, conferences or lectures 

the candidate has attended. 

Informal learning can be accredited in a variety of ways: candidates can write a paper on a 

certain topic or submit their own relevant publication(s). Intercultural competences can be 

accredited based on a profession- or education-related stay abroad lasting at least three 

months. For some subjects, the employer can use a specific form to confirm competences. In 

this case, the candidate must have been working for the employer for several years and the 

candidate’s relevant experiences and practices must be sufficiently described. 

 

Competences in project management can be accredited for persons who have managed a 

project and can prove that they had the main responsibility by providing a project proposal 

that includes a financial plan and a project report.  

Personal and some social competences can be accredited based on portfolios elaborated in 

other projects or based on participation in training groups over a certain period. Personal 

competence can also be accredited based on supervision or coaching processes undergone by 

the candidate. Further forms of proving competences must be agreed to by the wba-

counsellors and the accreditation council 

 

When all documents are included, candidates finish the portfolio. They receive a PDF 

document to print so that they can have an overview. The PDF document includes the 

candidate’s name, all documents listed and an affidavit that the candidate has really 

attended/done/learned/experienced what he or she claims in the portfolio. When the project 

began, the affidavit was not requested but later was deemed necessary for quality assurance 

because the assessors were not sure if some candidates wanted to falsify some cases. 
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Candidates then hand in all relevant documents. At this stage, the wba staff allocate to the 

curriculum the competences listed in the portfolio and calculate the ECTS points. Allocations 

are automatically done for the certificate and graduate level because many candidates have 

extensive experiences and competences in one special field, which may be relevant for the 

graduate level. The allocation process is a matter of discussion, routine and accurate work. For 

certain cases, e.g. certain educational programmes, allocation routines have developed since 

the start of the wba. The team also discusses allocations in order to arrive, as far as possible, at 

common standards. According to the wba’s administrator, new staff members develop an 

allocation routine after half a year. However, courses might not always be allocated the same 

way because, in cases of doubt, the candidates’ CV is also considered: One person can have a 

certain course accredited because it is connected with special professional experience, another 

person who does not have that special experience will not receive the accreditation.  

 

The wba staff members calculate ECTS credit points according to the kind of activity: for 

presentations or meetings, the time for giving the presentation or for attending the meeting 

equals the workload (i.e. one hour in a relevant event is one hour of workload in the 

calculation of ECTS credit points). The time for the event is multiplied by 1.5 for seminars, 

courses, or workshops. For more intensive courses that last at least seven days, the time is 

multiplied by 2. 

 

The allocation process takes between two hours and two days for wba staff. The process can 

take longer for the candidates – there might be a delay if many portfolios are handed in at the 

same time. 

 

All candidates are named in the accreditation council, but the council only discusses in more 

detail the cases where allocation was difficult. The accreditation council meets every second 

month. 

 

When the accreditation council has confirmed the status-quo evaluation, the candidates 

receive a PDF document listing the allocations. Here, they can see the whole curriculum with 

information on which certificate or confirmation was accredited for which subject and to what 

extent. The screenshot below displays an example of such a portfolio. For subjects marked in 

green, all necessary ECTS credit points have been accredited. For subjects marked in white, 

candidates must attend a seminar or bring any other proof of required competences. Main 

parts of the curriculum are printed in bold, details from those parts printed in normal letters. 

Below the horizontal lines in smaller letters, the name is displayed of the 
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seminar/course/programme/confirmation of practice etc. upon which the accreditation is 

based. The number of ECTS credit points accredited are also displayed. 

 

 

Candidates discuss the allocations with their counsellor. Questions of understanding can be 

clarified at that stage, or candidates can provide more documents or information for a certain 

subject if they think the accreditation is not complete. 

 

For the certificate level, a maximum of 80 % of ECTS credit points can be accredited based on 

informal learning, but this has not yet been the case. For the graduate level, formal and non-

formal learning are more relevant. 

 

Experience has shown that social and personal competences are often accredited based on 
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informal learning as well as subject-specific experiences for the four areas of adult education 

(teaching/training, management, librarianship, counselling). Anyway, even at the certificate 

level, hardly anyone has acquired competences in all four areas via professional experience. 

 

Educational theory can not be covered by informal learning. Despite the frequent complaints 

of candidates, the wba regards this topic as a core element in the curriculum. Especially people 

with long-term professional experience often do not understand why they should need to 

know theory. Apart from quality assurance, the wba deems educational theory particularly 

important when creating permeability to the tertiary system. 

 

 

3. Education and training plan: 

Candidates jointly clarify with a specifically trained wba counsellor the already fulfilled and still 

open requirements for obtaining the qualification. 

 

 

4. Competence acquisition:   

If candidates still lack competences, then they acquire them. Their wba counsellor will support 

the candidates in finding suitable provisions. Competences can be acquired in seminars or 

through informal learning. The wba accredits courses and seminars that can cover all curricular 

topics for the certificate level. 

 

5. Qualification ‘Certified Adult Educator’: 
When all required competences have been acquired, all candidates must attend a final three-

day workshop with various tasks, discussions and multiple-choice tests. Currently, there is a 

literature list with eight basic texts or books for this test. Beginning in 2010, a package of texts 

will be available for that purpose. It is also possible to fail the test. In this case, the certification 

workshop can be attended again. Until now, there have been a few ‘border cases’, but only 

one candidate did not pass. The wba administrators are aware that this may not be usual 

practice in adult education, but it is also a question of quality assurance. In the workshop, 

candidates need not be ‘perfect’, but they must show evidence of acquired competences and 

must be open for feedback and change. 

 

After the workshop, the certificates are handed out. Certified adult educators are entitled to 

use the following logo 
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They can also enlist in an online database on the wba website. After the certificate, it is 

possible to go on to the graduate level. Actually, relevant seminars can be attended or papers 

can be written during the certificate course. Only after the certification level is it possible to 

finish the graduate level. 

 

As for time, candidates must calculate between nine and twelve months until they can receive 

the certification. A waiting period has resulted from higher than expected interest in the 

certificate. It is also a matter of chance if a portfolio is ready in time for the bimonthly sessions 

of the accreditation council. In addition, candidates might have to wait for the accreditation 

workshop. In 2009, all workshops are fully booked until the end of the year.  

 

6. Qualification ‘Graduate Adult Educator’: 

The graduate adult educator can specialise in one of the four professional fields. More 

seminars are needed, and the graduate level has a stronger academic orientation. Candidates 

must write papers, attend seminars and/or write book reviews. This should serve to provide 

evidence that they at least have basics competences in academic writing. Until now, some 

certified adult educators did not continue with the graduate level because they did not want to 

write anything. However, wba would also offer support in that respect. After only two years, it 

can not yet be foreseen if or when certified adult educators might later return to wba to 

receive their graduate diplomas. 

 

Apart from covering the ECTS credit points listed in the curriculum, candidates for the second 

level must hand in a paper, which is discussed in a final colloquium. Candidates present and 

relate their papers to their work as adult educators. There is a discussion on the paper and on 

topics relevant for adult education. The commission for the colloquium consists of three 

members of the cooperative system, mostly leaders of institutions for adult education. 

Graduate adult educators are entitled to use the following logo: 
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The most relevant tool for the accreditation of prior learning is the online portfolio developed 

in the ESF project by the project partnership. In the portfolio, candidates can include 

certificates or confirmations that they have taken part in certain courses. Professional practice 

is proven via employers’ confirmations, letters of recommendation, invoices or similar 

documents. For practitioners in voluntary work, a ‘competence portfolio’ elaborated for 

voluntary workers can also be used. 

 

 

Costs 

 

The status-quo evaluation costs 130 Euro; the certificate ‘certified adult educator’ is 650 Euro; 

and the certificate ‘graduate adult educator’ is 320 Euro. This does not include travel costs and 

costs for courses the candidates must attend individually. Experience has shown that in many 

cases two or three seminars must be attended so that costs can add up to 1,500 or 2,000 Euro. 

Some costs can be refunded (though possibilities for funding differ widely) or can be set off 

from tax liability. 

 

 

Feedback: 

 

Feedback from certified and graduate adult educators shows that the certificate has positive 

effects on their self-confidence. The certificate and the wba service are evaluated positively. 

The negative criticism mostly relates to the multiple-choice test in the certification workshop, 

the literature that sometimes seems too complicated and the necessary seminars that are not 

offered at all times. 

 

The quality assurance system of the Austrian Public Employment Service (AMS) shows that the 

wba certificate is deemed a high-quality qualification: a system granting a maximum of ten 

points to trainers in the public employment service is used to indicate the trainer’s experience 

and competence. Trainers with a high number of points have better chances to work for AMS. 

Trainers with a wba certificate and four years of professional experience receive the maximum 

number of points. 

 

The wba certificate is also gaining importance in other institutions, partly in connection with 

qualifications necessary for conducting ESF-projects.   

 

On an international level, already half a year after the wba model was launched, the OECD 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.wba.or.at/ueber_uns/pressemeldungen/200

7_10_05_oecd.pdf (19.08.2009) 
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showed interest in it. In October 2007, the wba was presented as model of good practice at an 

OECD meeting with 65 guests from 22 countries. 

 

 

Perspectives 

 

The wba’s innovative value lies – as is shown – not primarily in a new training concept or new 

content but in linking the recognition of acquired competences with a counselling-supported 

completion of the competence profile of individuals towards the qualification of ‘adult 

educator’. In this respect, this represents a unique approach in Austria that takes up existing 

provisions, identifies gaps, helps fill them, merges learning outcomes and makes them 

transparent. 

 

For the future, the wba has three main projects: 

 

First, more cooperations with universities will be sought in order to enable permeability 

between the wba graduate level and the tertiary system. In the past, a problem has been 

encountered with regards to these cooperations: A concept for a master programme in adult 

education had been elaborated together with an Austrian university that would provide wba 

graduates with 40 ECTS credit points. However, the professors who had been partners in this 

cooperation left the university, and the project was not continued. Now, a new master 

programme is being planned in cooperation with several universities. 

 

Second, the wba certificate and graduate level should be allocated to the Austrian National 

Qualifications Framework (NQF), which is currently being developed. 

 

Third, the accreditation process could be developed further in a long-term perspective. New 

processes with more assessment are planned so that candidates need fewer certificates and so 

that the accreditation of informal learning can be fostered. 

 

 


