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The Austrian school reform “New Middle School” (NMS), which began as a reform initiative in 2008 in 
67 pilot schools, has since led to a mandated school reform in lower secondary that will be completed in 
phases by 2020. In the 2014/15 school year a total of 1,072 New Middle Schools are reaching more than 
150,000 students. The majority of reform schools are former compulsory lower secondary schools 
(Hauptschule); only a small percentage comprises non-compulsory academic-track schools (Gymnasium).  

The initial goal of the NMS pilot was to foster innovative learning environments to increase equity and 
enhance excellence in lower secondary education. The pilot phase was regulated by federal legislation, 
which enabled up to 10% of all lower secondary schools nationwide to participate as innovators towards 
greater equity and excellence in lower secondary education. An evaluation of the impact of pilot schools 
should provide a basis for policy-making and reform. Because the pilot gained unexpectedly strong 
momentum and pressure to extend the 10% cap on participating schools grew, the coalition government 
moved ahead with a mandated reform before the evaluation results were available. Tracking in 
compulsory lower secondary schools (Hauptschule) was abolished, but selection mechanisms and 
structures related to non-compulsory academic-track schools (Gymnasium) remained intact. 

Austria is still one of the few countries where school choice between non-compulsory academic and 
compulsory non-academic lower secondary school forms is required after 4th grade primary school (see 
Fig. 1). These selection mechanisms and the high degree of parent choice accompanying them have a 
significant impact on individual education trajectories and life choices of learners at an early age and have 
therefore been the focus of OECD policy and reform recommendations for Austria. Further, the federalist 
structures contribute to a hyper-complex system in which federal legislation is administered on the state 
provincial level (Bundesländer) and all compulsory schools are under the auspices of state provinces. 
This structure also results in a two-class system among teachers (state provincial and federal employment 
structures). 

 
Figure 1: The Austrian School System 

Equity issues begin at the end of primary school (grade 4), when parents select a lower secondary school 
for their children. Not only can they choose among several compulsory lower secondary schools 
(Hauptschule), some of which are specialized in music or sports and specially regulated, but also between 
compulsory and non-compulsory academic track schools (Gymnasium), provided that their child’s grades 
from 4th grade enable this choice. Approximately 30% of all children begin lower secondary at a 
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Gymnasium, whereby the percentage is higher in urban areas and demographic trends are increasing that 
percentage. 

Because qualification for academic-track schools is based on students’ report cards from grade 4 primary, 
sociometric analyses and external achievement testing have been conducted regularly to assess the 
reliability of this selection mechanism. The most recent study was conducted by the state provincial 
government of Vorarlberg and published in 20141. External achievement measurements at the beginning 
of 5th grade in the subjects of mathematics and German showed that the grades from primary school were 
unreliable (see Fig. 2). These results confirmed what other studies have indicated since the 1980s: 
students’ socioeconomic background continues to be the central barrier to equity in the Austrian system2 
(Bruneforth, Weber & Bacher, 2012). 

 
Figure 2: Test Results for German. 5th grade students in both NMS and Gymnasium were tested at the beginning of the 

school year. Nearly two-thirds of students without qualifying grades for academic-track schools (third bar) achieved 
results comparable to those with qualifying grades (first and second bars). 

Selection has been further exacerbated in recent years by an increasingly plural society, growing gaps 
between rich and poor, migration from rural to urban areas, politically volatile issues regarding 
immigration, asylum seekers and extremism, and so on, leading to greater segregation especially in urban 
schools. Urban schools particularly face the challenge of an accumulation of multidimensional risk 
factors; as a result, there is growing pressure in the system to consider a variety of policy measures, 
including greater school autonomy, school funding based on social index factors and full-day school.  

Because the NMS reform is focused on selection mechanisms, structures and traditions with deep 
historical roots, it is a highly controversial endeavour caught in the tensions between transformational and 
conservative forces. Removing tracking in lower secondary education requires a fundamental 
reorientation of the instructional and organizational system of teaching and learning for 10 to 14-year-
olds in heterogeneous groups, a task for which many teachers are ill-prepared. Re-skilling is not only 
necessary for current teaching staff but also for all involved in teacher education, both initial teacher 
education and continuing education.  

  

                                                      
1 Böheim-Galehr, G. & Engleitner, J. (Hrsg.) (2014). Schule der 10- bis 14-Jährigen in Vorarlberg. Entwicklungen, 

Bildungshaltungen und Bildungserwartungen. Projektbericht Band 1 (FokusBildungSchule Bd. 6). 
Innsbruck: StudienVerlag. 

2 Bruneforth, M., Weber, C. & Bacher, J. (2012). „Chancengleichheit und garantiertes Bildungsminimum in 
Österreich“. In: Herzog-Punzenberger, B. (Hrsg.) (2012). Nationaler Bildungsbericht 2012 Band 2. Wien: 
BIFIE. S. 189-227. 
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Nonetheless, the NMS legislation had wide-reaching impact on school policy, from minor changes in 
laws regarding student use of public transport to influence on the potential reform of systemwide 
assessment policy. The NMS legislation redefined teaching and instructional development (particularly 
regarding backward design, criteria-based assessment and differentiation) and also instituted new 
components such as teamteaching and student-led parent-teacher conferences, which take place at least 
once per school year and should focus on strengths and achievements.  

����������
�������
����$��������
For the initial pilot phase an external consultant group (“NMS-EB”: NMS-Entwicklungsbegleitung) was 
installed by the Ministry of Education in 2008 to support the pilot schools. The NMS-EB comprised 
international and national experts with a wide range of expertise in school and systems development, 
instructional development, research and teacher education. The focus of the NMS-EB’s nationwide 
system development in the pilot phase was on activating energy in the field to foster school-based reform 
and innovation, clarifying roles and intensifying interaction among national, regional and school levels. 
To achieve these ends, the NMS-EB initiated and implemented networks and communities of practice on 
all system levels, whereby the focus was on school principals and “Lerndesigners”, a new teacher 
leadership role initiated by the NMS-EB and proved to be a massive system intervention intended to 
provide leverage for school reform through change agents embedded in the teaching staff of each school. 
The rationale was clear and focused: school reform must be addressed on the school level to be effective, 
the focus must be on teaching and learning, and change agents require re-skilling, networking and a 
community of practice to ensure sustainable change and transformation.  

 
Figure 3: Timeline of NMS reform process from 2008 to 2013 

Each generation took part in a two-year nationwide program led by the NMS-EB. As the timeline (Fig. 3) 
shows, four generations of pilot schools began under the pilot mandate. Fig. 4 illustrates NMS-EB 
intervention strategies during the pilot: NMS Initiative Round Tables on the ministerial level were 
designed to reflect on the relationship between policy and practice in the innovation process. National 
Networking Conferences for school principals and regional coordinators served to initiate change and 
exchange with others nationwide. Learning Ateliers brought together the Lerndesigners on the national, 
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regional and local levels; during the first two years with Generations 1 and 2 a qualification program for 
Lerndesigners evolved in response to their needs in the classroom.  

 

Figure 4: Intervention strategies of the NMS-EB consultant team  
during the pilot phase to enhance system-wide learning and collaboration 

The provinces (Bundesländer) took advantage of the pilot phase in different ways. Four out of nine 
started in the first year, while others either lacked political consensus or took a wait-and-see stance until 
the second generation. Two of the provinces, Vorarlberg and Burgenland, achieved almost full 
participation of all compulsory lower secondary schools in the first two generations. Individual regions 
labeled the NMS along the names of the provinces (e.g. VMS for the Vorarlberg Middle School or SMS 
for the Styrian Middle School), reflecting the province-specific models being piloted within the national 
pilot framework and accentuating regional differences in the federalist structure and dynamics of the 
country. Transparency and interaction were fostered by national networking and learning ateliers, while 
cooperation and competition became vivid forces in the process.  

During the pilot phase and before the planned evaluation, the NMS was mandated by the Austrian 
Parliament earlier than expected in April 2012 due to growing pressure to expand the pilot. The 
legislation made the NMS reform mandatory for all compulsory schools (Hauptschule) that accommodate 
70% of all students in lower secondary, non-compulsory academic-track schools (Gymnasium) can opt in. 
In effect, the legislation removes tracking in compulsory schools but fails to remove the key barrier to 
equity by implementing a comprehensive middle school for all 10-14 year olds. As a result, there is a high 
degree of parent choice in the system and, as studies have shown for decades, qualification for non-
compulsory academic-track school continues to be based on unreliable grades from elementary school. 
For this reason, many – including the new Minister of Education, who took office in 2013 – consider the 
reform a partial success.  

The NMS implementation began in 2012/13 under the new legislation, in the middle of Generation 4’s 
initial program. The transition from pilot to implementation seems to have been relatively easy for this 
generation, whereas Generations 1 – 3 struggled to adapt the new imposed changes more or less willingly. 
With the implementation of the mandate, new generations benefited from greater clarity and a clear 
legislative framework for their development. Nonetheless, change processes are complex and the shift 
from the pilot phase models to the national mandate requires alignment processes and led to resistance in 
the system as well. The evaluation results of pilot generations 1 and 2, which were published in March 
2015, clearly showed that NMS-sites achieve better outcomes and increase student engagement than they 
did before if teacher teams implemented the pilot framework (Eder et al. 2015). 

The mandate initiated a new phase of the reform process: instead of schools driving their transformation 
process within communities of practice a systematic and compulsory implementation began with the 
2012/13 school year. The project leadership in the Ministry emphasized, however, that each NMS should 
engage in the reform in the spirit of development and innovation. Because the NMS-EB external 
consultancy contract came to an end at this juncture, there was a need to ensure continuity in development 
on the national level and further evolve the system development begun by the NMS-EB. As a result, the 
project leadership at the Ministry of Education, Culture and Arts (BMUKK) established the National 
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Center for Learning Schools (“CLS”), an organizational unit linking university, Pädagogische 
Hochschule (University Colleges of Teacher Education) and Ministry. The primary objectives of the CLS 
are to: 

·  sustain and foster school networks and communities of practice for teachers and school principals 
and between schools, 

·  develop the role of change agents, in particular Lerndesigners, through qualification programs, 
symposia and networking, 

·  integrate findings from current learning research in the NMS environment with nationwide 
development strategies, 

·  disseminate next practice insights and examples online and in print, 
·  support change processes in teacher education to meet the goals of the NMS, 
·  exploit system-wide synergy potentials, 
·  provide support for policy and program development. 

The CLS built upon structures and strategies developed by the NMS-EB during the pilot phase and is 
pursuing several key strategies: 

·  Networking and communities of practice sustained online (http://www.nmsvernetzung.at/) and 
through national and regional events 

·  Fostering teacher leadership as a key lever for school-based reform 
·  Engaging partners on all system levels 
·  Operating transparently in an “open access” culture 
·  Creating and disseminating resources with and for practitioners (working materials, practice 

handbooks, indicators, school development tools, change methodologies, facilitation guidelines, 
etc.)  

·  Linking the NMS reform to other relevant processes and initiatives in Austria, in particular those 
related to school quality development, inclusion, student engagement and evidence-informed 
teaching practice 
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Research has consistently shown that conventional school reform does not 
reach the classroom door (e.g. Schrag, 1988; Levin, 2008; Marzano, 2004; 
Payne, 2008). Based on the understanding that effective school reform 
occurs on the school level, as part of the reform process new teacher 
leadership roles were defined (Schratz, Krenn & Aigner, 2014; Westfall-
Greiter & Hofbauer, 2010). Of these, Lerndesigners are the most visible. 
They are teacher leaders with specific expertise in areas of curriculum and 
instructional development (“Lerndesign”) related to the reform goals of 
equity and excellence and attend a two-year qualification program with 
academic credits. The goal of the qualification program, which evolved in 
the national and regional learning ateliers during the pilot phase, is to re-
skill effective teachers to inject school effectiveness research into their 
practice.  

Ideally Lerndesigners act as change agents in a shared leadership dynamic with school principals and 
other teacher leaders (coordinators of school quality, eLearning, culture and arts, subject areas, school 
development teams, etc.). Their impact on the school level depends, however, on key factors, including 
not only their own leadership skills but also the degree of leadership dynamic in the school culture, the 
openness and willingness of their colleagues, the social architecture of the school and compensation 
structures. 
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“The NMS House” illustrates the curriculum that emerged during the pilot phase and was further 
developed in cooperation with program directors at Pädagogische Hochschulen:  

·  diversity is the foundation of a teaching and learning culture oriented to competence 
development;  

·  evidence-based instructional development comprising backward design principles, differentiation 
as a strategic response to student needs and corresponding criteria-based assessment are the 
pillars of the approach; 

·  pedagogical stewardship and being mindful of learning as a situated experience encompass the 
philosophy.  

Large-Group Events for System-Wide Networking and Communities of Practice 

Learning Ateliers are large group learning models involving 60 to 300 participants, depending on event 
format. These events, which have become part of the formalized curriculum für the Lerndesigner 
qualification program, have proven to be a successful strategy for national networking, re-skilling and 
establishing communities of practice. Further, these national events serve as a counterpoint to regional 
identification, balance out the highly complex federalist structures and support alignment processes. 

A key change to the two-year initial program for each new generation is the combining of a national 
network meeting for school principals with one national Learning Atelier per year. This strategy has 
strengthened teacher leadership and a shared leadership dynamic in the schools by bringing together 
school principals with their Lerndesigners to work together in a Learning Atelier. 

Symposia, which were first offered in 2012/13 as a strategy for engaging schools that had completed the 
initial two-year program for new generations, are also targeted at leadership figures (principals and 
Lerndesigners). These events enable participants to network face-to-face, discover new developments and 

Figure 5: The NMS House 
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work together on challenges they are experiencing in their development. They are highly valued by the 
NMS community. 
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Beyond face-to-face national and regional events, the NMS development is supported by an eduMoodle 
platform (http://www.nmsvernetzung.at), comprising over 200 courses, virtual interschool PLCs 
(Professional Learning Communities) as well as virtual spaces for stakeholder groups and communities of 
practice (Lerndesigners, eLearning-Coordinators, steering groups, development teams, school principals, 
teacher educators and trainers, school inspectors and special interest groups.  

 
Figure 6: NMS Platform for teachers, principals, parents, students and other interested people, mainly open access, parts 

for internal use only (http://www.nmsvernetzung.at/) 

In addition, the NMS Online Library (http://www.nmsvernetzung.at/course/view.php?id=159) was 
implemented in autumn 2012 and serves as a portal for NMS-related resources, including dissemination 
of the newest resources for curriculum and instruction, a biweekly newsletter for school principals and 
insights into the NMS experience (http://www.nmsvernetzung.at/course/view.php?id=134) through 
personal anecdotes and a series of online events and publications called “NMS Insights”. 

The NMS platform is well known and used both by guests (open access) and members (login required), 
with more than 1 million hits per year. With running costs of approx. € 30.000 for servicing and 
maintenance, it is an inexpensive yet highly effective driver of system learning. 
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The NMS-EB system development enabled the establishment of a new common professional language in 
the NMS community. Some words, such as Lerndesign, were completely new; terms related to school 
effectiveness research became part of everyday professional discourse; the language of leadership for 
learning (used in English) also became a natural part of communication. Because the NMS diction is so 
distinct, it has had the effect of branding. Language is one of the first aspects of the NMS culture that new 
generations comment on and occasionally resist.  
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The evaluation of the first two pilot generations foreseen in the pilot legislation was modified in light of 
the unexpected reform mandate but was still limited to the first two pilot generations. Results were 
eagerly anticipated and highly politicized; negative media campaigns began several weeks before the 
evaluation was published.  

Achievement measurements had already indicated that negative impacts of gender and sociocultural 
background had been reduced at some NMS. Two key results emerged in the NMS Pilot Evaluation (Eder 
et al, 2015): Teacher teams that applied the pilot concept achieved better learning outcomes and school 
climate / student engagement improved. NMS students experience less academic pressure and stress and 
more satisfied with school.   

Supported by data revealing differences among the first two pilot generations, the evaluation team 
concluded that the NMS works, if the NMS concept is implemented. The graphic below summarizes the 
differences among not only schools but also grade-level teacher teams. 

 
Figure 7: “Modellklassen” = full implementation, “P lusklassen” = broad but less intensive implementation, 

“Normalklassen” = partial implementation, “Traditio nsklassen” = no implementation (Source: Ministry of Education and 
Women’s Affairs) 

Because the evaluation was limited to the first two generations of pilot schools working with school-
specific pilot concepts that were more or less in alignment with the NMS concept now mandated through 
the reform legislation, the relevance of the evaluation for driving system development forward is also 
limited.  
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Transforming Tradition 

From the system development perspective, it is clear that the speed and spread of innovation in school 
systems takes time; practice as a system or institution has its own rules which are the legacy (and the 
burden) of tradition. That does not, however, mean that practice is entirely resistant to change. As a 
system of rules, there is always the space of the unregulated, and practice is never purely reproductive. As 
Waldenfels observes, there is “something unregulated in the regulated that calls for changes and allows 
for new regulations” (2005, p. 90, our translation).  

Similarly, the school system in Austria is driven by long tradition but no one school is purely reproducing 
that tradition. Nonetheless, policy changes can occur quickly, as is the case with the NMS. The speed and 
degree of impact on individual schools and individual teachers, whose practice tends to be driven more by 
tradition than top-down regulations, depends on the speed and degree to which all system levels respond 
to the changes. Changing the teaching and learning culture system-wide is hence a slow process which 
requires intensive support and time to sustainably anchor change: “New forms are unthinkable without 
dis-forming and re-forming the given and without coming to terms with and transforming the heritage and 
burden of tradition” (ebenda, p. 92, our translation). It is precisely the coming to terms with and 
transforming tradition which takes time, individual by individual, school by school. 

A Highly Politicized Reform Environment 

The on-going political debate in Austria regarding a comprehensive lower secondary school for all 
remains a threat to Gymnasium teachers (and therefore their exceptionally influential union) and parents 
with social capital who favour a high degree of choice in lower secondary. Political tactics and negative 
media campaigns distract and harness development energy and foster insecurity among teachers and 
parents. Interest groups and individuals who resist transforming tradition tend to place value on the 
heritage and ignore the burden, despite a large body of data regarding the negative impact of traditional 
structures on Austria’s current and future society. Often the goal of equity, which in and of itself does not 
necessarily represent a high value in Austrian society, is reduced to improving measurable outcomes with 
little regard to the effects of selection mechanisms in primary school and the socioeconomic background 
of students. Key elements of the NMS concept, including student engagement, diversity, academic 
resilience and pedagogical stewardship, are ignored in the politically driven public discussion. 

In this complex political climate, the CLS is a neutral catalyst for change. By supporting change agents in 
the schools, communicating with school leaders and district supervisors, and operating according to the 
principles of transparency and open source, CLS is supporting policy implementation without sacrificing 
openness to innovation on the school level. A key strategy lies in the development of new tools and 
routines that disrupt practice, both in the classroom as well as on the school level. One such tool is the 
“School Walkthrough” for criteria-oriented school development. 

Federalism and Vertical Structures 

Although school autonomy is relatively restricted in Austria (Schratz & Westfall-Greiter, 2010; Schratz & 
Hartmann, 2009), the mental model behind the NMS reform pilot was one of diversity rather than 
uniformity, with the policy goal of fostering innovation. At the same time, this diversity reflects the 
general tendency of schools to think and act locally, rooted in the federalist structure of compulsory 
education in Austria. General regulations, curricula and standards for the NMS are centralized at the 
federal level while school administration, inspection and development are governed on the state 
provincial (Bundesland) level. Players in school development include local town councils, regional school 
inspectors, state provincial school boards and directors of school inspectorates as well as Pädagogische 
Hochschulen which provide federally funded school development support and continuing education for 
teachers. Budgets for school-specific staff development are also allocated to and administered by the 
Pädagogische Hochschulen and linked to more or less rigid programming. 
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The CLS pursues a resource-based strategy to energize the field. This strategy focuses on updating the 
knowledge base and fostering knowledge dynamics vertically and horizontally and requires intensive 
communication with all stakeholder groups. In addition, close cooperation with the Ministry and the 
National Steering Committee ensure that CLS measures are supported by key players in the system. 

From Pilot to Mandate: Too soon and too little for some  

As a result of the NMS legislation, pilot schools from the first generations of NMS were confronted with 
adapting their school concepts to the new legislative requirements overnight, while all other compulsory 
secondary schools were scheduled to implement (the last Generation 8 to start in 2015/2016). The shift 
from school-based pilot concepts within the provincial framework to a nationally legislated framework 
was immediate and led to resistance, demotivation and confusion in the pilot generations, particularly 
Generations 1-3. Some schools mourned the loss of their own innovations, reporting that the legislation 
was a step backwards in their school and/or instructional development. Others felt that the innovations of 
others were being forced upon them. Still others were frustrated that the mandate came too soon and/or 
was too little because it failed to remove all structural barriers to equity.  

Supporting these schools and actors to ensure they remain on-board is one of the greatest challenges for 
the CLS. On-going communication and support via the NMS platform has been a key strategy to sustain 
the engagement of all. 

From External Consultancy to a National Center for Learning Schools 

As an interface between policy and practice the CLS operates in a complex federalist structure, in which 
actors can be strongly connected to party politics. The CLS structure is in itself a prototype that defines 
cooperation between a university and a Pädagogische Hochschule, institutions which have until recently 
been in competition and reflected the two-class system in the teaching profession (state provincial and 
federal schools and teachers). CLS colleagues are located across the country and work virtually between 
three retreats per year, functioning indirectly as a liaison between their regions and institutions and the 
CLS. Challenges arose in the first year, due to loosely defined cooperation and boundaries between 
national CLS and regional PH work. Lack of clarity regarding responsibilities and roles of CLS and the 
PHs inhibited development activity and a lack of curricular coherence on the regional PH-level created 
differences among Lerndesigners that became visible at national Learning Ateliers.  

The CLS structure and work processes continue to evolve as know-how grows. CLS responds to the need 
for coordination and alignment by communicating with stakeholders and providing support where 
possible. Collaboration and co-creation with stakeholders is a central aspect of CLS development work. 
Regular meetings are held with those responsible for program development at the PHs.The CLS develops 
a range of publications on key areas for school development. So-called “orientation handbooks” are the 
products of consensus processes with the NMS National Steering Committee, comprising two members 
(state provincial school inspectorate directors and a colleague of their choice) from each province. Drafts 
of these publications are submitted for feedback and through the communication process content and 
goals on the system level are clarified and, if necessary, modified to meet the needs of state provincial 
stakeholders, including both school boards and Pädagogische Hochschulen. This process not only ensures 
that all schools have stable and reliable common understandings for their development but it also fosters a 
common language as well as alignment and accountability on all system levels. 

Another example for successful collaboration and co-creation among key stakeholders was the 
development of what has quickly become the primary instrument for criteria-based school quality 
development- the School Walkthrough (Hofbauer & Westfall-Greiter, 2015). While the CLS was leading 
the process in developing and piloting the toolset, members of other national centers and leaders of other 
key NMS initiatives (e.g. eLearning, gender, culture and arts, career counselling) collaborated with CLS 
to create a comprehensive toolset based on clear quality indicators. The School Walkthrough focuses on 
the key development areas in the NMS reform and linked to quality development and quality assurance in 
the SQA (School Quality, www.sqa.at) Initiative of the Ministry of Education. It has spread rapidly 
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throughout the system since the first prototype was introduced in November 2013. It materialises and 
operationalises the new norms and values that are represented in the “House of the NMS” and beyond, 
including indicators for related initiatives led by system partners and/or the Ministry such as gender, 
culture and arts, and digital competence.  

Inhibitors to and Limitations of Teacher Leadership  

The impact of Lerndesigners on school and instructional development depends on key factors, including 
not only their own leadership skills but also the social architecture and degree of leadership dynamic in 
the school culture, the openness and willingness of their colleagues and compensation modalities. As the 
following vignette3 captured in a virtual PLC session illustrates, teacher leadership is not yet consistently 
established in all schools: 

Anne wants answers 

Anne is furious. Everyone else in the PLC is reporting that although “teacher leadership” isn’t part 
of their school vocabulary, the role of teacher leaders is nonetheless central. Neither is true for her 
school. Her principal delegates responsibilities when there is need. There is even constant 
fluctuation in their School Development Team! How did she become a Lerndesigner? She just 
happened to be in the principal’s office when the form arrived to register a Lerndesigner and got the 
job. She wants to know if teacher leaders also have authority so they can, for example, call team 
meetings. And she also wants to know what benefits others see in their teacher leader roles and who 
would put themselves through all of that under the given circumstances. Actually she‘s not really 
thinking about teacher leaders in general; she‘s really thinking about herself at her school. Anne is 
growing impatient. She wants answers to the question of what processes are necessary to introduce 
teacher leaders in a school. (TLS1 V3 20140512) 

As the vignette illustrates, the effectives of teacher leadership as an intervention depends on recruitment 
and nomination processes for teacher leaders, the leadership competence of principals and the school 
culture. Compensation for teachers leaders has yet to be formalized and regulated via labor law, which is 
a significant inhibitor for establishing teacher leadership and leveraging effective teachers for re-skilling 
and improving teaching practice. 

 �

                                                      
3 Westfall-Greiter, T. (2014). System Monitoring Note 2 Austria: Virtual Professional Learning Communities 
and Vignettes as Evaluation Tool for Innovation. OECD’s Innovative Learning Environments, Strand 3. (to 
be published online) 
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While a range of publications, both for practitioners and the scientific community, stems from the 
learnings and the process of the reform in German, little has been published so far in English (see 
References). For the ICSEI Showcase translations of key documents and tools, including the School 
Walkthrough, are planned. 

The reform process also became a good practice example for EPNoSL, the European Policy Network on 
School Leadership (http://www.schoolleadership.eu/). As a case study (Schratz, Krenn & Aigner, 2015) 
teacher leadership in the NMS reform became part of the EPNoSL School Leadership Toolset. The 
toolset provided by the CLS is designed to support the development of teacher leadership in school 
cultures with a flat hierarchy undergoing transformation. The tools support an orientation to equity and 
learning as the theory of action driving their work with all students. Such deep cultural change requires 
schools to become learning organizations, in which all professionals see themselves as learners and in 
which highly effective professionals are recognized and leveraged for improving school quality. 

 
Figure 8: Teacher Leadership Toolset, promoting effective leadership activities from the Austrian School reform process 

of NMS (http://toolkit.schoolleadership.eu/teacher_leadership_intro.php)  

In addition, the vignette research methodology developed at the University of Innsbruck (Schratz, 
Schwarz & Westfall-Greiter, 2014, 2012) in a grant-funded project still in progress has been adapted by 
the CLS to serve as an evaluation and mentoring tool. This development work was conducted within the 
OECD’s Innovative Learning Environments program and related publications are available online4 (see 
Earl & Timperley, 2014, regarding evaluation of innovation).  

The vignette research methodology was designed to gain access to students’ learning experiences in the 
classroom as they occur. This “radically empirical” approach (Schratz & Westfall-Greiter, in print) to 
learning research is integrated in the qualification program for Lerndesigners. Vignettes support and 
enhance teachers’ understanding of the concept of pedagogical stewardship and “being mindful of 
learning” (Lernseitigkeit) by capturing how learners experience the learning trajectory of an environment. 
In June 2015, an international symposium will investigate the possibilities of vignette and anecdote 
methodology further (http://www.anekdotenforschung.at/symposium-theme.html).  

                                                      
4 http://www.oecd.org/edu/ceri/innovativelearningenvironments.htm  
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