Characteristics of the Austrian FH sector

1. The development and extension of the Austrian Fachhochschule sector takes place with interaction between private bottom-up initiative and state-official top-down control. This, for the Austrian higher education system, new and innovative political control model has to be viewed under some important conditions which are linked to the entry into force of the Fachhochschule Study Act of 1st October 1993:

· Ending the state monopoly as supplier of higher education studies as well as withdrawal by the state from the educational production which directly standardises the contents and means

· Restricting state-official competences to quality assurance (i.e. accreditation and evaluation) and financing

· Decentralisation and deregulation of decision-making processes and competence structures

· Regionalisation and diversification of the educational offer

· New distribution of rights of disposal by the organisation form of operating institutions under private law and herewith related: strengthening the sovereignty, responsibility and flexibility of educational suppliers

· Sovereign educational suppliers, who can make use of resources required for educational process in such a way that attractive educational offers are generated, which must prove themselves in the academic and professional world on the one hand, and find acceptance and demand on the other.

· Establishment of the politically independent collegial body “Fachhochschule Council” which is responsible for quality assurance

2. 
The Fachhochschule Council is the authority responsible for the accreditation, evaluation and extension of the recognition of Fachhochschule study programmes. The central tasks of the Fachhochschule Council consist of the accreditation as a form of ex-ante quality assurance and the evaluation as a form of ex-post quality assurance. The main focus of the activities of the Fachhochschule Council is to assure the quality of the educational offer at the Fachhochschule.

· By accreditation by the Fachhochschule Council we understand, in brief, a procedure to verify the compliance with set and published requirements, which ends with a decision either in favour or against.

· By evaluation by the Fachhochschule Council in co-operation with the Fachhochschule Conference (association of suppliers of Fachhochschule programmes) and the peers, we understand a procedure for the investigation, assessment and improvement of the quality of Fachhochschule degree-programmes.

The Fachhochschule Council has 16 members (currently: 7 women, 9 men), one half of  whom come from the university field and must be academically qualified by habilitation; the other half of members come from business / industry. The members of the Fachhochschule Council carry out their duties part-time and in the execution of their activities are not subject to ministerial directives. The Federal Minister for Education, Science and Culture appoints the members, with four members being appointed on recommendation of the advisory board for economic and social matters.

3. The first Fachhochschule study programmes were offered in the academic year 1994/95. In Austria the establishment of educational offers at the Fachhochschule did not take place by adapting existing educational institutions, but by the accreditation of new study offers. The development of the Fachhochschule sector in Austria is currently at an important stage of  consolidating the educational institutions. The objective of the Fachhochschule Council is to create nationally and internationally competitive higher education institutions where the establishment of applied research and development as well as the related transfer of know-how and technology between higher education and regional industry / economy play vital roles. 

4. In contrast to the universities, which aim for scientific discipline-oriented education, Fachhochschule study programmes aim for a scientific professional field-oriented education. This educational mandate should also stress a higher responsibility to Fachhochschule students for the usability on the labour market of the imparted qualifications. It can easily be recognised that an explicit education-economic aspect is inherent in this educational mandate: namely the aspect of overcoming the problem of creating an optimum link between the educational and employment systems.

The basic conception of a Fachhochschule programme consists thus in describing the association between professional field, professional field-specific qualification profile and the curriculum in which this profile is reflected, as well as in presenting the implementation of this association in the pedagogical-didactic basic concept.

5. 
In general, Fachhochschule study programmes are not offered and administered by the state. With one exception all suppliers are legal persons under private law (company with limited liability or an association). Against the background of the above mentioned shift in educational policy in the nineties, the decentralisation of decision-making powers and the strengthening of the independence and responsibility of educational policy institutions were intended to increase the efficiency and quality of their offers.

Presently there are 19 suppliers in Austria who offer a total of 94 Fachhochschule study programmes. The total number of students is currently about 14.500. Graduates of FH study programmes are allowed to enrol for doctoral programmes at a university. FH – programmes comprise as a rule 8 semester (240 Credits) and include at least one semester practical professional training. In order to graduate, students must write a thesis and pass the final thesis examination and are then awarded the academic degree Diplom-Ingenieur (FH) – Master of Science (FH) – for technical programmes and Magister (FH) – Master of Arts (FH) – for non-technical programmes.

In connection with the Bologna Process an amendment to the Fachhochschule Study Act is expected in the course of the next year which will allow the introduction of a two-tier study system (bachelor and master) in the Fachhochschule sector. The parallel management of degree programmes and bachelor and master programmes should then be possible.

6. An application for recognition as Fachhochschule programme has to be submitted to the Fachhochschule Council. Such an application comprises generally between 120 and 180 pages. As already mentioned above, Fachhochschule programmes are accredited, subject to the fulfilment of the legal prerequisites, for an approval period of a maximum of 5 years. Each extension of recognition requires a new application and the presentation of an evaluation report.

At the heart of the accreditation decision is the answer to the question whether or not the proposed concept is able to guarantee the fulfilment of the educational mandate. The educational mandate of the Austrian Fachhochschule study programmes is formulated in the Fachhochschule Study Act as follows:

· Fachhochschule study programmes should guarantee a scientifically sound and practice-oriented professional education at higher education level and particularly provide their graduates with the skills to solve the tasks of the respective professional field in accordance with the latest scientific developments and the requirements in the professional practice.

After the accreditation by the Fachhochschule Council, the relevant people on the spot (management of the supplier, programme director, teachers, students, administrative personnel etc.) are responsible for the implementation of this concept and thus to guarantee the quality. A year before the expiration of the first approval phase, the study programme will be evaluated.

7. 
The evaluation of the Fachhochschule study programmes by the Fachhochschule Council takes place in close co-operation with the Fachhochschule Conference, the association of suppliers. The evaluation procedure which has been worked out jointly by the Fachhochschule Council and the Fachhochschule Conference, is mainly based on the quality concept ‘Fitness for Purpose’, i.e. the quality of a Fachhochschule programme is measured by the degree to which the prescribed and its own objectives have been fulfilled. The main task of the evaluation consists in determining and evaluating the discrepancies between the prescribed and own objectives and the actual condition of the Fachhochschule programme. To increase the quality of the educational offer is at the heart of evaluation.

A major characteristic of the evaluation procedure consists of the possibility to reflect the results of the evaluation directly and immediately in the extension of recognition and thus in the second approval period. The time limited recognition as well as the evaluation a year before expiration of the first approval phase are excellent conditions for a formalised follow-up procedure which focuses on the improvement of the study offer. For example, the measures adopted by the Fachhochschule Council to improve the quality are a binding part of the application for extension. The relevant people on the spot are again responsible for the implementation of these measures for quality improvement. However, the Fachhochschule Council is allowed to have the compliance with improvement plans reviewed. Their non-fulfilment can result in the revocation of the recognition. 

8. 
The Austrian Fachhochschule sector is still being developed. The objective of educational policy is that there will be approx. 20.000 students in the Fachhochschule sector by 2004/05. This would mean that around one third of all new entrants in Austrian higher education institutions decide in favour of a Fachhochschule programme.
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