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Social innovation in Austrian HEIs is discussed under the headline of their “Third Mission.”

The HE sector is pressured to have more and more impact on society. Internationally

speaking, many countries benefit from national policies and networks in the Third

Sector, but policies in Austria were initiated only recently, in 2017, on a national level.

Interestingly, the service learning approach as an innovative and socially responsible

teaching methodology stands out in Austrian HE. This article classifies the developments

of the Third Sector in Austria in the form of a policy brief. Austria has a growing community

of practice in social innovation and service learning. The article gives insight into the

strategic developments in Austria and is underpinned with recommendable action to be

transferred to others.
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INTRODUCTION

Throughout their long history, HEIs have regularly been confronted with intensive discussions
about their position in society. HEIs have been facing a fundamental paradigm shift about
what they are expected to accomplish on an economic, social, and environmental level. The old
paradigm of scientific discovery (“Mode 1”), which was characterized by an internally-driven
taxonomy of disciplines and the autonomy of researchers and their institutions, was superseded
by a new paradigm of knowledge production (“Mode 2”), which is socially embedded, applied,
transdisciplinary, and “subject to multiple accountabilities” (Nowotny et al., 2003, p. 179). As a
consequence, the place of universities in society (Maassen et al., 2019) had to change as well.
This placed an emphasis on activities in the Third Sector, which are neither governmental nor
for-profit, but value-driven, and which operate between the state, the market, and the community
(Evers and Laville, 2004).

While in the United States, Third Sector activities have been a central component of HE,
European HEIs still lag behind. Scholars have discussed the adequacy of terminology for Third
Sector activities, which are contextual and regional (Aramburuzabala et al., 2019). While in the
Anglo-American context, civic engagement, community-based research, or action methodologies
in the Third Sector are guiding terms (Nigro, 2017), the umbrella term “Third Mission” has
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prevailed in German-speaking countries. Additionally, there
is a broad discourse about Social Innovation (BEPA, 2010),
Social Responsibility (GUNI, 2009), Service Learning (Reinders,
2016)—concepts, which also shape the Third Sector discourse,
however, we identified service learning as the central discursive
element in the European Third Sector discussion.

Service learning has since the 1990ies emerged as a
central component of HE in the United States connected to
both civic responsibility and academic learning (Felten and
Clayton, 2011). “Service-learning is the various pedagogies
that link community service and academic study” (Ehrlich,
1996). While its potential lies in preparing students to be
engaged citizens, it has many forms of implementation, including
direct or indirect services in the Third Sector and community
partners in the local neighborhood, on-campus, or even online.
During implementation equal priority is given to students,
staff/faculty, and community partners. According to Dewey
(1966), a democratic society will only work with engaged
citizens. Students, faculty, and community partners thereby build
reciprocal relationships, which lead to both initial and sustained
learning on all sides (Brower, 2011). Service learning was initially
viewed as an opportunity to radically change HE and make it
more relevant to communities (Boyer, 1996). The largest body
of literature about community engagement has been produced in
the US (Bringle and Hatcher, 1996; Furco, 2002), based on ideas
of pragmatism (Harkavy and Benson, 1998), utilitarianism and
communitarianism (Codispoti, 2004), and systemic engagement
theory (McNall et al., 2015).

However, service learning as a Third Sector activity, is not
free of criticism: Once thought to benefit local communities, it is
now criticized for serving HEI goals, such as providing research
laboratories for faculty and venues for students to implement
applied coursework (Holland, 2005). Instead of helping to bring
about transformational change in communities, service learning
has become a technical practice with a “charity” orientation and
in this sense mirrors a neoliberal approach in the transformation
of HE (Raddon and Harrison, 2015). From this perspective,
service learning is instrumentalized to appeal to external funders
(Slaugther and Rhoades, 2000). Some researchers believe that
service learning has positive effects on the social awareness
of participants (Dukhan et al., 2009), while others are not
that optimistic as evidence on the impact of service learning
is missing. It may also reinforce paternalistic structures and
stereotypes (Cipolle, 2004). Scholars are concerned with the
Third Mission as elite practice (Butin, 2010). Service learning
might be a luxury “many students cannot afford, be it in terms
of time, finances, or job future” (Butin, 2010, p. 32). In order to
prevent service learning from becoming just one more academic
practice, students should be equipped to analyze policy and
society (Wohnig, 2016).

In Europe, HEI’s tripartite mission has only emerged since
2000. The so-called “ThirdMission” has over the last two decades
been positioned as an equally important part of the universities’
social contract in Austria (Resch, 2018;Maassen et al., 2019). This
article classifies the developments of the Third Mission in HE
in Austria in the form of a policy brief. Austria has a growing
community of practice in Third Sector policy, social innovation,

and service learning, however, policy developments have never
been summarized from a multi-stakeholder perspective.

EUROPEAN HE POLICIES WITH

PARTICULAR FOCUS ON AUSTRIA

European Developments
While research in this area in the United States and other
countries like Australia has prevailed, the academic discourse
in Europe is still highly particularistic. The global network
for innovation (GUNI), supported by UNESCO, argued for
a renewal of HE with a vision of public service and social
responsibility (GUNI, 2009). There is a “relatively enabling
policy environment” for Third Mission activities in Europe
(Aramburuzabala et al., 2019, p. 2). Spain, Ireland, and Germany
have more well documented service learning histories than other
European countries, and national networks. Austria’s community
of practice tends to be defined by scattered practice—a fact
also true for other European countries, in which we discern
“different levels of maturity and mainstreaming” of service
learning (Aramburuzabala et al., 2019, p. 5). In post-communist
countries, we observe a dynamic growth of the Third Sector
and in parallel a continuing weakness of civic society, which
may lead to barriers in the implementation of service learning
(Meyer et al., 2019). In Western European countries, we see a
stronger democratic culture that encourages students and faculty
to actively participate in the community. In 2019, Austrian
HEIs made a first move toward an emerging national network
for service learning aiming at pulling isolated institutional
practice together.

Developmental Steps in HE Policy

in Austria
The HE sector in Austria covers 22 public universities, 21
universities of applied sciences, 14 teacher training colleges, and
16 private universities.

Official documents published by the Austrian government
emphasize the relevance of an open HE system promoting
university extension: “Outreach activities and diversity-sensitive
course guidance” cited in the “National Strategy on the Social
Dimension of Higher Education” published by the Federal
Ministry of Science, Research and Economy (BMBWF, 2017)
demonstrates the necessity for new forms of cooperation. Thus,
HEIs are asked to “identify and expand collaboration with
civic stakeholder groups” (ibid., p. 5). A joint publication by
different Austrian ministries emphasizes the “reinforcement
of community education approaches” (Republic of Austria,
2011, p. 32) within the “Strategy for Life-long Learning in
Austria (LLL:2020).” The “National Strategy on the Social
Dimension of Higher Education” (ibid.) was developed as a
joint policy document of all HEIs for the first time. In addition,
service providers, intermediary bodies, and social partners
contributed to the policy development process, which confirms
the commitment of HE stakeholders in Austria to the paradigm
shift in progress.
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In the recently published national government program
for the period 2020–2024, one strategic objective is to
“strengthen the knowledge transfer between science, industry
and society” (Regierungsprogramm, 2020, p. 313). It targets an
increased collaboration between science, arts, business, and other
stakeholders to develop social innovation. Before 2017, policies
on the Social Dimension were missing and generally left to the
autonomy of HEIs, so a national strategy was not available.
This led to less integrated and disseminated developments in
Austria compared to other European countries with a national
strategy or network. The title of the policy development (“Social
Dimension”), which was used in Austria, allowed all institutions
of various backgrounds and disciplines to join the process, as
everyone accepted it.

Institutional Practice
In contrast to Germany, Ireland, or Spain, there are neither
systematic attempts to evaluate the implementation of service
learning, such as meta-analyses (Reinders, 2016), nor any form of
overview study on the distribution of service learning in Austria.

Austria’s community of practice tends to be defined by
scattered institutional practice—a fact this policy brief is
overcoming for the first time by pulling isolated institutional
practice together. Given that Europe is one of the last
international regions to consolidate the benefits of service
learning, it is not surprising that there is no published policy brief
on the situation of Austria’s HE policy in the Third Sector so far.
This is well reflected in institutional policies: Service learning is
explicitly mentioned in the development plan 2019–2024 of the
University of Graz, the development plan 2025 of the University
of Vienna, the development plan of the University for Continuing
Education at the Danube University Krems, the strategic plan
2019 of the Vienna University of Economics and Business, and
in the development plan of the Universities of Education in
Austria 2021–2026. It is therefore anchored in several strategic
documents, however, not nationally organized. An increasing
number of Austrian HEIs have been carrying out service learning
courses (Gerholz and Losch, 2015; Resch, 2018). The University
of Vienna launched a policy project on service learning in 2015
under the headline of their Third Mission. It was initiated from
the rectorate (top management) and contained an awareness
raising campaign and interviews with the deans of all faculties
(middle management).

In 2010, the Vienna University of Economics and Business
launched a community service learning program called
Volunteering@WU, which aims at promoting learning and
social inclusion by stimulating an exchange between students
and young people from socially disadvantaged backgrounds
(Buber et al., 2019). The program is co-curricular, participation
is voluntary, and can therefore be classified as a hybrid of
community service and service learning (Seider et al., 2013;
Meyer and Schachermayer-Sporn, 2018). The University of
Graz applies service learning as one form of social innovation
in the Master Business Education and Development as a
compulsory subject. Students work with a partner from outside
the university, and e.g., develop a marketing concept for organic
fruits or organize sales trainings for the long-term unemployed

(Slepcevic-Zach, 2017). “Civic Engagement Education and
Service Learning in Teacher Education” at the University of
EducationUpper Austria is a fundamentally new concept for field
experience for pre-service teachers: All candidates run through
this experience as a mandatory course, including experience in
social work, after-school and tutoring programs. This experience
offers students insights in diverse living conditions, facilitates
an understanding of individual biographies and social contexts
(Grogan and Fahrenwald, 2018).

These examples of scattered practice show that in some
cases, service learning as one configuration of social innovation
forms an integral part of a study program, whereas in other
programs students have the opportunity to choose the course as
an elective subject. Austria is ready to leap into a new era of a
shared community of service learning practice leaving scattered
institutional practice behind—a paradigm shift from isolation
to partnership.

Actionable Recommendations
Meijs et al. (2019) identified six barriers for implementing
service learning: time for implementation, knowledge &
expertise, funding, prioritizing service learning on national and
institutional level, a coordinating unit, and modes of recognition.
We would like to emphasize the last three for Austria:

Prioritizing Service Learning in

Policy Development
The implementation of existing policies in the Social Dimension
is still vague, needs interpretation, and leads to scattered practice
left to the autonomy of HEIs (with a lack of networking and
practices shared). Following a self-assessment tool, Austria can
be considered at Stage 1 (Critical Mass Building) of a three-
stage continuum of development (2: Quality Development; 3:
Sustainable Institutionalization; Furco, 2002; Seifer and Connors,
2007). The next steps are to enhance comparative research in the
Third Sector and provide fundingmechanisms on a national level
for this purpose. Policy makers are asked to set incentives for
teachers’ engagement (Abes et al., 2002).

Leaving Scattered Institutional Practice

Behind—Coordinated Action
The future must be shaped by coordinated action on a national
and institutional level. First, the emerging network initiated by
the authors in 2019 must continue. Second, locating Third Sector
activities in university’s transfer offices is useful for coordinated
action, reporting and monitoring. However, concepts need to be
adapted to the respective circumstances such as students’ profiles,
and urban or rural structures of the HEI.

Networking should not only continue on national level,
social innovation and service learning courses should not be
considered as stand-alone initiatives, but become increasingly
interconnected instead. Central coordinators on faculty level can
enable and facilitate cooperation between teachers and provide
possibilities to exchange expertise (Pigza and Troppe, 2003).

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 3 July 2020 | Volume 5 | Article 112

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


Resch et al. Policy Brief Austria

Modes of Recognition
Eventually, service learning should be an indicator of teaching
quality in the evaluation processes of academics. Analyzing the
factors that motivate staff to implement service learning, the
faculty reward structure plays a significant role, but is generally
under-researched (Abes et al., 2002).

DISCUSSION

This policy brief is an attempt to summarize relevant national
policy development and institutional practices to shed light on
the Austrian developments.

We reviewed the available legally binding documents as key
strategic policies for the Social Dimension in HE, which serve as
a documentation of developments in Austria. The Third Mission
activities of HEIs are still scattered, but ultimately with support
from top management, are essential for uplifting this Sector to a
strategic and more visible level.

In summary, many institutional practices shape the Third
Sector in Austria. Yet, the authors are the first to initiate a
common policy brief and to acknowledge cross-institutional

learning in this field. Still, there is a lack of empirical research
about the effects of policies on a societal, institutional and
individual level (Fernandez and Slepcevic-Zach, 2018).Wewould
appreciate a stronger strategic European movement in the
Third Sector, however, mainstreaming of service learning can
be viewed optimistically if the policy conditions in the Third
Sector remain stable. More future research is needed about
the Third Sector learning processes of HEIs as organizations.
Building a strong Austrian research and practice network across
and within disciplines has become an important work for
our future.
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