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Abstract

Developing students’ ability to make informed and reflective judgements is a core objective of
Home Economics Education (HE) in Austrian schools. This study investigates Austrian secondary
school HE teachers’ understanding, discipline-based educational approaches, and perceived
challenges in fostering this competence. Qualitative semistructured interviews (n = 12,
including pretest interviews) were conducted with HE teachers representing diverse
experience levels and school contexts. Data were analysed using qualitative content analysis
(Kuckartz & Rddiker, 2023). Findings reveal a heterogeneous, yet strongly practice-oriented
understanding of judgement competence. Teachers identified sensory, consumer, aesthetic,
and emotional judgements as particularly relevant within the HE context. They emphasised
the vital connection between theoretical knowledge and practical experience, including the
value of learning from mistakes. While a range of discipline-based educational strategies are
employed, the development of judgement competence often occurs implicitly rather than
through deliberate explicit instruction. Key challenges include time constraints, limited
resources and varying levels of perceived importance by school administration and
heterogeneous levels of institutional support. The study highlights the need for clearer
discipline-based educational strategies and enhanced structural support to effectively
promote judgement competence.
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Introduction

The capacity for sound, reflective judgement—often referred to as Urteilskompetenz in
German-speaking educational contexts and closely related to international concepts such as
critical thinking (Ennis, 1987) or reflective judgement (Dewey, 2011)—is essential for navigating
the complexities of everyday life in ‘glocal’ societies in the 21st century. It is recognised as a
key competence within Austrian Home Economics (HE) education (Buchner & Leitner, 2018;
Federal Ministry of Education, Science and Research [BMBWF], 2024). This competence
empowers individuals to make responsible decisions regarding health, consumption, and
sustainable living (Angele et al., 2021, 2023; Marchand, 2015; Wagner-Kerschbaumer & Angele,
2023). Despite its acknowledged importance, empirical insights into how HE teachers
understand and actively promote this competence—particularly in Austrian secondary schools—
(level | consists of students aged 10-14 years)—remain scarce (e.g. Pfeffer, 2023; Woltran,
2020). This study aimed to address this gap by examining teachers’ conceptualisation of
judgement competence, the discipline-based methods they apply, the judgement types they
consider relevant, and the contextual factors shaping its development in the classroom.

Methodology

A qualitative, exploratory design was employed using semistructured interviews. Twelve
Austrian secondary school HE teachers—selected to represent a range of experience levels and
school contexts—participated in the study. Interviews focused on teachers’ understandings of
judgement competence, relevant student judgement types (e.g., sensory, consumer, aesthetic,
emotional), discipline-based strategies, influencing factors, and observable indicators of
competence development. Interviews were transcribed verbatim and analysed using qualitative
content analysis (Kuckartz & Radiker, 2023), involving iterative coding and thematic
development. A comprehensive, theory driven coding manual with explicit category definitions,
anchor examples, and decision rules guided the analysis. All coding steps were documented via
an audit trail in MAXQDA, ensuring rule-guidedness and procedural transparency. To ensure
quality and consistency in the analysis, both intercoder and intracoder reliability checks were
conducted. An intercoder reliability check with an experienced second coder yielded good
agreement (Cohen’s Kappa = 0.71), in accordance with established procedures (Lombard et al.,
2002). A six-month interval intracoder reliability check confirmed coding stability over time.
Ethical approval was obtained by the Ethics Committee of the University of Vienna in July 2023,
and all participants provided informed consent.

Findings

The following themes were derived through a structured qualitative content analysis process,
combining theory-based category development with data-driven refinement. Final categories
were informed by recurrent patterns, semantic density, and intersubjective agreement within
the research team. Key findings include:

» Conceptualisation of Judgement Competence: While definitions varied, teachers
commonly viewed judgement competence as a complex, practice-oriented ability
extending beyond mere cognitive processes. It entails integrating knowledge,
experience, reflection, and values to make reasoned, context-relevant decisions. The
teachers’ practice-oriented understanding, viewing judgement competence as
embedded in everyday decision-making, aligns well with the Internation Federation of
Home Economic’s (IFHE) definition of Home Economics focusing on the ‘practical
concerns of individuals and family in everyday life (IFHE, 2008, p. 1) and
encompassing multiple dimensions from the household to the 'glocal’ community.
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* Relevant Judgement Types: Teachers consistently highlighted sensory (e.g.,
evaluating food properties), consumer (e.g., making informed purchasing decisions),
aesthetic (e.g., appraising food presentation or design), and emotional (e.g.,
considering well-being, empathy, or social factors) judgements as central to HE. The
emphasis on sensory and consumer judgements aligns with international discourses on
core competencies within food literacy (Vidgen & Gallegos, 2014) and consumer
sciences.

e Discipline-based Strategies: Teachers described fostering judgement competence as
intrinsically linked to experiential learning, particularly through cooking and
household-related activities. Creating opportunities for explicit reflection, discussion,
and justifications of choices were considered essential. However, such elements were
often embedded implicitly rather than treated as distinct discipline-based goals.
Learning from mistakes considered a key experimental component.

* Influencing Factors: Teachers identified various contextual influences on judgement
competence development including students’ social background, social dynamics,
motivation levels and structural constraints such as limited lesson time, insufficient
resources (e.g., budgets, kitchen facilities), and the perceived status of HE within the
school. Teacher's own modelling of judgement and facilitative roles were seen
crucial.

Discussion

The findings indicate that Austrian HE teachers hold a rich, practice-based understanding of
judgement competence and recognise its educational value. The identification of four specific
judgement types (sensory, consumer, aesthetic, emotional) offers a context-sensitive extension
of existing theoretical models (Marchand, 2015). However, the predominance of implicit
instructional approaches suggests a disconnect between the recognition of judgement
competence as a discipline-based educational goal and the systematic implementation of
discipline-based educational strategies to foster it. Structural limitations—especially time
constraints and resource deficiencies—present significant obstacles. Additionally, the perceived
marginalisation of HE within school structures may impede sustained focus on judgement
competence.

Conclusion

This study provides important insights into Austrian HE teachers’ understandings and practices
related to judgement competence. While a strong practical orientation is evident, there is a
pressing need for more explicit discipline-based educational strategies, targeted learning
environments, and adequate resources. Supportive school leadership and sufficient curricular
time allocation are also essential. Strengthening the deliberate cultivation of judgement
competence is crucial for HE to fulfil its transformative mission of promoting well-being and
sustainability, as outlined in the IFHE Position Statement (IFHE, 2008). Further research shall
investigate the effectiveness of specific subject-didactic interventions aimed at fostering the
identified types of judgement competence more explicitly.
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