
I understand every single word. Though, why 

do I not understand the meaning? 
Contextual knowledge in teaching German as a foreign language (DaF) 

and in managing district heating business in Slovakia 



■ My own context 

 

■ Trying to sensibilize students for cultural 

contexts  

 

■ Slovak Contexts & Values - Cultural 

differences 

 

■ Situation at STEFE 
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■ Born in Eastern Germany in 1978 

■ In a family of former German speaking Bohemians (originally from Mikulášovice) 

■ Grown up (partly in a monastery) in Upper Styria (St. Lambrecht) 

■ November 9 1989 (Fall of the Berlin Wall) most important day of my live  

■ High school: Commercial academy in Carinthia (1997) 

■ Summerjobs in Italy 

■ Studied Communication Science and Political Science in Vienna (2004) 

■ Member of a (liberal) Catholic Students Association  

 

Professional experience  

■ Two years Consultant in a PR-agency in Vienna (2004-2006) 

■ Five years general secretary for associations promoting the fine arts (Otto-

Mauer-Fonds) and multidisciplinarity in science (PRO SCIENTIA) (2006-2011) 

■ Two years as Austrian Lecturer in Prešov (2011-2013) 

■ Since May 2013 at STEFE in Banská Bystrica  

■ Languages: German, English, Italian, Slovak   

 

 

■ About me (reasons for my viewpoints) 
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■ Karl R. Popper 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

■ Cultural philosophical background 
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■ Jürgen Habermas 

“Whenever a theory appears to you as the only possible one,  
take this as a sign that you have neither understood the theory  
nor the problem which it was intended to solve.”  
Objective Knowledge: An Evolutionary Approach (1972) 
 
Science is about problem solving 

No one possesses exclusive rights over the common 
medium of the communicative practices we must 
intersubjectively share. No single participant can control 
the structure, or even the course, of processes of reaching 
understanding and self-understanding.(…) The Future of 
Human Nature (2003) 
 
Communication is about reciprocal understanding, truth, 
credibility and respect  



■ Things the society expects 

its members to know on a 

certain level of education 

 

■ ends with the university-

entrance diploma 

■ Concepts of education: Canon 

 school 
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■ freedom of thinking 

■ memorized facts are death 

knowledge 

■ participation of students is 

requested  

■ unity of research and teaching  

■ to examine special problems  

■ on a very solid general education 

■ research does not need to have a 

meaning except curiousness  

■ methods and methodology matter 

■ Concepts of education: Humboldt 

 university 
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Problem 



■ Some personal impressions in Slovakia 

 

■ Don’t ask questions (especially older teachers don´t appreciate that, 
considered as lack of respect, disturbs teaching) 

 

■ Fight against plagiarism is a sisyphus work: (copy & paste) 

 

■ Facts matter and have to be memorized (What was the name of the 
pope who crowned Charlemagne?) 

 

■ Learning is not fun, it means suffering (What about the ‘homo ludens’?) 

 

■ Methods and methodology don´t matter that much (starting with a 
precisely defined object of investigation) 

 
■ Similar critics e.g. by Michal Hvorecký (on Facebook app. One year ago & “Tod auf der Donau”) 

■ Different concepts of university? 
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■ My own context 

 

■ Trying to sensibilize students for cultural 

contexts  

 

■ Slovak Contexts & Values - Cultural 

differences 

 

■ Situation at STEFE 
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■ Grammar-Translation-method 

■ Direct method (Berlitz) 

■ Audio-lingual method (Behaviorism) 

■ Communicative method (pragma-linguistic approach) 

■ Foreign language growth (A.Knapp/S. Butteroni, from 

Vienna, authentic material) 

 

■ Contextualization matters a lot  requires reflecting  

 

 Start with a text 

 Try to contextualize it 

 

 

■ Teaching foreign languages - 

approaches 
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■ Pepič, the oldest, was an Austrian sailor, served on a men-of-

war and nearly lost his life when the Zenta sank.  “Gott erhalte” 

he sang. “Hoch der Kaiser”, he shouted.  

■ Tone the second, crossed the border when we came to Italy. 

He fought his way through Yugoslavia and became captain. 

“Boze pravde” he sang. “Zivio kraj!”, he shouted. 

■ Žvane, the youngest, stayed at home and served at the 

Bersaglieri. In Abyssinia he lost his gun and came home with a 

medal. “Giovinezza” he sang. “Viva il ré” he shouted. 

■ All three of them were born by Žvanka, at the house no. 35, 

Opatija, Basanská 

 

 

■ Drago Gervais – Three Brothers 
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Pepič, the oldest, was an Austrian sailor, served on a men-of-war and nearly 
lost his life when the Zenta sank.  “Gott erhalte” he sang. “Hoch der Kaiser”, he 
shouted.  

Tone the second, crossed the border when we came to Italy. He fought his way 
through Yugoslavia and became captain. “Boze pravde” he sang. “Zivio kraj!”, 
he shouted. 

Žvane, the youngest. Stayed at home and served at the Bersaglieri. In 
Abyssinia he lost his gun and came home with a medal. “Giovinezza” he sang. 
“Viva il ré” he shouted. 

 All three of them were born by Žvanka, at the house no. 35, Opatija, Basanská 

 

 

■ Drago Gervais – Three Brothers 
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■ Where does this story occur?  

 

■ During which time period does 

it happen?  

 

■ What is the main protagonist 

in this story? 

 

■ Knowing only this text by the 

author, Drago Gervais, – Do 

You think he is a nationalist or 

not? 

 

 



■ Why are they not singing? 

■ Funeral of Otto von Habsburg 
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■ „Erzdiözese Wien, Grüß Gott 

 

 

■ Polizeinotruf, Guten Tag – Ja Grüß Gott, mein Name ist 

Kieschenhofer Herbert 

 

 

■ Ja Grüß Gott, Garnisonsvermittlung Salzburg – Ja, Grüß Sie 

Gott, Grabner spricht hier, einen Offizier bitte – ja sofort – 

Vizeleutnant Niedrig – Folgendes, I hab a Frage und zwar...“ 

■ Greeting is not only about 

greeting at all 
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■ „Grüß Gott“ - neutral? 

 

■ Typical for the southern parts of the German speaking 

area (though only by the way someone greets, you can locate 

where he comes from – especially in combination with calling 

the last name prior to the first name. 

 

■ No ideological meaning in smaller cities and rural regions 

 

■ Ideological meaning in larger cities like Vienna (I am 

signalizing, that I am conservative, catholic, middle-class) 

■ Greeting is not only about 

greeting at all 
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■ My own context 

 

■ Trying to sensibilize students for cultural 

contexts  

 

■ Slovak Contexts & Values - Cultural 

differences 

 

■ Situation at STEFE 
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■ The German and the Austrian lecturer in Presov  

 

■ are organizing already several years  

 

■ a short novel competition in German language  

 

■ In 2012 took more than 160 students from all over Slovakia 

took part.  

 

■ The topic was “Schlüsselerlebnis” (key event) 

 

■ Cultural Differences – Impressions from 

short novels (Schlüsselerlebnis) 
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Impressions from the short novels: 

 

■ Family seems to be extremly important  

■ High acceptance of authority 

■ Except some students from Bratislava very rare use of irony & sarcasm 

■ Reception of the world seemed often childlike, especially female writers 
seemed to be younger than they were in reality.  

■ Vacation as a key event. (being for the first time near the sea or in Italy…) 

■ Quite high acceptance of folk music and folk culture by younger people 

 

---------- 

Private impressions:  

■ dress code (male/female – white boots) 

■ alcohol (Italy/Austria/Slovakia) 

■ Cultural Differences – Impressions from 

short novels (Schlüsselerlebnis) 
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■ My own context 

 

■ Trying to sensibilize students for cultural 

contexts  

 

■ Slovak Contexts & Values - Cultural 

differences 

 

■ Situation at STEFE 
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■ Holding with 7 daughter companies 

■ 224 employees  

■ Providing heat for 200.000 people 

■ in 15 cities 
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■ STEFE – who we are 



■ Central areas of business 
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District heating 
– 135 boiler houses 

– modern Biomass-heating systems (10 MWth) 

– app. 300 km distribution network 
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■ Electricity  
 

– 2 Cogeneration Units 

– Photovoltaic 

– Max. Output - 6,7 MWel 

– app. 25 GWh power production 

■ Central areas of business 



■ Central areas of business 
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Non regulated business 
– ESP-contracting 

– Local heating systems (attendance, operation) 

– Energy audit  

– Cross-Selling (electricity, gas, heat, energy services) 

 



■ Work is focused on the customer (customer orientation) 

■ Concentration on own strength  

■ Optimization of business processes 

■ Permanent improvement of the quality  

■ Internal costumer orientation as mission statement 

■ Individual responsibility, empowerment and teamwork 

■ Decentralized structures 

■ Leading is a service to the staff 

■ Open information- and feedback-processes  

■ Change of habbits and culture in the company (large 
companies tend to be self centered) 

 
 

 

(Graf-Götz, Glatz: Organisation gestalten, Beltz-Verlag, 2001, ISBN 3-407-36382-6) 

■ Lean Management  
(some) principles 
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■ Work is focused on the customer 

(customer orientation) 

■ Concentration on own strength  

■ Optimization of business 

processes 

■ Permanent improvement of the 

quality  

■ Internal costumer orientation as 

mission statement 

■ Individual responsibility, 

empowerment and teamwork 

■ Decentralized structures 

■ Leading is a service to the staff 

■ Open information- and feedback-

processes  

■ Change of habbits and culture in the 

company (large companies tend to 

be self centered) 
 

(Graf-Götz, Glatz: Organisation gestalten, Beltz-Verlag, 2001, ISBN 3-407-36382-6) 

■ Lean Management  
(some) principles 
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■ freedom of thinking 

■ memorized facts are death 

knowledge 

■ participation of students 

requested  

■ unity of research and teaching  

■ to examine special problems  

■ on a very solid general education 

■ research does not need to have a 

meaning except curiousness  

■ methods and methodology matter 

Humboldt 



■ Bookkeeping: nearly every day (by phone or mail) 

■ Legal department: app. 8 times per month (video conferences, 

personal meetings) 

■ Controlling: (video conferences once every three months – 

quarterly report, mails, phone calls several times per week) 

■ Purchasing department: several times per week (“approvals” 

via email, short phone calls) 

■ IT Department: Questions concerning security standards, 

software licences and safe internet connections (VPN), app. 3 

times per year.  

■ Necessity to speak German -  

Contact with the headquarter in Graz 
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■ Managers of the daughter companys, if newly employed:  

German 

■ Technical and economical directors in the daughter companies 

(German or English) 

 

■ Heads of departments in the holding: German (except 

technical director & IT: English) 

 

■  At every position in the holding, the capability to speak 

German is expected, as every one here has quite a lot contact 

with our Austrian owner in Graz 

■ Language Skills at STEFE - 

requested 
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■ Austria: size, geography, cities, what is typical for the country, dishes, a 
bit history, Austrian German, habits, holidays, ecological orientation, life 
values; acronyms, Slang words, popular bywords, legislative system (e.g. 
importance of the “Bundesländer”), Austrian corporate law 

 

■ Styria: geography, ski areas, history, „green heart of Austria“, weird 
clothes (traditional costumes) strange dialect (quite far away from the 
German You learn at school) 

 

■ STEFE / Energie Steiermark: Mentality, What is the company about, 
organization structure of the company, internal directives, habits, flow of 
communication, processes, software, hardware, terminology (heat & 
energy business, technical wording, judicial) 

 

■ “Only if you speak German it´s possible to build up a solid personal 
relationship based on trust with the colleagues in Graz” 

■ What was important to know when starting to work 

for us? 
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■ German documents (nearly every day) 

 

■ Specialist literature in german 2-3 hours per week 

 

■ TV (news, shows) on ORF, SAT, PRO7, RTL, RTL2, ARD, ZDF 

 1-2 times per month, 3 times per week, only when I am in 

the German speaking countries, only when visiting these 

countries (app. 1-2 per year) 

 

■ Newsjournals: Journal Deutschland (monthly) 

 

■ Radio during work via internet and in the car: kronehit, OE3 

 

■ Usage of Austrian / German 

media 
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■ Stop memorizing.  

■ Start reflecting.  

■ Study/work abroad.  

■ Consume foreign media. 

■ Advise to students 
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