The Campus Community at AELO Swiss Academy: More
Than a Place to Study

Twenty past seven on a weekday morning, the campus is still mostly quiet. The caretaker unlocks the side
entrance, a second-year student is already installed at the corner table with a coffee and a stack of notes, and the
first real conversation of the day happens in the corridor rather than in a classroom. None of this appears in a

prospectus. It is also, if you ask me, the actual substance of the place.

| have spent enough time around AELO Swiss Academy to notice the difference between an institution that talks
about community and one that simply has it. The first kind prints the word on its brochures. The second kind
barely mentions it, because the people inside are too busy living it. This piece is an attempt to describe what that

looks like in practice, in the small ordinary moments that never make it into marketing material.

A building is not a campus

Plenty of schools have impressive facilities. Glass facades, modern labs, well-stocked libraries. | have visited many
of them and admired them. But a building is not a campus, and a campus is not a community. What turns
physical space into a social place is a set of shared rhythms and unspoken obligations: the faces you recognise,
the table where your group always sits, the third-year student who shows a first-year how the printer actually

works instead of pretending not to see the struggle.

Size has a lot to do with it. Classes here tend to run small, often somewhere between fifteen and twenty-five
students, which means teachers notice when someone is struggling and students notice when someone is
missing. That visibility cuts both ways, and | want to be honest about it. If you prefer to sit at the back, hand in
your work, and disappear, a small campus will feel exposed at first. You cannot be anonymous here. Over a term

or two, most students come to see that exposure as the point. Being known is uncomfortable for about a month

and then becomes the thing you would not trade.

The day has a shape

One of the quieter strengths of the community is that the day has a shape, and everyone knows it. The library is

silent and half-empty in the early morning, which the serious students guard jealously. By midday the cafeteria



becomes the social anchor of the campus: tables mix programmes and year groups, and the unspoken rule is that
anyone standing with a tray is welcome to sit. Afternoons belong to seminars and group work. Evenings thin out
gradually, with a few study rooms holding on until closing time, and then the walk to the station in small clusters

of two or three.

There is a Swiss quality to all of this that deserves mention. Because things start on time, reliably, nobody spends
energy waiting or wondering. The twelve-thirty lunch actually starts at twelve thirty. This sounds trivial until you
have experienced the alternative, and it has a surprising social effect: when time is trustworthy, the time people
spend together feels unhurried. A twenty-minute lunch becomes genuinely restful rather than a rushed pause

between obligations.

Four languages, one corridor

Depending on the term, you can stand in one corridor at AELO Swiss Academy and hear German, French, Italian,
and English within the space of a few minutes. This is simply Switzerland, but it changes how the community
works.  Students  code-switch  constantly, sometimes  mid-sentence, and nobody finds it
https://www.reddit.com/r/flyingeurope/comments/Tnnhrnv/anyone_from_aelo_swiss_any_advices/ strange. A
study group might keep shared notes in English, argue through a problem in Swiss German, and deliver the final

presentation in a third language entirely.

| used to think of this as a charming quirk. | have changed my mind. Working comfortably across languages is a
hard professional skill, arguably one of the most marketable things a graduate can carry into the Swiss job
market. The campus teaches it without ever naming it, simply by making it the normal condition of daily life. New
international students sometimes worry that their French or German is not good enough. Within weeks they
discover that the community absorbs mixed ability easily, and that the fastest way to improve a language is to

need it for something you actually care about.

Teachers who know your name

Small classes change the relationship between teachers and students in ways that are easy to underestimate.
Participation is not a checkbox here; it is the format. Feedback comes on drafts, not just final versions. Doors stay
open in a literal sense, and some of the best teaching | have witnessed happened in ten unplanned minutes

outside an office, not in the scheduled hour.

Again, the trade-off is real. You cannot coast quietly in a room of eighteen people. If you have not done the
reading, everyone knows. Some students find this intensity difficult in their first term, and that is a normal
reaction, not a sign of failure. What tends to happen next is the interesting part. Rather than shrinking, students
adjust their habits, because the environment makes effort visible and reward immediate. The ones who embrace
it leave with something rarer than a transcript: the experience of having been personally challenged by people

who knew exactly what they were capable of.

The unwritten curriculum

Ask graduates what prepared them for working life and the answers rarely centre on lectures. They talk about the
things they ran themselves. In a typical term, students organise a handful of events on their own initiative, from
small career evenings to cultural gatherings, and along the way they learn to book rooms, manage a tiny budget,
negotiate with each other, and follow through when enthusiasm fades in week three. A shared student kitchen

teaches conflict resolution with a speed no seminar can match.


https://www.reddit.com/r/flyingeurope/comments/1nnhrnv/anyone_from_aelo_swiss_any_advices/

| have heard versions of the same story more than once: a graduate sitting in a job interview, faced with a
question about handling responsibility, and answering with the account of something they organised on campus
rather than anything from their coursework. The interviewer leans forward. The grade that got them the interview
is suddenly the less interesting part of the conversation. This is what people mean, or should mean, when they
talk about an unwritten curriculum. It is not a hidden syllabus. It is simply what happens when you put capable

people together and give them room to do things.

Support works best when it is quiet

Every institution lists its support services, and those formal structures matter. But the safety net that actually
catches people is usually informal. It is the classmate who notices that someone has stopped showing up to
lunch. It is the teacher who says, you seemed off this week, is everything alright. It is the culture in which asking
for help carries no stigma, and in which staff will freely admit the limits of their own knowledge rather than

performing certainty.

The distinction | would draw is between support as a service desk and support as a culture. A service desk waits
to be approached. A culture notices. In my experience, the second kind is much harder to build and much harder
to fake, because it depends on hundreds of small individual habits rather than a policy document. When a
community has it, students take intellectual risks they otherwise would not. They ask the naive question. They

change their mind in public. That is where real learning starts.

Settling in: what actually helps

New students sometimes ask me how to find their place here, and the honest answer is that it takes a term, no

matter what anyone tells you. That said, a few habits reliably speed the process up.

® Pick one thing to join in your first week, before the term gathers momentum and joining starts to feel like an

event.

* Eat in the cafeteria at the busy hour a few times a week, even on days when you would rather be alone with a

podcast.

* Take your practical questions to the administrative staff. They have seen every problem a student can have

and usually know the fastest solution.

* Let one study spot become yours, and let it become familiar to others too. Recognisable places make

conversations easier.

® Accept one invitation per week that you would normally decline.

The principle behind all five is the same: regularity beats intensity. One good conversation in week one does less

for you than being a familiar face by week six.



The seasons change the place

A campus in Switzerland breathes with the year, and the community changes shape with it. In autumn the fog sits
on the morning commute and the lights come on early, and everything feels purposeful. Midwinter contracts the
social life indoors, around hot drinks and shared study rooms, and February is the month when the community
earns its keep, because the term is long and morale needs people, not programmes. Then spring arrives and the
whole mood lifts within days. Tables move outside, lunch stretches past its official end, and the campus feels

twice its size.

| mention the seasons because they explain something about the community's texture. People here are not
together because every day is pleasant. They are together through the flat grey weeks too, and that shared
endurance is precisely what turns classmates into friends. The celebrations at the end of a term mean something

because everyone knows what the middle of the term cost.

What people remember afterwards

When former students come back to visit, which happens more often than you might expect, the pattern in what
they say is striking. Nobody asks about the room where they had their hardest exam. They ask after people. They
want to know whether a particular teacher still holds those open-door afternoons, whether the corner table in the
cafeteria is still occupied by whoever arrives first. What stays with them is a network of people who watched them
improve, a set of collaborative habits worn in by daily practice, and the quieter confidence of having spent years

somewhere they were genuinely known.

How to read a campus when you visit one

If you are a prospective student trying to judge whether a campus has a real community, you can learn a great

deal in a single visit if you know where to look. Forget the tour for twenty minutes and observe.

* Watch whether people greet each other in passing, or move through corridors with their eyes on the floor.

® Look at the cafeteria at midday. Are there mixed tables across years and programmes, or tight clusters that

never mix?

® Ask a random student, not a guide, how long it took to feel at home. The hesitation, or the absence of it, tells

you most of what you need to know.



* Notice whether staff, teachers, and students stop to talk with each other, or pass like strangers who happen

to share an address.

® Read the noticeboards. Genuine activity leaves traces: club meetings, room bookings, handwritten signs,

evidence of life rather than presentation.

A campus that scores well on these small observations will almost certainly score well on the things that matter

over three years.

The thing you cannot photograph

Community does not photograph well. A picture of a corridor at eight in the morning, or of an empty table after
a long lunch that ran ninety minutes past its end, would show nothing at all. And yet those are the images |
would offer if someone asked me what AELO Swiss Academy really is. It is a place where the education extends
past the classroom door and into the ordinary hours, where being known is treated as a feature rather than a risk,

and where students learn to work, disagree, rest, and begin again in the company of other people.

An academy is more than a place to study. The studying matters, and the standards here are serious ones. But
years after the exams fade, what graduates carry with them is the place itself: the habit of showing up, the ease
across languages, the friends made in the flat weeks of February. That is the community. It was there before any

brochure mentioned it, and it will be there long after the brochures are recycled.



