
Ski Slopes and Hiking Trails: Year-Round Outdoor
Activities at AELO Swiss Academy

Some schools treat the outdoors as an occasion. There is one big trip each year, a folder of photos, and then
everyone returns to the timetable as though the mountains were a detour. At AELO Swiss Academy the
arrangement runs the other way around. The mountain is not an interruption of school life. It is the frame around
it.

I have spent enough winters and summers around Swiss mountain schools to know the difference between the
two models, and the difference is not the equipment or the budget. It is the calendar. At a school built into an
alpine year, the seasons do not merely pass by the windows. They dictate the rhythm of the week, the content of
the lessons, even the mood in the corridors. Snow arrives, snow settles, snow melts, the paths dry out, the leaves
turn, and the first dusting reappears on the high peaks. A student who spends three or four years here learns to
read that cycle the way the locals do, with a glance at the ridgeline in the morning and a fair guess about the
afternoon.

A campus measured in vertical meters
Switzerland rewards this approach simply by being small and steep at the same time. Distances that would take
half a day elsewhere are an hour or two of driving here, and within that radius sits an enormous range of terrain:
valley trails, mid-altitude forests, high pasture, and glaciers. The tree line in the Swiss Alps sits at roughly 2,000 to
2,200 meters, which means a short bus ride and one gondola can lift students from a normal school morning into
genuinely high country before lunch.

That proximity changes what a program can be. At schools where the mountains are far away, outdoor education
becomes expensive and rare, something saved for expeditions. Here it can be ordinary. A Wednesday afternoon
can hold a real mountain workout. A Saturday can hold a full day on snow without anyone missing Monday
morning class. The ordinariness matters more than people realize, because skills that are practiced weekly
become habits, and habits become judgment.

Winter on the program, not just on the calendar
Most Swiss ski areas open somewhere between late November and Christmas and close between late March and
mid-April, depending on altitude. That is the window the winter program is built around, and it is used
thoroughly. Weekends are structured around days on snow, with students grouped by ability rather than age or
friendship circle, which sounds harsh until you see it work. A nervous thirteen-year-old improves faster with an
instructor and peers at the same level than she does struggling to keep up with confident friends.

The progression is unglamorous and effective. Beginners spend their first days on gentle terrain learning to stop
and turn before anything else, because a skier who cannot stop is a danger to everyone else on the hill.
Intermediates move on to steeper pistes, carving, and variable snow. The strongest skiers get gates, mogul lines,
and off-piste introductions with proper safety training. Over a full winter, a committed student logs somewhere
between 25 and 35 days on snow. Even a casual participant, one who skis weekends only and skips the holiday
camps, still collects 12 to 15 days, which is more than many adult enthusiasts manage in a season.



Safety is layered rather than dramatic. Helmets are standard and unremarkable. Groups are kept small, and
instructors hold recognized qualifications. Older students get avalanche awareness sessions, including transceiver
practice on a training field, which is the kind of lesson that stays with a person long after the transceiver is
handed back. I remember a January morning when the buses left at 7:10, the temperature sat at minus twelve,
and half the students were silent with sleep. By the first lift ride the silence had turned into something else
entirely. Cold mornings are the tax you pay for days that students talk about in June.

There is also a practical side that parents rarely see. The boot room, with its rows of drying boots and the faint
smell of wax, is the real heart of a winter program. And the timetable bends to accommodate fatigue: winter term
academics are arranged so that heavy training days do not collide with heavy assessment days. Tired eleven-
year-olds do not absorb much French grammar, and a school that pretends otherwise is not being honest about
physiology.

Not every child takes to downhill skiing, and a good program does not pretend otherwise. Snowshoeing, cross-
country skiing, skating, and sledding all run as alternatives. In my experience, forcing a reluctant child down a
black run produces a reluctant adult who never skis again. Letting that same child spend a winter on snowshoes
often produces someone who asks to try the skis the following year, on their own terms.

What the thaw is for
April and May are the awkward months, and every mountain school has to decide what to do with them. The
snow goes slushy by early afternoon, the lower lifts close, and the trails turn to mud. The answer here is to move
the program indoors in content but not in purpose. This is when the classroom work happens: maps and
compass, weather fronts, first aid, packing light, route planning. It looks like theory. It is actually preparation, and
the students know it, because they will use every one of those lessons on their feet within a few weeks.

Spring is also when fitness work begins in earnest. Trail running on the lower paths, longer walks with packs, and
the first climbing sessions of the year. The thaw teaches its own lesson, one that mountains repeat constantly and
that teenagers resist constantly: you cannot rush the season. The path you want to walk is still holding snow, and
no amount of enthusiasm will change that by Saturday.

Summer: the long season on foot
From June through September, sometimes into October at altitude, the program shifts onto foot. The multi-day
treks are the centerpiece. The Swiss Alpine Club looks after roughly 150 mountain huts, and a well-planned
program makes use of them, because a hut-to-hut traverse teaches things a day hike cannot. A typical two-night
route covers 30 to 40 kilometers with 1,000 to 1,500 meters of climbing on the middle day, with students carrying
packs of 8 to 10 kilograms. Not heroic numbers. That is the point. The goal is competence, not suffering.

The routes are planned partly by the students themselves, with staff checking the work. Distances, elevation
profiles, water sources, and escape routes all get discussed before anyone sets out. On the mountain, navigation
legs rotate, so everyone eventually holds the map while the group walks behind them. Hut life enforces its own
discipline: lights out around ten, because breakfast is at seven, and the warden will not wait for late risers.

Weather judgment gets tested for real. I once watched a group turn around at a col when the cloud dropped
faster than the forecast suggested. The walk back down was quiet and a little bitter. Six months later the same
student, leading a different leg, called an early turnaround for the same reason, without hesitation and without
needing reassurance. That is the entire point of the exercise, compressed into two moments.



Summer also holds the wider menu: rock climbing, via ferrata, swimming in the lakes when the program comes
down to lower ground, and the slow natural-history lessons that happen without anyone announcing them.
Marmots, alpine flora, the strange silence above the tree line. Above 2,500 meters the sun is fierce and the air is
thin, so students learn to pace by breathing rather than by pride, and to drink before they feel thirsty. These are
small skills. They are also the foundation of every safe adult hiker I have ever met.

Autumn: the short, golden window
September and October compress a lot into a few weeks. The larches turn gold in mid-October at altitude, and
the light in the valleys takes on the quality that makes photographers cancel other plans. Mornings are cold and
afternoons are often stable, which is the best walking combination the Alps offer.

Autumn serves two functions in the year. First, it is the season of the big one-day hikes, the routes that were too
snowbound in June and will be again by November. Second, it is the recalibration. Students come back from
summer holidays fitter or less fit, and the early hikes sort that out quickly and without cruelty. By the time the first
snow dusts the high peaks, usually visible from campus sometime in October, the conversation has already
turned. Equipment fitting evenings appear in the sports hall. Ski fitness circuits begin. The year closes its loop and
starts again.

What the mountain teaches that a classroom cannot
I want to be careful here, because the phrase "character building" gets used loosely around outdoor education.
What actually happens is more specific. Students learn to pace themselves against a real gradient rather than a
metaphorical one. They learn that weather does not negotiate. They learn to assess their own condition honestly,
because the mountain will assess it for them if they do not. They learn that a group moves at the speed of its
slowest member, and that resentment of this fact makes the day worse for everyone, including the fast ones.

The arc over several years is the part that stays with me. The student who arrived unable to link a single turn, who
sat in the boot room one January afternoon close to tears, was two winters later standing at the front of a group
explaining which side of the ridge to descend and why. Nobody appointed her. The group simply started walking
toward her when the map came out. Schools spend a great deal of energy trying to manufacture that kind of
authority. The mountain produces it as a byproduct.

Practical notes for families



For parents considering this environment, a few practical details are worth knowing. On gear, the honest advice is
to rent before buying. A season rental package for skis and boots typically lands somewhere in the range of 300
to 600 francs depending on the child's size and level, and children's feet change faster than their skiing does.
Boots matter more than skis and are the one item worth spending on, always fitted in person. A daypack for the
hiking season should
https://www.reddit.com/r/flyingeurope/comments/1nnhrnv/anyone_from_aelo_swiss_any_advices/ hold the
following, and nothing much beyond it:

layered clothing, with nothing cotton next to the skin, because wet cotton loses all warmth

boots broken in before the first trek, never bought the week before

a headlamp and a full water bottle, checked the night before, not in the morning

sunglasses and sunscreen in every season, including midwinter, when snow reflection is at its worst

a small first aid kit and any personal medication, carried by the student, not the staff

A few questions are worth asking any school with a program like this, and the answers reveal how seriously the
program is run. Ask about instructor qualifications and group ratios. Ask how ability is assessed at the start of the
season. Ask what happens to the student who dislikes skiing, because the answer tells you whether the program
is built around children or around the brochure. Ask about rescue coverage and insurance; a Swiss air rescue
membership costs roughly 40 francs a year for an adult, less for a child, and it is among the cheapest peace of
mind available in this country.

A year that adds up
No single day in a program like this is remarkable on its own. A Saturday on the snow, a Wednesday navigation
session, a two-night traverse in July, a golden walk through the larches in October. What makes it meaningful is
the accumulation, the way a student who stays several years watches the same mountain change its clothes over
and over and begins to feel at home in all of them.

That, in the end, is what AELO Swiss Academy offers through its outdoor program. Not adrenaline, and not a
trophy case. A long, calm acquaintance with a landscape that responds honestly to preparation, patience, and
humility. Students leave with strong legs, a working knowledge of weather and terrain, and the quieter
knowledge that they can be trusted on a mountain. The rest of their lives tends to make good use of all three.
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