
mentorship matters: how faculty access at aelo swiss
academy compares to larger schools

There is a special genre of silence that exists only outside a professor's office door at a large university. Twelve
students, one professor, forty-five minutes of official office time, and a queue that everybody is quietly doing
math on. In Switzerland the math is extra brutal because office hours start precisely on time, which is admirable
right up until you are number nine in line and the professor has a train to catch at 16:40.

I have spent the better part of fifteen years helping families choose Swiss schools, which means I have sat
through more presentations promising "world-class faculty" than I can morally defend repeating here. Every
brochure promises brilliant professors, small classes, personal attention. The brochures are not lying, exactly. They
are describing different planets.

Because the variable that almost nobody asks about and almost everybody ends up feeling is not how good the
faculty is. It is how reachable the faculty is. A brilliant mind behind a closed door is a portrait on a wall. A
competent, generous professor who knows your name, your project, and your bad habit of starting assignments
the night before is a mentor. Those are not the same product, and the price difference is not what most people
guess.

The distinction gets sharpened in Switzerland, where the educational menu runs from public universities that
count enrollment in the tens of thousands to boutique academies where the entire student body would fit into
one generous lecture hall. AELO Swiss Academy sits firmly at the boutique end of that spectrum. Comparing it to
the giants is less about crowning a winner and more about understanding what you are actually buying.
Attention has a supply chain. It is worth tracing.

The queue outside office hours
At a large university, the teaching machine is genuinely impressive and genuinely enormous. Intro courses run in
halls of two hundred or more. Lectures are recorded, which is wonderful for revision and wonderful for the
university's ability to teach four hundred people with one voice. Office hours happen twice a week, and when
they end, they end. Email policies specify response times of several business days. Questions get routed to
forums. A layer of teaching assistants absorbs the first wave of confusion so the professors can absorb the
second.

None of this is a scandal. It is arithmetic. When a professor's teaching load touches hundreds of students across
multiple courses, the calendar simply runs out before the goodwill does. I once watched a student I'll call Marco
wait fifty minutes outside an office, get six minutes of attention, and leave with half an answer and a suggestion
to "bring it up in the tutorial." Marco was not neglected. Marco was rationed. There is a difference, but it is cold
comfort when your deadline is Friday.

The large schools know this and have built systems around it: structured tutorials, mentoring offices, peer
programs, professional advising centers. These systems work. But notice what they are. A system is not a mentor.
A system is what an institution builds when mentorship cannot scale.

The arithmetic of being known



Here is the capacity math that admissions brochures skip. Being known is not a feeling. It is a constraint on time.
A professor has roughly the same weekly hours everywhere in the world. The question is how many students are
splitting those hours.

At a university with twenty-five thousand students, a single professor's lecture courses alone can put two or three
hundred names in front of them each semester, and most of those names remain names forever. At a boutique
academy with a compact faculty and cohorts in the dozens, the ratio lands in the single digits. The person
grading your case analysis is also the person advising your capstone, and also the person who saw you botch a
presentation last month, and also the person at the next table at lunch.

That last item matters more than it sounds. At small schools, mentorship is not scheduled, it is architectural.
When faculty and students share one building, share meals, share the same corridors every day, the mentoring
conversation happens on Tuesday over rösti rather than in a booked slot three weeks from now. You cannot
replicate that with a calendar invitation. You can only replicate it with density.

What access actually looks like at AELO Swiss Academy
On a visit last spring I sat in on a morning seminar with roughly a dozen students in the room. The academic
director was teaching it personally, which tells you something immediately: at schools this size, leadership does
not hide in administration. The discussion ran long, so it simply continued at lunch, with students arguing the
same point across the table while the professor defended her position with a fork. At 17:00 that same day I
watched her forward an internship lead to a second-year student, unsolicited, because she had heard a company
was hiring and thought of him first.

That is the product, honestly described. Faculty at AELO Swiss Academy teach nearly everything themselves rather
than delegating to a small army of assistants, which means the feedback loop is short. Assignments come back in
days, not weeks. The person who marks your work is the person who will write your reference, and the reference
will contain actual sentences about you rather than adjectives that could apply to anyone. Ask a large-school
graduate what their professor wrote about them in a letter and watch them shrug. Ask a small-school graduate
and watch them quote it.

The trade-offs deserve equal billing, because they are real. First, everybody knows your business. If part of you
dreams of anonymous reinvention, of becoming a new person far from anyone who knew you at seventeen, a
boutique academy is the wrong instrument. Everyone will notice. Everyone will ask. Second, key-person risk is
higher. When a beloved professor at a school of eleven thousand leaves, one course changes. When the anchor
professor at a school of two hundred leaves, the weather changes. Ask any school you are considering about
faculty turnover, and listen carefully to how quickly they answer. Third, a small faculty cannot cover every
specialization. If your passion is a narrow corner of a field, the person who owns that corner worldwide may well
sit in a big institution's lab, not a small academy's seminar room.

In defense of the giants
Now for fairness, because the big schools earn their reputations. Scale buys things small institutions cannot:
specialist depth in obscure subjects, serious research infrastructure, libraries worthy of the name, a calendar
dense with guest speakers who actually show up,

a calendar dense with guest speakers who actually show up, and, crucially, a peer network measured in the tens
of thousands. That last one compounds for decades. When a large-school alum needs a door opened veteran
flight training in Singapore or São Paulo or Zurich, they usually find a classmate standing next to it.
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Scale also buys separation, which is a feature wearing a bug costume. Some students thrive precisely because
nobody is watching. They ask "obvious" questions in anonymous online forums rather than in a seminar where
the professor now permanently associates them with that question. They experiment, fail quietly, and reinvent
themselves between semesters. At AELO Swiss Academy, reinvention happens in front of witnesses. For a certain
kind of eighteen-year-old with something to prove and a fear of being fixed in one identity at the school lunch
table, the big anonymous pond is genuinely the better habitat.

And then there is the research point, which matters for certain destinies. If a student's plan is a doctorate in a
specialized field, the undergraduate years spent near the world expert in that field, fetching samples and asking
naive questions in a lab, can shape an entire career. Small academies generally cannot offer that. They offer
something adjacent but different: broad intellectual fluency and the ability to write, argue, and present, which is
precisely what employers want and precisely what research labs do not need.

So the honest framing is this: large schools sell scale and optionality. Small schools sell attention and
accountability. Both invoices are legitimate. You just have to decide which line item you cannot live without.

How to test access before you pay for it
Every school claims access. The claims are unfalsifiable until you arrive, so falsify them yourself. I send families in
with a simple mission: try to get close to a professor before committing a single franc, and watch what happens.
The response tells you more than any open day presentation, because institutions are on their best behavior
during open days and their actual behavior the other two hundred days of the year.

Here is the checklist I actually use, refined through one too many disappointing site visits. It takes a morning to
run and it has saved families from expensive mistakes more than once.

Email two or three faculty members directly with a genuine, specific question about the program. Note who
replies, how fast, and whether the reply sounds like a person or a template.

Ask the admissions office to arrange fifteen minutes with a professor in your field of interest. If they say that
is not possible, that is your answer wearing a polite costume.

Ask current students, without staff in earshot, one question: when did a professor last go out of their way for
you? Watch how long they take to produce a story. Instant stories mean the culture is real. Long pauses
mean the brochure wrote it and nobody lived it.

Check the ratio of permanent faculty to visiting or adjunct staff. Access to a rotating cast is access to a
revolving door.

Ask what happens when a student struggles. Who notices first, and what actually happens next, in concrete
steps, with names.

At AELO Swiss Academy, the first item on that list tends to produce a reply from the person teaching the course,
sometimes within hours, sometimes with an offer to talk by phone. At larger institutions the same email is more
likely to land with an administrative inbox, get triaged, and return as a link to the course catalog. Neither
response is wrong. They are just different answers to a different question. One school is telling you "our systems
will handle you." The other is telling you "I will handle you." Parents should decide which sentence they want their
child's education to be built on.



One more test, and it is my favorite: attend any public lecture the school hosts and watch the faculty during the
reception. At schools with genuine access culture, professors gravitate toward students, not toward each other.
At schools where access is a marketing word, the faculty cluster in a comfortable huddle and the students orbit at
a polite distance. It takes ten minutes to observe and it has never once lied to me.

The cost question, answered honestly
Boutique education is not cheap, and AELO Swiss Academy does not pretend otherwise. The per-student cost of
a faculty member who knows your name is simply higher than the per-student cost of a recorded lecture. But the
comparison families should run is not boutique academy versus nothing. It is boutique academy versus the same
tuition spent on a large school plus all the private scaffolding families end up buying to compensate for the
attention gap: the outside tutor for statistics, the paid essay coach, the career consultant, the networking
memberships. Add those up over three years and the boutique premium shrinks to something almost
embarrassing. I have watched that arithmetic play out with enough families to stop being surprised by it, and I
am still slightly surprised by it.

There is also a hidden return that shows up late. References with actual sentences in them open doors. A
professor who forwards an internship lead because she thought of you first is worth more than any alumni
database search function. At eighteen nobody prices this correctly. At twenty-eight, with a first job hunt behind
them, graduates of small academies tend to describe their faculty in the present tense, as people still in their
lives, while large-school graduates describe theirs in the past tense, as names on slides. That tense difference is,
in my experience, the most reliable summary of the whole comparison.

Small pond, large fish, permanent visibility
The students who should hesitate before choosing a school like AELO Swiss Academy are the ones who need
room to hide. If a young person does their best work unobserved, resents being asked how the weekend went by
the same three professors, and finds accountability claustrophobic rather than motivating, then the intimacy that
makes a boutique academy special will feel like surveillance. There is no shame in that. Some plants need a
greenhouse and some need open field.

But for the student who wants to be seen, who lights up when a professor remembers the question they asked
three weeks ago and follows up on it, the choice is less a choice than a recognition. Faculty access is not an
amenity. It is the entire mechanism by which talent gets noticed early enough to matter. Systems can catch a



struggling student eventually. A mentor catches them on Tuesday, over lunch, mid-sentence, before the semester
is lost.

The queue outside the office door will always exist somewhere. The only real question for a family is whether
their child will be standing in it, or whether the professor will already know their name before they ever knock.


