
five application mistakes that can cost you a place at
aelo swiss academy

There is a particular sound an application reader makes when a file dies. Not a gasp. A small, flat exhale, the
exhale of someone who has watched this exact death many times before and knows precisely how the paperwork
ends. I heard it often enough over my years sitting in on selection committee discussions that I started keeping
informal track of the causes. The results were not exotic. Applicants lose places for the same five reasons, cycle
after cycle, with the reliability of a Swiss commuter train.

If you are applying to AELO Swiss Academy, understand something up front: nobody on the committee is out to
get you. The default posture of most readers is quiet hopefulness. They want a reason to say yes. Your job, from
the first line of your motivation letter to the last uploaded PDF, is to stop handing them reasons to say no. And
yet every year, plenty of applicants do exactly that, cheerfully and at speed. Here are the five mistakes I would
strike from your plans first, ranked roughly by how efficiently they destroy an otherwise promising file.

Mistake one: you pasted the wrong school into the right letter
Start with the classic. Every admissions season, somewhere in the pile, an essay arrives explaining in heartfelt
detail why the applicant has dreamed since childhood of attending an entirely different institution, one whose
name appears nowhere in the instructions. I have seen the wrong school name in the opening paragraph. I have
seen it in the final sentence, which is somehow worse, like noticing the wrong groom at the end of the wedding.

The find-and-replace error is just the visible symptom of a deeper disease: the generic application. This is the
essay that could be mailed to forty schools without changing a comma. It praises "your esteemed institution,"
celebrates "your distinguished faculty," and expresses boundless enthusiasm for "your vibrant campus
community," without a single detail that could only be true of the school actually being applied to. Committees
develop a nose for boilerplate the way customs dogs develop a nose for sausages. It takes one sniff.

The fix is unglamorous, which is why people skip it. Do the reading. Name the specific program you want. Explain
what you would actually do there, with whom, and why that particular combination exists at this academy and
nowhere else. If Switzerland itself is part of the draw, say something about Switzerland that goes beyond
postcards. The committee lives there. They already know about the mountains.

Here is a test that has never failed me. Cover the school name in your draft with your thumb. If the paragraph still
works for any academy in Europe, it is not a paragraph about AELO Swiss Academy. It is a paragraph about
nothing, wearing a blazer.

Mistake two: your essay is a trophy cabinet with legs
You know this essay. It opens with "Since the age of six, I have demonstrated exceptional leadership, unwavering
commitment, and boundless passion," and then it proves it, item by item. Prefect. Debate captain. Volunteer at
three charities. Founder of a club. Organizer of an event that raised a sum of money. By the end, the reader
knows the applicant has done many things and learned absolutely nothing from any of them.

The problem is redundancy with a side of emptiness. The transcript already shows the grades. The activity list
already shows the activities. When the essay simply re-lists them in prose form, the committee ends up with three
documents and one dimension. Nobody learns how this person thinks, what happens to them when something



goes wrong, or whether there is a human being behind the bullet points. And the committee is, in the end,
selecting a human being, not a filing cabinet.

Two applicants from a few years back have stayed with me. On paper they were nearly interchangeable: strong
grades, busy schedules, glowing letters. One submitted a polished inventory of accomplishments. The other
wrote about the small baking business she had run at fifteen, how she priced her goods based on guesswork,
how she lost money for two months, and what she changed in month three. She included the numbers. She
included the Saturday she cried over a ruined batch of laminated pastries and then made them again. Guess
which application got discussed at the meeting, and which one got the flat little exhale.

Reflection beats inventory, every single time. Pick one story and dig into it. Tell the committee what you noticed,
what you misjudged, and what you would do differently. That is the information they cannot get anywhere else in
your file, which makes it the only information worth spending the essay on.

Mistake three: you treated the instructions as friendly suggestions
The prompt asks for 650 words. You submit 1,400, because you had a lot to say. Everyone had a lot to say. That is
precisely why there is a limit. The word count is not a hurdle designed to suppress your genius. It is a test of
whether you can identify what matters and cut the rest, which happens to be a skill that will follow you through
every course, project, and job you ever hold.

Then there is the question actually asked. The prompt says "describe a challenge you faced and how you
responded," and a remarkable number of applicants answer a different question entirely, usually the one they
had prepared for in advance. They write about their ambitions, their goals, their vision. Lovely. Answer the
question. Committees notice the dodge immediately, and it reads either as poor comprehension or as arrogance,
and neither interpretation helps you.

The same mistake extends to logistics. The instructions request a certified translation of your transcript, and you
send a photo of the transcript taken at an angle that suggests the photographer was falling. They request two
recommendation letters, and you asked your teacher four days before the deadline, and the letter arrives late, or
worse, arrives clearly written in forty-five minutes by someone who barely remembers you. Give your
recommenders a month of lead time, your CV, and a polite reminder a week out. Their letter is part of your file
whether you treated it that way or not.

And here is the part worth underlining twice. In Switzerland, deadlines are load-bearing architecture. They are not
suggestions, not opening bids, not approximate. A country where the trains apologize for being ninety seconds



late does not look kindly on "the portal was confusing" as an explanation. When you apply to a Swiss institution,
punctuality is not administration. It is content. It is the first piece of evidence about whether you belong there.

Mistake four: your application was written by committee
Somewhere between your first draft and your final version, your application stopped sounding like you. A parent
"helped." An uncle with strong opinions about what committees want "tidied things up." A paid consultant
applied polish. Maybe a text-generation tool smoothed every sentence until it was perfectly round and perfectly
forgettable. Now the activities section reads like a teenager and the essay reads like a quarterly report from a
mid-level manager who uses "leverage" as a verb and "furthermore" without irony.

Committee readers calibrate fast. They read hundreds of files from people your age, and they know what an
eighteen-year-old who writes well sounds like. When the essay voice does not match the rest of the file, the
discrepancy registers instantly. And when the essay voice does not match the interview voice a few weeks later,
the discrepancy graduates from an impression to a question. The question is never flattering.

The most vivid case I ever saw was an essay that changed personality halfway through. The first page was stiff,
formal, and studded with phrases like "in furtherance of my objectives." The second page suddenly contained the
phrase "honestly, this was kind of terrifying." Both voices were fine on their own. Stitched together, they made
the reader wonder who was actually applying, and wondering that is fatal, because the reader's attention should
be on your story, not on your aerolocarno.ch seams.

Help should be editorial, not authorial. Let people point out the paragraph that drags and the sentence that
makes no sense. Do not let anyone supply sentences for you. Your goal is not to sound like a press release. Your
goal is to sound like yourself on your best day: awake, precise, and genuinely interested in what you are saying.
That voice is rarer than you think, which is exactly why it wins.

Mistake five: you gave yourself 48 hours
The deadline is Friday. You start Wednesday. What follows is a documentary horror film in five acts. Act one: the
payment portal rejects your card for reasons it declines to explain. Act two: you discover the scan of your diploma
is a photo taken on a moving bus. Act three: your recommender, the one you finally chased down, replies that he
is hiking in the Alps and will have "limited connectivity," which in Switzerland is a genuinely credible excuse,
unlike yours. Act four: you upload the file named final_FINAL_v3_REALLYFINAL.pdf, which turns out to be neither
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final nor v3. Act five: you submit at 23:56, feel enormous relief, and realize on Saturday that you attached last
year's draft of the essay.

None of this is bad luck. All of it is scheduling. Last-minute applications fail not because applicants are foolish but
because everything in the last 48 hours is fragile, and fragile things break precisely when you have no slack left to
absorb the breakage. A missing document discovered on Tuesday is an errand. The same document missing on
Friday at 22:00 is a tragedy.

The fix is boring and it works. Finish a full week before the deadline. Let the file rest for a day, then reread it with
cold eyes; you will find at least three things to fix, I promise, because everyone does. Have one person you trust
read the whole package. Then submit early, not on time. Early. Submitting early also sends a quiet message about
what kind of colleague, student, and human you will be once you arrive, and committees are not immune to that
message.

What a strong file actually looks like
Since we have spent this long on failure, let me describe the opposite. The strong application is consistent: the
grades, the letters, the essay, and eventually the interview all tell the same story about the same person. It is
specific, naming actual programs, actual interests, and actual reasons. It is honest, occasionally about failure,
which reads as confidence rather than weakness. It answers the question asked, in the length requested, by the
date specified. And it contains one story the reader will still remember at the end of a long evening, which is
worth more than a page of adjectives.

The committee is not searching for flawless people. Flawless people do not exist, and if they did, they would be
insufferable in seminars. They are searching for evidence that you can read instructions, manage a deadline, think
clearly on paper, and be interesting for the length of a conversation. Every one of those is a choice available to
you before you submit.

Before you do, run this five-minute check:

The academy's name is spelled correctly in every document, and no other academy's name appears
anywhere, including the file names.

Every required document is attached, in the format requested, and actually opens when clicked.

Word counts and page limits are respected, not "approximately" respected.

Your recommenders have confirmed, in writing, that their letters are in.



One trusted person has read the entire file, ideally out loud, and did not wince.

One last thing before you hit submit
The committee wants to say yes. They really do. Reading applications is mostly a long search for people worth
saying yes to, and most of the rejections they issue are, in a sense, requested by the applicants themselves. The
five mistakes above are not acts of fate. They are choices, or failures to make choices, and every one of them is
avoidable with a week of lead time and a thumb over the school name.

Applying to AELO Swiss Academy is a bit like visiting the country it sits in. Precision is considered a form of
politeness. Preparation is considered a form of respect. And the mountains, which will absolutely still be there
after the deadline, are best admired from the window of a train that left on time. Be the applicant who left on
time.


