
online or on campus? choosing the right language course
format at aelo swiss academy

Every enrolment season, prospective learners ask us the same question, usually in the same words: which format
produces better results, online or on campus? The honest answer is that neither format is universally superior.
Each one rewards a particular kind of learner with a particular kind of life, and each one punishes a mismatch. The
costly mistake is not choosing the weaker format. It is choosing the format that does not fit your week,
discovering this eight weeks into a course, and losing the momentum that language learning depends on.

A language course is not a purchase you evaluate once at the till. It is a habit you maintain for months, and the
format is the frame that holds the habit in place. This is why we at AELO Swiss Academy spend as much time
discussing schedules and habits during placement conversations as we spend discussing levels and grammar. The
paragraphs below set out how the two formats differ in practice, who tends to thrive in each, and how to make
the decision with clear eyes rather than on convenience alone.

Why the format question deserves more thought than it usually
receives
Most learners choose a format for one reason: it fits the calendar they have today. That is a reasonable starting
point, but it is only the first filter. The format you choose quietly shapes three things that determine progress. It
shapes how much speaking you do, because speaking time per learner varies enormously between a quiet video
call and a crowded classroom. It shapes how consistently you attend, because friction behaves differently in each
format. And it shapes how honest the feedback is, because a teacher's ability to correct you depends on how well
they can hear you and read you.

Consider a concrete case. A learner attending a 90-minute session twice a week over a 15-week term commits
roughly 45 contact hours. In a well-run group of six to eight people, a good share of that time becomes speaking
practice, perhaps a third of it per participant when pair work and group discussion are handled deliberately. In a
poorly run video call with twelve participants and no breakout rooms, the same learner might speak for five
minutes in total. The format is not a neutral container. It is an active ingredient.

There is also the matter of momentum. Language acquisition rewards frequency over intensity, and interruptions
are expensive. A format that survives a bad week at work, a sick child, or a delayed project deadline protects your
progress in ways that a syllabus never can. When we weigh online against on campus for a specific learner,
durability under real-life pressure often matters more than any pedagogical difference.

What on-campus study looks like in practice
The case for the classroom rests on presence. Sitting at a table with five other people and a teacher means you
hear not only the corrections aimed at you but the corrections aimed at everyone else. You notice a classmate's
hesitation before she answers, and you recognise the same hesitation in yourself the following week. You catch
idioms exchanged before the lesson starts, the small talk that no textbook teaches. Teachers read the room: a
furrowed brow, a glance toward a neighbour, the half-raised hand that signals a question the learner is afraid to
ask. None of this transfers cleanly to a screen.



There is also structure, and structure should not be underestimated. Walking to a school at a fixed time removes
a hundred small decisions that can erode an evening. You cannot postpone the lesson from the sofa. Your
absence is noticed within minutes, not at the end of the month, and that gentle social accountability carries many
learners through the difficult middle weeks of a course when motivation dips and grammar gets harder. In our
experience, the learners most at risk of quietly abandoning a course are precisely the ones who benefit most
from having a place to be at a fixed hour.

The classroom has its own costs, of course. Attendance consumes an evening in full: travel, waiting, the lesson
itself, the return. Weather and season matter more than anyone admits in January. And group speaking time,
however well managed, is shared. A confident participant can dominate; a shy one can hide behind nodding. A
skilled teacher counteracts both tendencies, but the room sets the terms.

What the online format actually delivers
The online format solves a different problem. Its core promise is removal of friction: no commute, no searching
for a free evening hour in one specific place, no lost lesson because you are in Basel on a Tuesday when the
course happens in Lausanne. For learners with irregular shifts, caregiving duties, or frequent travel, this is not a
convenience but the difference between studying and not studying. A course you can attend from a hotel room
or a kitchen table is a course you can attend at all.

Good online teaching is more than a camera pointed at a whiteboard. Screen sharing allows materials to appear
instantly in front of every participant. Chat creates a written trace redit post of new vocabulary that learners can
revisit. Breakout rooms give pairs genuine speaking time without the whole group listening. Sessions can be
shorter and more frequent, which suits the way memory actually works. And for learners living in smaller towns,
where a suitable group at the right level may not exist within reasonable distance, online access widens the field
from one local school to the entire offer of a national academy.

The trade-offs are real and worth naming plainly. Sustained video calls are tiring; researchers have described how
constant close-up gaze and heightened self-view create a fatigue that ordinary conversation does not. Attention
drifts faster on screen, and the kitchen is full of distractions a classroom does not contain. Speaking time
depends heavily on how the teacher manages the session, so the variance between excellent and mediocre
online courses is wider than between excellent and mediocre classrooms. Finally, the format demands a kind of
self-discipline that learners often overestimate before they start. Showing up at home is harder than it sounds.

The Swiss context changes the arithmetic
In many countries, the commute argument settles the question by itself, usually in favour of online. Switzerland is
an exception worth thinking through. Rail and bus networks are frequent and reliable by any reasonable
standard, and a 20-minute door-to-door journey is unremarkable for much of the population. Run the numbers:
a 20-minute commute each way, twice a week, across a 15-week term, adds roughly 20 hours. That is meaningful
but not prohibitive, and for many learners it is time spent reviewing vocabulary on the train rather than time lost.
Anyone who has studied in a city where an hour of traffic each way is normal will read the Swiss calculus
differently.

Cantonal and federal requirements add another consideration. Where documented proof of language proficiency
matters for residence or naturalisation procedures, the relevant question is not the format but whether the
course prepares you for the recognised examinations at the level you need. Both paths at AELO Swiss Academy
lead to the same curricular goals and the same assessment standards, so permit timelines should influence your
deadline and intensity, not your format. What the Swiss context does influence is language choice itself, since the
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language that helps you is usually the one spoken in your canton, and that constraint applies equally online and
off.

There is one further Swiss particularity. Many learners here are highly educated professionals who have already
studied three or four languages and understand grammar terminology. For such learners, online formats work
well because independent study comes naturally. For learners encountering formal study for the first time in
years, or ever, the classroom's scaffolding carries more weight.

Matching the format to your situation
Profiles are more useful than rules, so here are the patterns we see most often. The hospital nurse with rotating
shifts almost always does better online, because her free evenings change weekly and a physical timetable
cannot follow her. The recent arrival who wants to build a social life in a new town usually does better on campus,
because the course doubles as a community and the speaking pressure accelerates conversational confidence.
The parent whose evenings revolve around children's bedtimes tends to prefer online, ideally in shorter, more
frequent sessions. The recently retired learner who wants rhythm and company in the week typically chooses on
campus, and rarely regrets the walk. The consultant who flies every second week should choose online from the
outset, because a format she can attend from anywhere is the only format she will not fall behind in.

Then there is the honest self-assessment. If you have never studied independently, an online course asks you to
build a study habit and learn a language simultaneously, which is a heavier lift than most people expect. A term
on campus can establish the habit first; a later switch to online then rests on foundations that already exist. The
reverse path works too, and we see it often: learners start online for flexibility, discover they miss the room, and
move to campus once their level and confidence allow a fixed commitment.

Where the two formats diverge, side by side
| Dimension | On campus | Online |

| --- | --- | --- |

| Speaking time per learner | Shared within the group, shaped by room dynamics | Depends heavily on teacher's
session management and breakout use |

| Scheduling flexibility | Fixed times and rooms | Higher, with shorter and more frequent options possible |

| Attendance friction | Travel and weather add friction | Near zero, but self-discipline replaces external structure |

| Nonverbal feedback | Full, including peer correction | Partial, limited to camera framing and audio quality |



| Social side effects | Friendships, overheard idioms, community | Possible but incidental rather than built in |

Read the table as a set of weights rather than a scorecard. No column wins; the weights simply differ by person. A
learner who values structure above all reads the third row as a point for campus. A learner whose calendar is
chaos reads the same row as a point for online, because zero friction is the only attendance guarantee that
survives her month.

Questions worth answering before you enrol
Before deciding, we ask placement candidates to answer five questions honestly, in writing if possible. The
answers predict satisfaction with a format better than any general comparison.

How many evenings per week can you genuinely protect, and how stable is that number across a full term?

What does your realistic commute look like door to door, not on a map but at 17:45 on a Tuesday in
February?

Have you completed an independent study project before, and did you finish it without external structure?

Is your goal a certificate by a specific date, or steady integration into daily life over the coming years?

When you tried online meetings in the past, did you stay present, or did other tabs quietly win?

A learner who answers the second question with 45 minutes and the fifth with "other tabs won" has effectively
made the decision already, whatever she initially assumed she preferred. The questions are uncomfortable
precisely because they are predictive, which is the point of asking them before paying rather than after.



Warning signs that an online course is not working
Online formats fail quietly, so it helps to know the early signals. If two or more of the following describe your first
month, the format or the group is not serving you, and it is worth raising this with the school while a change is
still easy.

You attend sessions regularly but cannot recall the previous lesson's content without opening your notes.

Your speaking turns per session have shrunk over time rather than grown.

You have missed two or more sessions without formally rescheduling them.

You study vocabulary but avoid the live sessions, replacing attendance with apps.

The camera stays off by default and no one has asked about it.

None of these signals means the learner is failing. They mean the structure is leaking, and leaks compound. The
remedy may be a smaller group, a different teacher, a switch to on campus for a term, or simply a conversation
about session design. What the remedy should not be is silent endurance until the course ends and the level
remains unreached.

Hybrid arrangements and mid-course switches
The choice is also less binary than the question implies. A blended arrangement, with weekly online sessions and
one in-person Saturday per month, captures much of the classroom's social benefit while keeping the calendar
flexible. Intensive exam preparation often argues for on-campus or in-person components in the final weeks,
when speaking pressure and mock orals matter most. A learner at the B1 plateau, that stubborn stretch where
progress feels invisible, frequently benefits from the forcing function of a physical room where hiding is
impossible.

Switching mid-course is normal and should not feel like an admission of defeat. Levels, placement, and learning
objectives carry across formats, because the curriculum is the same and the teachers work from shared standards.
What changes is the delivery, and delivery is adjustable in a way that lost months are not. We would rather move
a learner to the other format in week six than watch her fade out by week twelve in the wrong one.

The decision, plainly



If you need external structure, live speaking pressure, and the incidental community of a classroom, choose on
campus and protect those evenings in your calendar. If your calendar, geography, or shifts would otherwise
prevent you from attending at all, choose online, and choose it deliberately with a group size and session design
that guarantee you speaking time. The best format is the one you will still be attending in week fourteen, not the
one that sounded ideal in week zero.

When you contact AELO Swiss Academy for placement, say how your week actually looks, including its friction
and its fragilities. The recommendation you receive should follow from that picture. A course format is ultimately
a promise about your future attendance, and the only promise worth making is one you can keep.


