
why switzerland is the perfect classroom: language
learning at aelo swiss academy

The first lesson often arrives before the first class. Board an InterCity in Geneva bound for Zurich and the
announcements change mid-journey: French gives way to German somewhere past Fribourg, and by Bern the
conductor is greeting passengers in a dialect that no standard textbook covers. There is no border post and no
passport control, only a change of sound. That quiet transition is, in miniature, the argument for learning a
language in Switzerland.

At AELO Swiss Academy we have built our teaching around that observation. A language is not a subject to be
studied from a distance; it is an environment to be entered. Most countries offer one environment. Switzerland
offers four, packed into a territory you can cross by train in a morning, with a public culture that treats
multilingualism not as an achievement but as ordinary life.

a country built out of languages
The numbers explain the setting. Just under nine million people live in Switzerland, and the Federal Statistical
Office's surveys show that roughly three in five name German as their main language, close to a quarter name
French, around eight per cent Italian, and well under one per cent Romansh. More than a quarter of residents
hold a foreign passport, so English, Portuguese, Albanian, Spanish and dozens of other languages circulate
alongside the official ones. Depending on how you count, a clear majority of residents use more than one
language at least occasionally, and many juggle three.

Geography maps neatly onto sound. The French-speaking Romandie runs along the western edge, from Geneva
through Lausanne, Neuchâtel and the Jura into the bilingual pockets of Fribourg and Biel/Bienne. Italian
dominates in the south, in Ticino and a handful of valleys in Graubünden. Romansh survives in the mountain
communities of the Grisons, where road signs still carry two names. The German-speaking majority fills the
middle and east, from Basel and Zurich to Lucerne, Bern and St. Gallen. The informal boundary between the
German and French regions even has a name, the Röstigraben, borrowed from the potato dish that marks the
divide on dinner plates as much as on maps.

For a learner, this layout produces something rare: a country where choosing where to live is effectively choosing
which language surrounds you. A forty-minute train ride can move you from one linguistic world to another. Few
places on earth offer that kind of switch at such low cost, and none offer it with Swiss trains.

why immersion works here better than almost anywhere
Immersion is an overused word in language marketing. Properly understood, it means that the language you are
studying is the one required to buy bread, file a tax form, apologise to a neighbour about noise, or understand
why the pharmacy closed at noon. Switzerland supplies that requirement daily, in every register from trivial to
serious.

The density helps. In a sprawling country, learners can retreat into neighbourhoods or online bubbles where their
mother tongue suffices. In Swiss cities, the systems around you resist that retreat. The Coop cashier asks whether
you want a bag. The building manager posts a notice about heating in the common stairwell. The dentist's
receptionist confirms your appointment in the local language. None of these exchanges is difficult, and that is



precisely the point: they are short, frequent, low-stakes repetitions of exactly the structures a beginner is studying
in class. A learner who hears "Zweimal Kaffee, bitte" answered correctly at eight in the morning has reinforced
more than a page of drills.

There is also the matter of proximity to the cultures behind each language. German learned in Switzerland
connects you to Germany and Austria a short ride away; French learned in Lausanne plugs you into a
francophone world stretching from Brussels to Dakar; Italian learned in Lugano sits ninety minutes from Milan.
Students at AELO Swiss Academy routinely discover that the country works as a hub, not a bubble.

the honest complication: swiss german and standard german
An honest account has to name the complication that surprises every German learner, and we prefer to name it in
the first week rather than let students discover it in the street. In German-speaking Switzerland, everyday
conversation happens in Swiss German dialects, while the written language, schooling, official communication
and broadcast news use standard German. Linguists call this arrangement diglossia. It means a learner can speak
admirable Hochdeutsch and still freeze at the bakery counter, where the question comes back in dialect.

This is a genuine trade-off, not a footnote. Standard German remains indispensable: it is what you will read, write,
and use with anyone from Germany, and it is the language of the recognised examinations that employers and
immigration authorities expect. Dialect, meanwhile, is what you will hear at lunch, at football training and in the
lift. A programme that ignores either half prepares you for a country that does not exist.

Our response at AELO Swiss Academy is to teach standard German as the productive core while training the ear
in dialect from the outset. Teachers speak the variety that matches the region, audio exercises draw on local radio
and everyday conversation rather than studio-clean recordings, and city sessions push students to negotiate real
exchanges where dialect will meet them halfway. The result, which experience confirms again and again, is a
learner who stops treating dialect as a wall and starts treating it as weather: variable, survivable, and eventually
familiar.

One further note on expectations. In multicultural workplaces in Zurich or Basel, colleagues may switch to English
to be helpful, which can quietly starve a learner of practice. The remedy is small and practical: a fixed opening
sentence, spoken early, that declares your intention. It sounds trivial and it works.

french, italian and romansh: the other three classrooms



Learners of French in Switzerland meet a vocabulary quirk that quickly becomes a point of pride. The Romandie
says septante for seventy and nonante for ninety, and much of it says huitante for eighty, where France says
quatre-vingt-dix and quatre-vingts. Beyond the numbers, Swiss French is often described by students as slightly
slower and more clearly articulated than Parisian speech, which makes it a forgiving classroom for the
intermediate learner. The institutions of daily life, from the Migros checkout to the RTS evening news, provide a
steady stream of standard, well-delivered French.

Italian in Ticino is close to the standard taught in textbooks, with dialect colouring the markets more than the
offices. A learner in Lugano or Locarno can practice in the morning and test the same sentences in Milan by
afternoon, an arrangement few Italian courses anywhere can match.

Romansh deserves mention even though hardly any newcomer studies it. It is a national language with five
written varieties and a unified written form, Rumantsch Grischun, with its own radio service and a protected place
in Graubünden's public life. Nobody needs Romansh to live in Switzerland, and that is exactly why it matters as a
lesson: it shows what a country is willing to do to keep a small language alive, and it reminds learners that
language choices here are cultural, not merely practical.

how AELO Swiss Academy turns the country into a syllabus
Method, in our experience, matters more than slogans about immersion. The design of a course determines
whether a rich environment gets used or wasted. The approach at AELO Swiss Academy rests on a few
convictions formed over years of teaching adults who arrive with jobs, families and limited hours.

Placement comes first, and it is commercial drone license a conversation rather than a test score. We established
years ago that a twenty-minute interview reveals more about a learner's real level, goals and anxieties than any
multiple-choice paper. Someone may test at A2 but need workplace German for caretaking shifts; another may
have solid school French and no confidence to order a coffee. The syllabus is then built backwards from the life
the student intends to live.

Groups stay small, in the single digits, because speaking time is the scarcest resource in any classroom and it
cannot be rationed fairly among fifteen people. Teachers are native speakers rooted in the region where the
school operates, so the variety they teach matches the variety outside the door. Lessons regularly leave the
building: a market exercise, a tram-route task, a café order, a visit to the commune office to read a real form.
Homework is designed to require speech, not just completion, because the gap between knowing a structure and
producing it under mild social pressure is where most learners stall.
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For students who need recognised credentials, preparation targets the established examinations: Goethe-
Zertifikat and telc for German, DELF and DALF for French, CELI for Italian, and the fide test, which the federal
integration framework recognises as proof of French, Italian or German. Permanent residence and naturalisation
in Switzerland generally require roughly B1 in speech and A2 in writing, so these targets are not decorative; they
carry real consequences.

A vignette stays with me. A nurse from Kraków joined an evening German group while working shifts at a
hospital outside Zurich. Her written German improved quickly; her confidence lagged, because colleagues
answered her in English. The turning point came not from a textbook but from assignments: she had to phone a
pharmacy, ask a neighbour about recycling days, and narrate a tram delay. By the time she sat the fide test she
had, in her words, "already passed it forty times in public." That is the whole philosophy in one sentence.

choosing your base: match the canton to the language
Because the language map is regional, the single most consequential decision a learner makes is where to live. A
student aiming for French who takes a job in Zug will spend a year swimming


