
Volunteering and Community Engagement: Giving Back
While Studying at AELO Swiss Academy

There is a particular kind of Saturday morning that stays with you. The market square smells of bread and wet
stone, half the town is still asleep, and a handful of students from AELO Swiss Academy are already setting up
folding tables for a neighbourhood breakfast, arguing cheerfully about who forgot the extension cord. By noon
they know three new names, a local baker has promised them leftover stock for the next event, and one of them
has been invited, entirely unprompted, to join a Sunday five-a-side football group.

That invitation matters more than it sounds. You can complete every assignment, pass every exam, and still leave
Switzerland a year later having never really met the place. The country becomes a backdrop, the campus a
bubble, the language a classroom subject rather than a life skill. Community engagement is the antidote to that,
and at AELO Swiss Academy we treat it not as an optional extra but as part of what makes an education
complete. This article makes the case for why you should give some of your time away while you study, what that
realistically looks like week to week, and how to do it without wrecking your grades in the process.

A Country That Runs on Volunteers
Switzerland is an unusually good place to learn this lesson. Surveys consistently suggest that roughly a quarter to
a third of adults here take part in some form of organised volunteering, and far more help out informally,
whether that is driving an elderly neighbour to a appointment or coaching a junior team without ever calling it
volunteering. Tens of thousands of local associations, clubs, and committees hold the country together: sports
clubs, choirs, cultural festivals, neighbourhood associations, and, in many towns, even the fire service relies on
people who hold day jobs and show up when the pager sounds.

For a newcomer, this civic density is an opportunity. Swiss associations are generally open to anyone willing to
help, and they are used to people joining mid-year, mid-project, with imperfect German or French. Nobody
expects you to arrive with a five-year plan. You show up, you take the small task in front of you, and trust builds
from there. Compare that with the job market, where every position asks for experience you do not yet have, and
the contrast is striking. Volunteering is the one door in a new country that opens before you knock politely five
times.

Why We Push Engagement at AELO Swiss Academy
Our programs are demanding by design. Students come here to build real competence, and the hours are
accounted for. So why would we encourage anything that competes for your time?

Because education that stops at the classroom door produces half a professional. The student who has spent a
semester coordinating a food collection learns things no case study can teach: how to ask strangers for help, how
to hold a team together when two people cancel, how to deliver on a promise made in front of others. The
student who reads to schoolchildren once a week discovers whether they can explain something clearly to
someone with no background knowledge, which is the core skill of nearly every client-facing career.

There is also a plainly selfish reason hidden inside the generous one. The students who engage locally are,
without exception in my experience, the ones who settle fastest. They have somewhere to be that is not the



library. They have people who greet them by name in shops. When the mid-winter blues arrive, and they do
arrive, that web of small human connections is what keeps a study year from becoming a long, grey siege.

What It Actually Looks Like Week to Week
Community engagement sounds grand until you see how ordinary it is. Most of it fits into ninety-minute blocks.

A student in the business program spends Tuesday evenings at a homework club, helping ten-year-olds with
fractions while quietly rebuilding her own confidence in German. A classmate with strong English sits with seniors
at a community centre twice a month, showing them how to use messaging apps so they can see their
grandchildren's photos. Others join a lake cleanup crew three or four times a year, which is less a commitment
than a habit with a date attached. Around exam season, some students step back for six weeks; the organisations
are used to it, and the seats are still warm when they return.

Bigger one-off events are the easiest entry point of all. Charity runs need course marshals. Neighbourhood
festivals need people to move chairs and take down bunting. A school fair needs someone to run a cake stall for
two hours. These roles ask for reliability and a smiling face rather than specialist skills, and they give you a low-
risk way to meet the people who run local organisations before you commit to anything recurring.

One pattern is worth naming: the students who get the most out of volunteering here almost always start smaller
than they think they should. They choose one thing and stay with it. The students who burn out are almost
always the ones who signed up for three things in their first month.

What You Get Back, Specifically
The benefits are real, but they deserve more precision than the usual vague promises about "making a
difference". Here is what we actually see.

Language comes first. Classroom instruction builds vocabulary and grammar, but volunteering throws you into
unscripted conversation with people who will not slow down for you and will, crucially, not judge you. Six months
of weekly homework-club chatter does more for conversational fluency than any workbook, because a nine-year-
old does not care how your declensions are going.

References and networks come second. Supervisors at local organisations become the people who will vouch for
you, introduce you to others, and write the kind of recommendation letter that mentions specific, verifiable
things you did. A notable share of student internships and part-time roles trace back, directly or indirectly, to a
connection made while helping out. Employers also read commitment patterns: two years of steady involvement
in one organisation says more about your character than a scatter of one-week stints, and hiring managers know
how to tell the difference.

Skills come third, and they are the unglamorous kind that transfer everywhere: running a rota, handling a cash
box, speaking to a group of strangers, staying calm when the plan falls apart. And underneath all of it sits
wellbeing. A fixed, meaningful appointment outside your studies gives rhythm to the week and a counterweight
to exam pressure. Students who volunteer report, in effect if not in words, that the worst weeks feel less isolated.

The Trade-Offs Nobody Puts on the Poster
Now the honest part, because a persuasive article that hides the costs is not persuasive at all. Volunteering costs
time, and your time here is already spoken for. During exam blocks, a standing commitment can slide from



"energising" to "suffocating" in a single week. The fix is not to avoid volunteering but to structure it so the
structure survives pressure.

Choose recurring roles with flexible attendance, or seasonal roles that cluster in quieter months. Tell your contact
about your exam calendar before you commit, not after you miss a shift. Aim for one steady commitment plus
occasional event days rather than a portfolio of weekly obligations. And watch your energy, not just your hours: a
two-hour shift conducted entirely in your third-best language can cost more than a four-hour shift at home.

Language barriers deserve their own mention. If your German or French is still wobbly, start with physical or
practical tasks, setting up, serving, sorting, where words are optional, and let your speaking grow into roles that
need it. Trying to run a discussion group in week three is how people conclude that volunteering "is not for
them" when the actual problem was sequencing.

Before you say yes to anything, pause and ask yourself a few blunt questions. We suggest students write the
answers down, because vague intentions are easy to abandon.

How many hours a month can I genuinely protect, even in a heavy exam month?

Does this role use what I am already good at, or what I want to become good at?

Who do I contact when I need to swap or skip a session?

Will this still make sense in three months, or only this week?

What would make me quit, and can I name it now?

Starting Small: Your First Month
If you are convinced but unsure where to begin, resist the urge to research forty organisations online and choose
none. One is enough to start.

Pick a single organisation and a single role, ideally something recurring but modest. Attend once as a guest
before committing, so you can see the group dynamic with your own eyes; a warm welcome on a website means
little compared to whether someone explains things patiently on your first evening. Put every scheduled session
into your calendar next to your coursework deadlines so conflicts surface early instead of as guilty apologies
later. Tell your contact about your exam periods up front, which marks you as someone organised rather than
unreliable. And keep a one-line log after each session, a sentence about what you did and what you noticed,
because at the end of the year that log becomes the raw material for references, applications, and honest
reflection.

The first sessions will feel awkward. You will not know where the mugs are kept, you will mishear instructions, and
you will wonder whether you are more help than hindrance. This is normal and temporary. Every long-term
volunteer you meet once stood in the same spot. What separates them from the people who drifted away is
simply that they came back a fourth time.

How the Academy Supports It
AELO Swiss Academy does not leave students to figure this out alone. Student services keep current contacts with
local clubs, charities, cultural associations, and event organisers, so the question "where could I actually help?"
has a concrete answer rather than a shrug. Orientation includes an introduction to community options in the
surrounding area, and staff can flag which roles tend to work well alongside study loads and which ones students
consistently find sustainable.



There is also a structural honesty we insist on: engagement should never quietly collide with your academic
obligations. If a commitment starts threatening your coursework, the right move is to speak to your program
contacts early. Scaling back temporarily is not failure; ghosting an organisation is. And for international students,
it is worth noting that volunteering is unpaid by definition, which for many makes it a cleaner fit around study
and employment rules, though the wise move is always to confirm current regulations with student services
rather than rely on a rumour from a group chat.

Finally, the academy treats reflection as part of the deal. Students who engage are encouraged to think about
what the experience taught them, not just to list it. That reflection converts hours into insight, and insight is what
interviews, applications, and personal statements are actually made of.

Making It Count After the Semester Ends
The semester ends; the habit does not have to. Ask the coordinator of your organisation whether they would be
willing to serve as a reference, while your contribution is fresh in their mind rather
https://www.reddit.com/r/flyingeurope/comments/1nnhrnv/anyone_from_aelo_swiss_any_advices/ than a year
later. Keep the contacts you made; Swiss professional circles are smaller and more interconnected than
newcomers expect, and the person you stacked chairs beside in October may be the one who mentions an
opening in March. If your program includes a project or thesis component, a question that surfaced during your
volunteering, about local services, community needs, or how small organisations actually operate, can anchor
work that is genuinely yours rather than assembled from search results.

One caution belongs here: do not build your engagement around a CV. People can smell the difference between
someone helping and someone collecting. The irony is that the students who volunteer for honest reasons end
up with the stronger record anyway, because sincerity produces consistency, and consistency is what any record
actually measures.

https://www.reddit.com/r/flyingeurope/comments/1nnhrnv/anyone_from_aelo_swiss_any_advices/


The case, then, is simple. You will spend some of the most formative years of your life in a country that quietly
depends on people giving their time. You can watch that from the window of the library, or you can be part of it.
One path leaves you with a diploma. The other leaves you with a diploma, working fluency in a language,
references from people who saw you under real conditions, a network that extends past the campus gate, and
the particular satisfaction of having made a place better while you were passing through it. Fold a table, run a
stall, sit with a lonely pensioner and her phone. Come back the fourth time. That is where the whole thing begins.


