Guest speakers and masterclasses: industry voices inside
AELO Swiss Academy programs

Textbooks teach the shape of an industry. They rarely teach its texture. A chapter on revenue management can
define RevPAR in three tidy sentences, but it cannot recreate the silence in a morning briefing when the
occupancy forecast lands ten points below plan, or the judgment call a duty manager makes at midnight when a
cancelled flight strands forty guests with no rooms left to sell. That texture is what guest speakers and
masterclasses exist to supply at AELO Swiss Academy, and the institution treats them as core infrastructure rather

than decoration.

The premise is simple. Students preparing for careers in hospitality and business management should spend
regular time with people whose paychecks depend on getting the work right. Not retired practitioners recounting
old glories, and not polished corporate presenters reading slides at a wall of laptops, but working professionals
who can describe last week's problem using last week's numbers. What follows is a look at how those sessions
actually run, what separates flight training a masterclass from a guest lecture, and the trade-offs that quietly

shape the whole effort.

Why practitioner voices carry a different weight

Practitioners speak in trade-offs. A textbook explains that revenue management balances occupancy against rate.
A revenue manager visiting campus explains why she discounted twenty rooms to a group booking that would
otherwise empty the restaurant and the spa, and what the finance director said about it afterwards. Students hear
hedging, disagreement, and honesty about mistakes. They watch a professional pause before answering, ask a

clarifying question, and admit uncertainty without losing authority. None of that is teachable from a slide.

The gap this closes is well understood by anyone who sits in placement conversations. Graduates often arrive
knowing the frameworks but not how decisions get made under pressure, with incomplete data and competing
personalities in the room. Hearing a general manager describe a real disciplinary conversation, or a chef-owner
explain why a beautiful dish came off the menu because the supplier doubled the price, gives students a mental

library that no case study quite replicates.

There is also the matter of standards. When a maitre d' corrects a student's grip on the wine glass, the lesson
lands differently than a deduction on a rubric. The correction comes from someone whose restaurant lives or dies

on that grip. Students feel the difference immediately, and they remember it.

What a guest session actually looks like

Formats vary by purpose. Fireside chats suit career-shape conversations, where the value lies in hearing how
someone drifted from a front desk job into asset management. Case walkthroughs put a single real decision
under the microscope, complete with the numbers and the politics. Live problem-solving sessions hand students
an issue the speaker brought from their property that morning. Critique sessions invite students to present their

own work and watch a professional dismantle it, kindly but thoroughly.

Most sessions run sixty to ninety minutes with cohorts kept to twenty or thirty students, small enough that
questions become inevitable rather than optional. At least a third of the time is reserved for open questions,

sometimes half. A short pre-read goes out three to five days in advance: a profit-and-loss extract stripped of
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identifying details, a review-site snapshot, a news item about the speaker's sector. Students arrive with two
written questions. A faculty member chairs the session, framing it at the start, protecting the clock, and closing by

naming three takeaways aloud so the room leaves with shared language.

One session that set the tone for a whole semester: a revenue manager opened by asking students to price a
lake-view room for the coming weekend. She gave them four minutes, then spent the rest of the hour working
through their answers, one by one, in front of everyone. It was uncomfortable and memorable, which was the
point. Several students said afterwards that it was the first time they understood pricing as an argument rather

than a formula.

Masterclasses are a different animal

A guest lecture asks students to listen and question. A masterclass asks them to perform while someone who
does the work for a living watches. Groups shrink to twelve or sixteen. Sessions run from three hours to a full day.
Several are stitched directly into assessment: the deliverable is judged by the visiting practitioner alongside

faculty, and the visitor's opinion carries genuine weight in the grade.

The range is broad. A service-sequence masterclass run by a restaurant manager covers timing, guest
psychology, and the choreography of a full cover rotation. A menu-engineering session with a chef-owner forces
students to make a profitable menu by month's end, not a pretty one. A negotiation simulation with a group
sales director features a procurement officer who never breaks character, no matter how reasonable the students’
offer sounds. A housekeeping scheduling exercise run by a rooms-division manager includes a flu outbreak

written into the scenario at minute forty, because that is when flu outbreaks arrive.

The discomfort is deliberate. Students produce something real and have it measured against a standard that
comes from the market rather than the syllabus. The gap between what a professor expects and what a paying

guest would accept is exactly where airline pilot lifestyle the fastest learning happens.
| Dimension | Guest lecture | Masterclass |

BN

| Typical group size | 20 to 30 students | 12 to 16 students |

| Duration | 60 to 90 minutes | Half day to full day |

| Student role | Questioner | Performer under supervision |

| Assessment link | Rare | Common in several modules |

| What leaves the room | Insight and contacts | A corrected skill and a benchmark |

How speakers are chosen, and how some are politely retired

Selection starts with a blunt filter: the person must be currently practicing, not merely experienced. Someone who
left operations a decade ago can still be valuable, but the default is the manager who dealt with yesterday's no-
show list. The second filter is harder to verify in advance: can they actually teach? Expertise and the ability to
transfer it are different skills, and the second is far rarer. The third is temperament. A speaker has to be willing to
be disagreed with by a twenty-year-old, because the best questions in the room often come from students who

have nothing to lose by asking.

Breadth matters as much as depth. The calendar mixes general managers, revenue and sales leaders, chefs,

sommeliers, event producers, and founders, alongside alumni two or three years into their first roles. Early-career
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alumni frequently connect better than chief executives. Their worries are closer to the students' own, their

memories of the job hunt are fresh, and their knowledge of current tools is current in the literal sense.

Sourcing draws on faculty networks, returning alumni, partner properties, and the hallways of industry
conferences. And there is an exit process, because there has to be. Feedback is reviewed each year, and speakers
whose scores sag or who arrive with the same deck two visits running are rotated out with thanks. Not every
session lands; pretending otherwise would be dishonest. The difference between a program that works and one

that merely schedules names is curation plus follow-through, and someone has to own both.

The preparation nobody sees

A briefing call happens roughly two weeks before each visit. The agenda covers the module's learning objectives,
what the cohort already knows, what the speaker should skip, and a firm request to leave the corporate overview
at home. Speakers are told exactly what the students have been briefed to do so that nobody walks in

unprepared on either side of the room.

That student brief is short and consistent:

THIS IS THE

PROCESS

How to become a

* Two written questions, one of which the speaker has not already answered in the pre-read
* A one-page summary of the pre-read, in the student's own words
* A position, however tentative, on the problem the session will tackle
* Atidy LinkedIn profile, since contacts are part of the point
® Pen and paper, with laptops closed during critique segments
Where a live problem is planned, faculty walk it in advance to check timing and materials. Rooms are set for

conversation rather than broadcast, with chairs in arcs or rounds and no lectern in sight. Small details, but they

change what happens in the room.

What students actually take away

The short-term shift shows up in vocabulary. Students stop saying "customers" and start saying "guests." Their
questions acquire the hesitations professionals use, the little preambles that signal someone has thought before
speaking. The medium-term shift shows up in coursework: case analyses begin to include the constraint nobody
wrote down, whether that is the night audit backlog, a supplier's minimum order, or the fact that the best

candidate for a supervisory role cannot start for six weeks.



The long-term shift is relational. Internship and first-job conversations overwhelmingly begin in the corridor after
a session rather than through a cold application, which is why faculty coach the follow-up with the same
seriousness as the session itself. A message goes out within forty-eight hours, specific enough to prove
attendance. A thank-you references something the speaker actually said. A connection request includes context

instead of a bare click. These habits sound minor and they are not; hiring managers notice them.

Attribution is handled honestly. Post-session surveys and alumni check-ins at six and twelve months ask which
sessions students remember and which ones they name when describing what shaped their first job search. No
single visit gets credit for a hire, and nobody pretends otherwise. But the patterns are clear enough to steer
planning. Sessions built around a live problem and a visible standard are remembered at a far higher rate than
standard talks, and corridor conversations after masterclasses run noticeably longer. More than once, a student's
pointed question about staffing ratios or no-show fees has turned into a seasonal contract conversation before
the speaker left the building. Those outcomes cannot be engineered, only made probable: small rooms, real

problems, and time left over for coffee.

The trade-offs discussed internally

Big names draw crowds but often deliver a polished talk with no access afterwards. Working managers are
rougher presenters and stay for lunch, where the second and third questions get asked. Remote sessions widen
the net and cut costs, but energy drops through a screen, so when remote is used the sessions run shorter,
cameras stay on, and groups stay small. Swiss tourism seasons conspire against the calendar, since the managers
students most need to hear are least available during peak periods, which pushes planning onto shoulder
seasons and a semester-long lead time. Then there is the drift risk: a session can slide into a recruitment pitch for

the speaker's employer. Briefing calls address it directly, and faculty interrupt it in the room if it starts anyway.

None of these trade-offs resolves cleanly. Each semester's schedule is a stack of judgment calls, reviewed without

sentimentality once the feedback forms come in.

Reading the signals that it works

The feedback form asks two questions plus free text: one on relevance, and one on whether the student would
change any part of their own project because of the session. The second question is the more revealing one,
because it tests transfer rather than enjoyment. Attendance at optional evening sessions serves as the honest
metric, since students vote with their evenings. When a free dinner with a general manager draws a thin room,

the programming takes the blame, not the students. Formats get retired the same way speakers do.

An open door, kept open on purpose

The goal was never inspiration. It is calibration. Students calibrate ambition against reality while the stakes are



