
from study desk to startup pitch: entrepreneurial
support at aelo swiss academy

The first pitch night I attended at AELO Swiss Academy, a second-semester student stood up with a stack of index
cards and three minutes on the clock. Her voice shook through the first sentence. By the third, the room had
stopped checking phones. By the end, two people in the audience were writing down her contact details, and one
of them ran a small logistics company. Six weeks earlier, her entire business idea had been a sentence scribbled
in the margin of a marketing lecture handout.

That distance, from margin scribble to stage, is what I want to talk about, because it is shorter than most people
believe and it is not crossed by talent alone. It is crossed by scaffolding. AELO Swiss Academy builds that
scaffolding deliberately, layer by layer, and watching it work is genuinely exciting for anyone who cares about
what education can do beyond grades.

What struck me first was how ordinary the on-ramp is. There is no velvet rope around entrepreneurship here, no
secret application that only the bold dare to fill in. The support starts in places so routine that students walk right
past it before they realize they have stepped onto a path.

where an idea stops being a distraction
Plenty of schools treat side projects as noise, something to be quietly discouraged until exam season passes. The
opposite happens at AELO Swiss Academy, and this is the cultural foundation everything else rests on.
Coursework can double as a venture hypothesis. A tourism marketing assignment can become a landing page
with a sign-up button. A supply chain exercise can become a pricing survey sent to real shops. Instructors stop
asking "how many pages?" and start asking "who is this for, and who pays?"

I watched this play out with a hospitality student who had an idea about luggage forwarding for rail travelers
heading from the cities up into the Alps. On paper it sounded lovely. Her instructor did something better than
praising it: she sent the student out of the classroom and told her not to come back until she had talked to actual
travelers at the station. Eleven conversations later, the idea had changed shape entirely. The app she had
imagined became a service partnership with the luggage counters people already trusted. She learned the word
"assumption" the hard way that week, and she has never used it loosely since.

That is the trick the academy pulls off early. It does not hand students motivation posters. It hands them a reason
to leave the building and talk to a stranger, which is where every real company I have ever seen actually began.

from napkin sketch to tested idea
Once an idea survives first contact with a curious instructor, it moves into what the students casually call the
validation sprints. The rule of thumb floated around the corridors is simple: ten honest conversations before you
build anything. Not ten compliments from friends. Ten conversations with people who have the problem, ideally
people who will mildly annoy you by telling you the truth.



The tools here are gloriously cheap. A one-page site with a waitlist. A pre-order button that nobody is obligated
to click. A pop-up trial on a single afternoon. A mockup shown on a phone across a café table. The academy
keeps the cost of testing low on purpose, because when testing is cheap, students test more, and when students
test more, they stop falling in love with their first draft.



Here is the trade-off, and it is worth saying plainly. Validation feels slow when you are burning to build. Every
student in the sprint wants to open a design tool on day one. The coaches hold that line anyway, and the payoff
shows up months later. Most first ideas die in this stage, and the academy treats a well-documented kill as a win,
sometimes with genuine applause. Killing a weak idea in week three frees a team to find a strong one in week
five. I have rarely seen an institution so cheerful about funerals.

mentors who have actually shipped things
Theory only carries an idea so far, and this is where the mentor bench earns its keep. The people who cycle
through the academy's office hours are not career lecturers. They are a founder of a small software firm who still
writes code on weekends, an operations manager from precision manufacturing, a bookkeeper who talks about
cash flow the way cardiologists talk about heartbeats, a brand designer, and an engineer who has filed enough
patents to fill a shelf.

Sessions run short, around twenty minutes, and they always end with homework. That structure matters more
than it sounds. A student cannot sit passively in a mentoring session and absorb something by osmosis. They
arrive with a question, leave with an assignment, and report back the following week.

The most valuable lesson hiding in this arrangement is that mentors disagree. One told a student her
subscription price was too low. Another told her it was double what the market would bear. Instead of picking a
guru, she ran a two-price test for a week and let customers vote with their wallets. The coaches love that story,
and they retell it often, because it captures the whole philosophy: mentors provide hypotheses, and students run
the experiments.

the pitch clinic, where nerves meet structure
Then comes the part everyone dreads and nobody forgets. The pitch clinic takes an idea that has survived
validation and drills it into a story a stranger can follow in three minutes. The drills are repeated until they stick:

Say the problem in one sentence, without jargon and without apologizing.

Back it with evidence from real conversations, not opinions.

Explain where the money comes from, even if the honest answer is "pilot customers first."

Make a specific ask, with a name attached to it.

Survive questions without folding, deflecting, or improvising a fake number.

The format is deliberately uncomfortable. A visible timer runs down. Rehearsals happen in front of students from
completely different departments, because a polite audience teaches you nothing. On the night I sat in, a coach
stopped a rehearsal mid-sentence and asked the presenter to explain his product "like I just got off a train and
you have one platform announcement to make." He nailed it on the second try, and the room cheered like a goal
had been scored. Watching a shy student find a public voice in real time never gets old.

demo night and the room that can say yes
The clinic ends where the index-card student began her story: at demo night. The room is small on purpose, and
its composition is the real product:

Students from earlier semesters who have already pitched and survived

The mentors from the clinic, now in the audience instead of at the whiteboard

Local business owners who show up because the problems sound like their problems



The occasional investor or program scout, drawn by word of mouth rather than invitations

Here is what separates a demo night from a talent show. Applause is nice, but applause is not the currency. The
currency is the follow-up. A pitch that ends with "feedback welcome" gets applause. A pitch that ends with "I
need two pilot customers by June, ideally hotels" gets a name, an email address, and a calendar hold. The
coaches spend the week after demo night on exactly this: converting interest into meetings, and meetings into
commitments. Students learn that the pitch is not the finish line. It is the door handle.

money, minus the mystery
Nothing scares young founders more than funding, and the academy attacks that fear with boring, glorious
transparency. The funding literacy sessions walk through the whole ladder: bootstrapping from a first customer,
family and friends, the various grants and founder subsidies that exist across Switzerland, business angels, and,
last and least often, venture capital. Students learn the trap hiding in that last rung. Raising institutional money
too early can lock a fragile idea into promises it cannot keep.

The Swiss setting helps enormously here. The country has topped the Global Innovation Index for well over a
decade, the startup scene is dense, and serious money flows through it every year. But the regional support
landscape is scattered, and programs change with budgets and cantonal politics. So rather than handing students
a stale list of contacts, the academy teaches them to read the map for themselves: how to search, how to check
eligibility, how to ask a program officer a good question. The bottleneck in a scene this rich is rarely the money. It
is almost always the evidence, and evidence is exactly what the earlier stages were built to produce.

why the Swiss setting does half the work
I would be dishonest if I credited only the academy, because geography is doing quiet, heavy lifting in the
background. Within a couple of train hours of campus, a student can reach banking and insurance in Zurich,
pharma in Basel, precision manufacturers scattered across the midlands, alpine tourism operators in the valleys,
and food companies that have been perfecting recipes for generations. Very few countries pack that much
industrial variety into that little space.

The multilingual market is an underappreciated test bed too. A service that works in Zurich, survives contact with
Lausanne, and still makes sense in Lugano is sturdy by definition. Students who test across language borders
build products that travel, and they build habits of adaptation that no lecture could teach. A pilot can start on a
Tuesday afternoon and produce lessons by Friday, before the initial enthusiasm has time to cool.

what the support deliberately does not do
Honesty time, because every serious program is defined as much by its refusals as its offerings. The academy
does not ghostwrite business plans. It does not guarantee funding. It does not provide staff to build the product
while students watch. If someone wants a company assembled for them, this is the wrong room, and the coaches
say so early and kindly.

What the support actually protects is time. Time to interview, time to test, time to rehearse, time to fail at low
cost. One team I heard about wanted to skip validation entirely and book mentor hours to discuss their logo.
They were told, politely, to come back with ten customer conversations. They grumbled for a week. Then the
conversations revealed that their target customers did not have the problem the team assumed, flight training
and the pivot they made afterward became the best project of that cohort. They thanked the refusal later,
publicly, at demo night, which is about as good as educational moments get.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/newssearch/?query=flight%20training


the road from desk to stage, in one view
Because the journey can sound abstract when described in anecdotes, here is the shape of it as the students
actually experience it:

| Stage | What the academy puts in front of you | What you walk away with |

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

| Spark | Coursework hooks, idea intake sessions | A problem worth chasing, written in one sentence |

| Validate | Interview sprints, cheap tests, kill criteria | Evidence, or a dignified funeral for version one |

| Build | Mentor office hours, prototyping time, peer critique | A working version and a first honest price |

| Pitch | Clinic drills, demo night, follow-up coaching | A room of people who can say yes, and a plan to ask |

Four stages, none of them glamorous on their own, all of them compounding. A student who walks the whole
road arrives at the pitch stage with something
https://www.reddit.com/r/flyingeurope/comments/1nnhrnv/anyone_from_aelo_swiss_any_advices/ rarer than
confidence: receipts. Every claim on their slides traces back to a conversation, a test, or a number they personally
collected. Audiences can smell the difference, and they lean in.

your desk is closer than you think
The last thing I heard about the index-card student was that she was back at the next demo night, this time in the
audience, taking notes, already sketching version two of her service on the back of the program flyer. That loop,
from stage back to desk and around again, is the real engine of the place. Entrepreneurship at AELO Swiss
Academy is not a graduation event. It is a habit.

So if you are sitting at a study desk somewhere with a half-formed idea haunting the margins of your notes, take
this as the nudge. The distance from that desk to a stage where people can help you is not measured in
kilometers or credentials. It is measured in conversations. Eleven station interviews changed one student's idea

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

