
Virtual classrooms: how online courses at AELO Swiss
Academy keep students engaged

Anyone who has taught online knows the particular quality of digital silence. In a physical classroom,
disengagement announces itself: the glazed expression, the whispering pair in the back row, the phone held just
below the edge of the desk. In a virtual classroom, the same student appears as a stable name in a participant list,
a camera that may or may not be switched on, and an unreadable stillness. The medium conceals the very signals
teachers depend on.

That concealment is the central problem of online education, and it is why we at AELO Swiss Academy refuse to
treat engagement as a pleasant side effect of good content. Engagement is an engineering problem. It has to be
designed into the architecture of a course with the same deliberation that goes into the syllabus, and it has to be
monitored with the same discipline that goes into assessment. Anything less produces a polished library of
videos that learners admire and then abandon.

The stakes are easy to underestimate. Massive open online courses have spent more than a decade
demonstrating that access alone does not produce learning; their completion rates have been reported in the
single digits in study after study. When our academic team examined why learners abandon online programs, the
answer was rarely the quality of the recorded material. It was loneliness, drift, and the quiet accumulation of
missed weeks until returning felt harder than quitting. Every design decision described below is a response to
those three failures.

Why attention behaves differently online
Attention on a screen obeys different rules. Cognitive load theory, developed by the educational psychologist
John Sweller, offers a useful lens: working memory is limited, and instruction that floods it with extraneous effort
produces frustration rather than understanding. A recorded lecture filmed for a lecture hall, with its long
unbroken monologues and dense slides, taxes working memory far more when watched alone on a laptop than it
ever did in person. Add the pause button, the second browser tab, and the notification that arrives mid-sentence,
and the result is predictable.

Passive watching also produces a deceptive feeling of competence. Recognition is not recall. A student who
watches a fluent explanation of, say, discounted cash flow analysis will nod along and feel that the material is
understood, then discover in an exam that fluency belonged to the instructor, not to them. Hermann Ebbinghaus
documented the forgetting curve in the late nineteenth century, and every generation of educators since has
rediscovered it: knowledge that is never retrieved, applied, or argued over decays quickly.

There is a third factor that rarely appears in course design discussions, and it may be the most important. Physical
classrooms impose social accountability simply by existing. It is difficult to disappear from a room. Online,
disappearance is frictionless; nothing happens when a learner stops logging in except the gradual expiry of
access. A serious virtual classroom therefore has to rebuild accountability deliberately, through structure,
relationships, and expectations that are visible from the first day.

Cohorts instead of infinite flexibility



The https://www.reddit.com/r/flyingeurope/comments/1nnhrnv/anyone_from_aelo_swiss_any_advices/ first
structural choice at AELO Swiss Academy is also the most contested: we run our online courses as cohorts rather
than as fully self-paced libraries. A cohort moves through the material on a shared weekly schedule, with live
sessions, shared deadlines, and classmates whose progress is entangled with one's own.

We make this choice with open eyes about its cost. Self-paced formats genuinely suit some learners: shift
workers, frequent travelers, people managing unpredictable caregiving. For them, "learn anytime" is not a
marketing slogan but a necessity. Yet in our experience the promise of infinite flexibility quietly becomes the
permission to postpone indefinitely. Deadlines that can always move do not exist in any meaningful sense.
Cohort learning trades some of that flexibility for something more valuable, which is momentum. When twenty
classmates expect you in a Thursday seminar, Thursday acquires weight.

Cohort sizes stay deliberately small, typically in the range of fifteen to twenty-five students per group. Below
roughly ten, discussions exhaust themselves quickly and peer review thins out. Above thirty, even an excellent
facilitator cannot hear everyone, and the quiet students retreat permanently into the anonymity that large groups
create. The small cohort is not a luxury; it is the precondition for most of the engagement mechanisms described
below.

Live sessions that refuse to become broadcasts
The live session is where online courses are won or lost, and the most common failure is treating it as a lecture
with a chat window bolted on. We hold our faculty to a different standard: a live session is a seminar, and the
instructor's speaking time should occupy well under half of it. The remaining time belongs to structured
discussion, breakout work, and student presentation.

Several concrete practices make this possible. Breakout rooms are assigned with rotating roles: one student
facilitates, one takes notes toward a shared summary, one acts as skeptic whose job is to challenge the group's
emerging conclusions. Roles rotate weekly so that no one hides permanently and no one carries the burden
permanently. Questions posed to the whole group go first to the chat window for sixty seconds of parallel
writing, which gives reflective students, and students writing in a second or third language, a fair chance to
formulate a thought before the fastest speakers claim the airtime.

We also ask instructors to replace cold calling with what we call warm invitation. A message before the session, to
a specific student, saying that their discussion post from Tuesday raised a point the group should hear more



about, transforms the experience of being called on from ambush to recognition. It takes an instructor thirty
seconds to write and changes the emotional register of the entire seminar.

Session length is capped. Attention in a synchronous online setting degrades faster than in a room, partly
because the nonverbal feedback loop between speaker and audience is broken. Our live sessions generally run
between forty-five and seventy-five minutes. Anything longer is split, with a genuine break, or redesigned.

Asynchronous work that expects a response
Between live sessions, asynchronous work carries the course, and it is where lazy design is most visible. A
recorded lecture followed by a multiple-choice quiz asks nothing social of the learner, and nothing social is
exactly what the learner does not get. Our discussion prompts therefore demand a position, not a summary:
compare two approaches and defend one; identify the weakest assumption in this week's case study and say
what would change if it were false. Each student must also respond substantively to at least two classmates
before the week closes, which converts the forum from a mailbox into a conversation.

Feedback turnaround is treated as a promise with a deadline. Written feedback on regular assignments returns
within roughly seventy-two hours, because feedback delivered two weeks later lands on a student who has
psychologically closed that chapter. For longer submissions, many of our instructors record short audio
commentary instead of, or alongside, written comments. A three-minute spoken response carries tone,
encouragement, and hesitation in a way that marginalia cannot, and students consistently tell us it feels more like
a conversation with a mentor than a verdict from a machine.

Longer projects are broken into milestones with individual due dates: a problem statement, an outline, a partial
draft, a peer-reviewed version, the final submission. Each milestone is a retrieval event and a re-engagement
event. A student who drifts for a week is caught by the next milestone rather than discovered at the end, when
recovery has become nearly impossible.

Community is infrastructure, not decoration
The Community of Inquiry framework, developed by the distance education researchers Randy Garrison, Terry
Anderson, and Walter Archer, identifies three presences that sustain online learning: teaching presence, cognitive
presence, and social presence. Most failing courses have the first two in some form and none of the third. Social
presence, the sense that the other people in the course are real, is not produced by an icebreaker in week one. It
is produced by repeated, low-stakes, genuinely useful interaction.



Our main instrument is the study pod: a group of four to six students formed in the first week who stay together
for the whole course. Pods review each other's milestone drafts before submission, prepare jointly for
assessments, and serve as the first line of support when someone struggles. Instructors receive a brief summary
of pod activity each week, which functions as an early-warning system more honest than any analytics dashboard,
because classmates notice absence days before software does.

We also protect the small rituals. Instructors use names, and learn pronunciation. Live sessions open five minutes
early with the microphone genuinely open, and those five minutes of unstructured talk about commutes, weather
in Lagos or Lisbon or São Paulo, and the previous week's workload do more for cohort cohesion than any
assigned team-building exercise. Our cohorts are typically international, and this diversity is treated as course
material: case discussions explicitly ask how a practice would play out in each student's professional context, so
that difference becomes an asset the course draws on rather than a background fact it politely ignores.

Reading the signals before a student disappears
Because disengagement hides online, we watch for it actively. The signals we monitor are deliberately simple,
because complicated engagement metrics tend to measure the wrong things.

Attendance at live sessions across the trailing three weeks, with two consecutive absences flagged regardless
of the reason given

Interval between logins, since a gap of more than about ten days is the strongest single predictor of eventual
withdrawal in our experience

Timing of discussion contributions, which distinguishes students who post early and engage in genuine
exchange from those who post three minutes before the deadline

Submission timing on milestones, where late-but-close is normal and late-by-a-week is a conversation

Replies to outreach, because a student who does not answer two personal messages is telling us something
that no login statistic can

A flag triggers a personal message from the instructor, not an automated reminder from a platform. The framing
is non-punitive: we noticed, we are asking whether something has changed, and here are two concrete options
for catching up. The reply rate to a human note written by a named instructor is dramatically higher than the
reply rate to any system-generated nudge we have ever tried, and the conversation frequently surfaces the real
obstacle, whether illness, work overload, or a mismatch between the student's preparation and the course level,
while it can still be solved.

The trade-offs we accept
Honesty about costs is part of the method. The cohort model reduces flexibility, and there are semesters when a
student's circumstances make that cost real; for those cases we offer staggered intake dates rather than
pretending one format suits everyone. Our camera expectation, encouraged but not absolutely mandated,
accepts a small loss in visual feedback in exchange for respecting students who join from shared rooms, crowded
commutes, or circumstances they prefer not to display. The rule we enforce instead is participation, in voice or in
chat, because presence can be demonstrated in more than one way.

We have also learned to distrust certain popular remedies. Gamification in its crude forms, points, badges, and
public leaderboards, tends to energize the already-engaged while embarrassing everyone else, and it can
substitute the appearance of activity for the substance of it. We use competition sparingly and never publicly.
Similarly, more content is not the cure for disengagement. Adding a fortieth video to a course nobody watches is



the most expensive way to change nothing. When a course shows weak engagement, our first move is to cut and
to restructure, not to append.

What learners can do on their side of the screen
No design survives a learner's calendar untouched, and part of our onboarding is teaching students that
engagement is a skill with its own habits. The advice we give is short and, according to our graduates, effective.

Fix two or three study windows per week in your calendar and defend them the way you would defend a
meeting with your manager

Treat live sessions as unmissable appointments rather than optional recordings to watch later, because "later"
is where online courses go to die

Post early in the discussion week; the first posts receive the most responses and start the best conversations

Build one genuine study partnership in the first two weeks and exchange contact channels, not just platform
messages

Ask for help at the first sign of trouble rather than the third, since one missed week is a question while three
missed weeks is a crisis

A shared contract
Engagement in a virtual classroom is not a feature the institution installs and the student consumes. It is a
contract with obligations on both sides. Our obligation is to build courses that expect something of learners,
respond quickly when they give it, and notice when they stop. The learner's obligation is to show up, in the fullest
sense of the phrase, and to treat their own attention as an asset worth protecting.

When both sides honor that contract, something happens that surprises people who have only known online
education through recorded lectures: the room starts to feel like a room. Seminars run over because arguments
are unfinished. Study pods keep meeting after the course ends. Graduates write to instructors a year later about a
framework they are still using at work. That, in the end, is what the machinery of cohorts, seminars, feedback
deadlines, and study pods exists to produce, and it is the standard against which we at AELO Swiss Academy will
keep measuring every course we run.


