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Three years ago | sat in a strategy meeting where a colleague said the word "synergy" four times in five minutes,
and | realised | could predict not just what everyone was about to say but exactly how they'd say it. Eleven years

in the same industry does that to you. | was good at my job. | was also, quietly, bored out of my skull.

The idea of a study sabbatical showed up a few months later, half as a joke. My partner told me to stop
complaining and go learn something properly instead. The fantasy version lasted about a day before the fear

arrived: the money, the hole in my CV, the suspicion that at 41 | was too old to sit in a classroom again.

| did it anyway. Six months off, most of it studying at AELO Swiss Academy, some of it hiking, sleeping, and
remembering what my own thoughts sounded like. Was it worth it? Yes, but not in the way the brochures

promise, and not without costs | underprepared for. Here's the honest version.
the itch shows up mid-career for a reason

There's a pattern I've noticed among friends who eventually take a break like this, and it almost never happens in
your twenties. Early-career study is usually about getting a foot in the door. You pick a course because it leads

somewhere you haven't been yet, and half the time you're guessing.

Mid-career is different. By your late thirties you know precisely what you're good at, what you never want to do
again, and which parts of your job still make you lean forward. The itch shows up precisely because you've run
out of new problems in your current lane. That's also what makes mid-career study effective: you arrive with a

question, not just a hunger for a certificate.

The other Mid-Career Advantage, and nobody talks about it enough, is money. You've had a decade or two of
saving. You might have a partner with income. You've probably negotiated a salary that makes a few months
without one survivable. A 23-year-old taking a gap year is running on hope. A 42-year-old with a spreadsheet is

running on a plan.
what a study sabbatical actually is
Let's define the thing, because it gets confused with two other animals.

It is not a holiday. A holiday ends and you return as the same person with a tan. A study sabbatical is a planned,
structured, time-boxed break built around learning something specific. It can run from four weeks to a full year,
though in my experience and in every serious conversation I've had since, the sweet spot for most working
professionals sits somewhere between three and six months. Long enough to finish something real. Short

enough that re-entry doesn't wreck you.

It is also not quitting. Quitting is open-ended and emotionally expensive. A sabbatical has edges. You know the
date you leave and the date you come back, and that structure does more for your sanity than any amount of

mindfulness apps.

The structure part matters more than people expect. I've watched two friends take breaks around the same time |
took mine. One had a program, deadlines, and a cohort. The other had "I'll figure it out in a rented flat in Lisbon."
Guess which one came back sharper, and which one came back after eight months of very expensive drifting. A

sabbatical without a spine is just unemployment with better scenery.

the honest math, because pretending it's cheap helps nobody



Here's the part where most articles wave their hands. The biggest cost of a study sabbatical is not tuition. It's the

salary you don't earn while you're gone.

If you're on a mid-career Swiss salary, you're probably grossing somewhere in the six-to-eight thousand francs a
month range, sometimes more. Six months off means half a year of that gone before you've paid a single franc in
course fees. Add tuition, add living costs, and the number gets big fast. Switzerland is not a cheap place to be a
student. Rent in a mid-sized town might run 1,200 to 1,800 francs a month for a modest flat, and Zurich will

happily charge you a third more for the privilege.

Health insurance is the detail that surprises newcomers. Basic coverage is mandatory for anyone living in
Switzerland, and for an adult it typically lands somewhere around 300 to 450 francs a month depending on the

canton and your deductible. It's not optional, it's not cheap, and it needs to be in your budget from day one.

My own numbers, for what they're worth: | saved for 18 months before leaving and banked around CHF 22,000. |
came home with a little over CHF 3,000. That's tighter than I'd have liked, and I'd build a bigger buffer if | did it

again.

If you're sketching your own budget, these are the five lines that actually matter:

tuition and course materials, including exam or certification fees if your program has them

rent for the entire stay, not just teaching weeks, plus deposits and any temporary storage back home

Swiss health insurance, roughly 300 to 450 francs a month for an adult depending on canton and deductible
flights and at least one trip home, because homesickness is cheaper to fix in advance than mid-crisis

a buffer of at least 15 percent, because something always costs more than the website said

That buffer line is the one people skip and then regret. | speak from experience.

where AELO Swiss Academy comes in

The reason most sabbatical plans die isn't money. It's friction. Designing your own curriculum is hard. Staying
accountable without a boss is harder. Doing it alone in a foreign country is harder still, and planning your re-

entry is the hardest of all, because month five-you has very different priorities from month zero-you.

This is where a structured provider earns its fee, and it's the reason | looked at AELO Swiss Academy rather than
stitching together random online courses. A few things stood out, both from researching beforehand and living
it.

First, the modular design. Instead of locking you into a two-year program that assumes you're 22, the academy
runs short intensive blocks you can stack. You can do one module and reassess, or string several into a proper
arc. For someone negotiating a finite window with an employer, that flexibility is the difference between a

plausible plan and a fantasy.

Second, the blended start. | began my first module remotely while | was still untangling my job handover, then
arrived in Switzerland already oriented. That overlap saved me weeks and calmed my employer down

considerably, since they could see | wasn't simply vanishing.

Third, the cohort. My group was a dozen or so people, and | don't think anyone under 30. An engineer from
Rotterdam, a former nurse retraining into health tech, a hotel operations manager from Singapore. In-class
discussion wasn't about theory, it was people stress-testing ideas against their actual workplaces. That's

something no self-paced online course can fake.



Fourth, the coaching angle, which genuinely surprised me. The academy treats your sabbatical as a career project
with a thesis, not a shopping trip for certificates. Coaches pushed me to answer, in one sentence, what I'd be able

to do afterwards that | couldn't do before. That single question reshaped my whole plan.

And fifth, the unglamorous practical help: insurance registration, housing leads, the small mountain of Swiss
paperwork that would otherwise eat your first fortnight. It's not sexy. It's the reason | wasn't drowning in admin

during week one.
a week in the life, mid-sabbatical
A realistic snapshot, because Instagram versions of sabbaticals are lies.

Mornings were study, proper study, 8:30 to 12:00 with the phone in another room. Afternoons alternated
between project work and the cohort's shared case discussions. Twice a week we had evening sessions with
people who actually worked in the field we were studying, which is where most of my useful contacts came from.
Weekends belonged to hiking, an unreasonable amount of bread, and Sunday planning sessions where | tracked

my budget like a slightly anxious accountant.

The rhythm mattered. A sabbatical has a way of expanding to fill available anxiety, and fixed weekly anchors kept
it from becoming either a boot camp or a coma. By month three | was sleeping properly for the weekend flight

training first time in years, which alone told me how wrecked I'd been.

the trade-offs nobody prints in the brochure

Re-entry is awkward. My first two months back had a strange, hollow quality where | was technically competent
but somehow watching myself work from the outside, through glass. It passed by month three.

What stuck was better: a filter. Every yes now has to survive one question — does this deserve the next five

years? That's the real return, not the certificate. Would | do it again? Tomorrow, with a bigger buffer.
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