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New directions: In-country
developments, 2005-2012

Phillip King

The fact that ACICIS had trundled into its second decade of operation by
2005 was a remarkable feat. In 10 years, the organisation had witnessed the
demise of a dictator, survived the diplomatic crisis surrounding the East
Timor plebiscite and faced unprecedented security challenges in the wake
of the first Bali bombings. Ironically, the ability to weather such storms
was partly due to an organisational structure that — in the words of one
university executive — was ‘as sophisticated as a local tennis club’. ACICIS
was small, flexible and relatively anonymous. It ran on a lot of good will
and the strength of personal relationships. Critical communications still
relied on unpredictable faxes and the cultivation of good local networks
stood in place of a formal ‘risk management plan’. This structure enabled
the organisation to adapt to the conditions created by an extraordinary
series of events.

However, if the start of ACICIS’ second decade was still firmly in the
fax era, by 2012 it had been superseded by email and video conferences.
An explosion in domestic air travel meant that by 2012 local staff were no
longer meeting students at train stations or bus terminals. Rather, student
orientations now included a visit to these ancient amenities to explain
their function. And slowly but surely, the tennis club gave way to a more
complex organisation that was operating in a growing number of locations
and engaging with a diverse set of academic disciplines.
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The following overview of the 2005-2012 period sets out a few of the more
significant aspects of this transformation. Foremost among them was the
shift from being an Indonesian language program to an Indonesian szudies
program that catered to a broad spectrum of students and professionals. This
entailed the development of new study options, including those structured
around industry internships. With this change came the need for ACICIS
to meet the benchmarks of the broader student mobility sector and engage
with a new set of actors. These processes led to a substantial growth in the
organisation’s profile. In 2005, the only overseas visitors to the ACICIS
residence in Bulaksumur would be the occasional supervising lecturer from
a home university. By 2012, ACICIS programs had become a regular feature
of Australian ministerial visits to Indonesia, and the organisation had a strong
reputation in both Canberra and Jakarta.

The equally intriguing transformation was that which took place in
Indonesia itself. While much of the impetus for change at ACICIS was
being driven by developments in the Australian university sector, there had
to be something happening in Indonesia that made it all possible. There had
to be a reason why Indonesian universities were now coming to ACICIS
with ideas for new initiatives or why major businesses in Jakarta would be
open to hosting untested interns. Why was it that the Yogya immigration
department finally invested in their own photocopy service rather than
serenely directing students to the Mercedes Benz dealership across the
six-lane highway? The answers resided in changes that were less dramatic
than that of the early reformasi (reformation) years but highly significant
nonetheless. They included the push within the Indonesian higher
education sector to ‘internationalise’, the growing number of Indonesians
within various partner institutions who were beneficiaries of overseas study
themselves and the decentralisation of the once-monolithic Indonesian
bureaucracy. The net result was that by 2012 Indonesian institutions were
no longer passive recipients of ACICIS students. On the contrary, ACICIS
was struggling to supply their demand.

Program expansion and diversification

When the Indonesian academic year kicked off in August 2005, the ACICIS
cohort comprised 29 students. The majority of these flowed into the main
option at UGM in Yogyakarta and second semester programs at IS and UNY.
The second semester EJFS program at UMM was also a well-established
pathway for ANU and Murdoch students enrolled in ‘Year in Asia’ programs.
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The binding feature of the cohort was that they were all students of Indonesian
language and overwhelmingly enrolled in humanities or social science
degrees. Outside of language classes, they would be found clustered in the
anthropology and history departments at the Faculty of Letters and politics
and international relations programs in the Faculty of Social and Political
Sciences at UGM. Everyone took kerawitan (Javanese gamelan) for a lazy
Friday afternoon pass grade. ACICIS students in Malang would be out
in the field conducting interviews, while the ISI students would typically
disappear into the south Yogya arts milieu.

This ‘typical’ cohort of ACICIS students would fluctuate in numbers over
the following decade, but it was remarkably consistent. In Yogya they were
known collectively as anak ACICIS (ACICIS ‘kids’). Like all the other
‘regional’ students in Yogya who hailed from outside of Java and had their
own associations and dormitories, the ACICIS tribe was tied to the Faculty
of Letters at UGM, the ACICIS residence in Bulaksumur and the %os that
were handed down from one ACICIS student to the next. They usually
travelled in pairs and could be identified by the Echols-Shadily dictionary
hanging out of their backpacks. They were typically a mix of confident ‘old
hands’ who would disappear after orientation and resurface six months later,
a few nervous newbies unsettled by the chasm between expectation and
reality and a capable middle ground. And there was always at least one
student laid up in the local hospital over the semester with a plethora of
symptoms that were invariably diagnosed as (a) typhoid or (b) dengue.

In 2006 the character of this traditional ACICIS cohort was enriched with
the entry of the School of Oriental and Asiatic Studies, the University of
London, into the consortium. The following year would see the admission
of Leiden University in the Netherlands and the start of a regular trickle of
private participants from universities and colleges in the United States. This
diversification in ACICIS” membership was driven from the Secretariat and
targeted leading international centres for Indonesian studies.

Although the number of non-Australian ACICIS students was generally
small, their presence had a substantial and positive impact. They were
bright and personable. They had a wonderful way of poking fun at the
Australian idiosyncrasies of the program, like pointing out that ‘no worries’
is not actually the answer to most questions. This, in turn, encouraged both
ACICIS students and staff to see themselves as part of an international
mobility program rather than an exclusively Australian in-country study
program. The only disappointment attached to this development was that
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the Indonesian language schools in London and Leiden were enduring the
same crisis of falling enrolments and perpetual restructuring that would
soon impact on some of ACICIS’ core university members in Australia.

The year 2007 marked another step in a new direction for ACICIS with the
opening of an option in Islamic Economics in the International Program at
UII Unlike ACICIS’ existing options, it was designed for non—Indonesian
speakers and was not structured as part of a UGM-centric package (UMM,
ISI and UNY options all relied upon UGM as the lead sponsor). The take-
up was slow for a number of reasons, but the fact that the program was
able to draw a small number of applicants was confirmation enough that
ACICIS ought to explore beyond its traditional language studies domain.

The problem that ACICIS faced at this point was cost. For years ACICIS
had been run with a skeleton staff: David Hill as Consortium Director on a
0.2 fractional appointment, a full-time Secretariat Officer, RD and Program
Assistant. It was highly unbureaucratic and remarkably efficient. But while
this skeleton crew had proven itself capable of surmounting challenges
presented by regime change, bombings, earthquakes and grade collection in
Indonesian universities, it also provided little capacity to expand. Financially,
ACICIS was still reliant on a range of in-kind subsidies, such as office space
as well as financial and legal services, and was unable to offer contracts of
more than a year in duration to staff.

The most practical solution to placing the organisation on a firmer footing
was to seek expansion via grant funding. But grants require projects. The
experience of the JPP pilot in 2002 (sent into hiatus in the wake of the
Bali bombing) and the new UII program had demonstrated a capacity
to move beyond traditional language programs. In 2007, a submission
was made to the Myer Foundation in Australia. The result was a grant of
$375,000 to be paid over three years to fund new programs. The JPP short
course in Jakarta was revived. Thirty-one journalism students with barely
a word of Indonesian between them descended on Jakarta newsrooms
under the stewardship of Walkley Award-winning journalist Louise
Williams. In 2009, Australias Department of Education and Workplace
Relations awarded ACICIS close to $400,000 for the development of a
parallel practicum program in development studies (DSPP) and a Yogya-
based semester equivalent (DSIP). Other grant-funded initiatives started
rolling. The Indonesian Language Teaching Immersion (ILTT) Program was
developed to provide pre- and in-service Indonesian language teachers with

skills upgrading. ACICIS was invited to add the English-language IRP at
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UNPAR in Bandung to its suite of semester options. In 2011 the consortium
successfully won a NALSSP grant of $400,000 to develop a study tour for
teachers, known affectionately as IFGU (Indonesia from the Ground Up).
Before long ACICIS was hosting high school students for short study tours
and had finally succeeded in the long-cherished goal of getting off the island
of Java (Bali was one stopover for the study tour program).

The impact of these developments on the composition of student
cohorts was substantial. In 2007 there was parity between the number of
participants in semester programs and short courses (72 students). By 2012,
the number of short course participants stood at 189 against 89 for semester
programs. This reflected broader trends within the Australian university
sector as Indonesian language programs continued to struggle, including
at institutions that had once been ACICIS stalwarts, such as UNSW and
UTS. By contrast, Australian universities were ramping up efforts to provide
undergraduate students across all faculties with ‘work-integrated learning’ or
internship experiences. Modules that could offer this #nd an international
experience were particularly appealing.

While the familiar refrain of the time was ‘ACICIS is well-placed to
take advantage of this emerging trend’, plenty of challenges remained.
The organisation’s financial situation had never encouraged risk-taking.
The expertise of the consortium’s Reference Group resided in language
departments rather than business schools. Short courses also posed
a philosophical dilemma. ACICIS had been designed around semester
programs to immerse participants in the country. Half a year or more in a
university faculty achieved this. For language students in particular, every
minute of the day was a language laboratory. While students rarely stopped
complaining about the irregularity of their classes or enigmatic assessment
procedures, every complaint simply revealed that the immersion process
was working perfectly. By the end of the semester, things would suddenly
‘make sense’.

Ultimately, the philosophical obstacle was whittled away by the argument
that some exposure to Indonesia for students was better than none atall. It was
the Secretariat that had its finger on the pulse of Australian universities and
pushed hardest for change. And after a decade of scouring every Indonesian
studies department in the land for participants, with the opening of short
courses, we soon found ourselves in the unprecedented position of having
more applications for programs than ACICIS could accommodate.
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This unprecedented situation did much to alter the financial conservatism of
the organisation. Founding Consortium Director, David Hill, in a decision
driven as much by fatigue as optimism, gave ACICIS member universities
an ultimatum. They could start paying for what the programs were worth
to them or leave the consortium. Given the suite of options available to
consortium members and the strategic profile of ACICIS, the gamble paid
off. The result was the first substantial stream of recurrent income in the
organisation’s history. It would finally be possible to plan beyond grant
funding cycles.

By the end of 2012 ACICIS had evolved. At its core it was still anchored
to the Yogya-based language programs. But every January the centre
of gravity would swing to Jakarta for the professional practicums, with
tailored study tours crisscrossing the lot. The model was applauded in the
Australian Government’s 2012 white paper as a ‘successful model for in-
country learning’ (Australia in the Asian Century Taskforce, 2012, p 173),
and a lot of this success had to do with other changes that were occurring
within Indonesia.

A little help from our friends

The years from 2005 to 2012 roughly overlapped with the two terms
of President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono. The tumultuous early years of
reformasi settled into a relatively stable pattern that saw Australia—Indonesia
relations recover from the low point of the Timor-Leste plebiscite. Aid
spending, particularly in the education sector, boomed. In 2010, Susilo
Bambang Yudhoyono became the first Indonesian President to address
a joint sitting of Australia’s Parliament (see Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono,
2010). Australian tourist numbers climbed back to pre-Bali bombing levels.

It was also a period of substantial reform in the Indonesian tertiary education
sector. Reforms introduced in the early 2000s saw sweeping deregulation of
the state sector. A handful of leading universities, including UGM, acquired
a new legal status that provided discretionary powers on course offerings,
spending and employment (OECD and Asian Development Bank, 2015,
pp 211-212). Prior to the changes, universities functioned as units in the
state bureaucracy (Rosser, 2018). The rigidity of the system was infamous.
If the roof leaked and a department’s paper supply was ruined in February,
a request for some more would have to be entered as a line item in the
budget for the following calendar year.
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While regulatory reforms would be the subject of numerous legal challenges
over the years, the cat was already out of the bag. Large state universities
such as UGM began to think differently. They also began to position
themselves in relation to universities abroad and leading domestic private
universities that had always been viewed as second-tier institutions. In 2005
UGM surprised itself with a world ranking of 56 for arts and humanities in
the Times Higher Education Academic Reputation Survey. More surprising
still was that the result wasn't driven by the prestigious Medicine or Law
faculties but rather the Faculty of Letters. The international collaborations
within the faculty, of which ACICIS was the leading example, were rated
highly by the survey instrument. UGM realised that ACICIS-like programs
were not novelties but valuable collaborations that would enhance its
position in an increasingly global education marketplace.

For ACICIS, one of the more visible aspects of the change was the
transformation of the Kantor Urusan International (KUI) or International
Office. It is no exaggeration to say that a visit to the KUI of a major state
university prior to reforms usually involved a survey of an empty office
followed by a tramp around campus to find the poor sod who had been
demoted to its management. There was little centralisation of services, and
every faculty possessed a heaving folder of memorandums of understanding
for international collaboration that never got off the page.

By the time the second decade of the 2000s ticked over, the KUI was a hive
of activity. Directors were highly qualified, often had great experience in
student mobility and usually had a direct line to the Rector. They were still
hard to find, but that was because they were on official trips to South Korea
or Japan. Private universities were also appointing dedicated KUI directors.
Perhaps most astounding, they were all talking to each other. If the KUI
director of a small private university was flummoxed by the process of
arranging visa sponsorship for foreign students, they would pick up the
phone and call a more-experienced colleague in a state university, who
would try to assist. It was a world away from the time when faculties within
a single university wouldn’t communicate on such matters.

These changes opened the door for ACICIS’ expansion. After deregulation,
many Indonesian universities had already started to develop ‘International
Programs,” which involved the parallel delivery of a regular program, such
as international relations or law, in English. They were premium user-pays
courses, and the university was permitted to retain the revenue generated.
The heightened capacity of KUIs made it a small step to open such courses
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to overseas students. In the case of ACICIS programs at UIl and UNPAR,
it is important to note that those programs were developed by the host
university, not ACICIS. The semester-long development studies program at
UGM was built around an existing community development module that
the university had already successfully packaged for overseas student groups.

The rapidity with which Indonesia embraced the information technology
revolution turbocharged the pace of change. Lots of little things just became
exponentially easier. Suddenly the loss of the department’s paper supplies
wasn’t an issue anymore, as lecturers just passed around the thumb drive
with the handouts. KUI offices had access to a range of shared online
resources. Fee and service payments to Indonesian universities no longer
entailed carrying around boxes of cash. The ease of managing programs
across different locations was facilitated by a boom in domestic air travel
and the ubiquitous wi-fi cafe.

A key final element of the transformation that took place between 2005 and
2012 was the growing critical mass of Indonesians who could see the value
in international engagement. Once again, reform within the Indonesian
education sector was important, as benchmarks were set that required all
lecturers to hold postgraduate qualifications. Thousands of Indonesians
were sent abroad for postgraduate degrees, either through ministerial or
donor-funded programs. Those with overseas degrees already assumed key
positions. The pathway to the Rectorate began to shift from candidates who
had completed all stages of their academic career within that university to
candidates who had earned their PhDs abroad. For ACICIS it meant that
discussions around possible new programs were a meeting of like-minds.

Just as important was the growing critical mass of ACICIS alumni
themselves. They would pop up in a range of institutional settings from
non—governmental organisations, universities or government departments
to help facilitate new initiatives or take the lead themselves. While former
participants had always formed the backbone of the ACICIS Secretariat, the
pattern was now replicating in Indonesia. As operations grew, the number
of local staff expanded accordingly. And, without exception, those local
staff were ‘alumni’ of the program in that they had previously volunteered
as student buddies or assisted in the coordination of various ACICIS
extracurricular activities. In 2005 ACICIS’ irrepressible Program Assistant,
Lestari Widyastuti, would be sent off to rustle up some hapless UGM
undergraduate students to help acclimatise new students. In 2012 I walked
into the office one day to find a couple of dozen new faces hovering around.
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It turned out we were now holding interviews to select volunteer student
buddies and that many of the ‘candidates’ were from local universities where

ACICIS had no presence.

Conclusion

The growth of ACICIS between 2005 and 2012 was something of a happy
coincidence, as increasing demand from non-language streams of study
was met by an increasingly open and responsive Indonesian university
sector. Despite a relative decrease in the decline of traditional immersion
students, throughout this period ACICIS remained strongly committed
to the concept of ‘Indonesian studies’. It is an important point that has
distinguished ACICIS from the status of a generic ‘mobility provider’
where student demand has primacy in decisions about program design and
modalities. On the contrary, as ACICIS grew it continually made decisions
that annoyed students and generated negative feedback. It did so having
learned that the key to surviving, and eventually thriving, in Indonesia is to
play the long game.
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