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Personal reflection

Sinta Padmi in conversation  
with David Reeve

DR: Sinta, you have been the longest-serving staff member at ACICIS, for 
about 18 years in all. Could you tell me about your background?

SP: My name is Sinta, and I was born in 1983. My father is a farmer 
and my mother is a civil servant, working in the library of the Faculty 
of Agriculture at UGM. I am the first of three girls. My father grew rice 
primarily, and secondly salak fruit. Our village was then known as a ‘salak 
village,’ although it has now changed to jambu and avocados. Our village is 
about 10 kilometres from the top of Mount Merapi and about 30 kilometres 
from the centre of Yogyakarta. I studied English literature at UGM from 
2001 with classes on Shakespeare, on American literature and on linguistics. 
My thesis was about symbolism in the play The glass menagerie. There was 
nothing on Australian literature.

DR: How did you become involved with ACICIS?

SP: I first got to know about ACICIS when I was working as a tutor at 
UGM’s Indonesian Language and Culture Learning Service (INCULS) in 
2004, tutoring students out of their normal class for two hours a week. 
As a tutor for foreign students, the work depended a lot on the individual 
student. Often they just wanted to chat rather than work on academic tasks, 
perhaps going to the Mirota mall to talk. But some did want help with 
homework and other academic tasks, such as guidance with language study 
tasks. Once I read a study book to a vision-impaired student.
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As a tutor, I got to know Lestari when she was working for ACICIS, and 
I’d often sit with her and the students. And I got to know Phillip King, 
the RD, through that connection in around 2005. I was a student ‘buddy’ 
(pendamping) a couple of times around 2006. Being a pendamping was 
voluntary, but we received a certificate and some travel money. I knew the 
ACICIS students more through being a tutor than as a pendamping. Then 
Lestari died suddenly in 2007, and I became her replacement later that year.

DR: What sorts of assistance did ACICIS students ask for?

SP: In 2007 I was on campus mostly, near INCULS, advising students. 
They might ask about problems they were having in class, about lecturers 
skipping class, lost wallets and so on. And there was a lot of helping students 
who were sick. I went to hospital often, mainly to the Panti Rapih Hospital, 
a couple of times to Bethesda. The common problems were typhoid, 
dengue fever and one case of cikunganya. That student went home, and 
we had to pack up his things and send them back to Australia for him. 
There were various accidents, for example falls, people being knocked over 
by a motorbike, motorbike accidents, someone even fell off a bus.

The tasks included getting information from doctors and nurses, phoning 
insurance companies, taking supplies into hospital, taking things students 
needed from their kos into the hospital, telling friends so that they would 
visit and informing staff in the ACICIS Secretariat in Perth.

Another big job was all the immigration issues surrounding visas and 
taking students to be photographed. Then there were academic issues − 
helping the students fill in enrolment forms, and often students asked for 
advice about academic subjects, such as ‘what is Javanese like?’, ‘what is the 
gamelan course like?’, ‘what is this history course like?’. Although there were 
many questions about their emotional lives, these tended to be more about 
homesickness than their romantic lives. A lot of general information was 
needed, such as how to open a bank account and quite often problems with 
lost bank cards.

Some students needed a great deal of attention and supervision. For example, 
during an ACICIS fieldtrip to Ngandong Beach in Gunungkidul, there was 
one moment that really made the staff shake their heads. Even though there 
were warning signs and we already told everyone not to climb or jump off 
the cliff, one student went ahead and did it anyway, totally ignoring the 
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rules. It was dangerous, unnecessary and stressful for everyone, especially 
the staff, who had to deal with the student after the incident. It was lucky 
that student didn’t get hurt.

Enrolment time for the semester programs in Yogyakarta could get hectic. 
One student gave us quite the headache, as she kept changing her mind 
about which subjects to take. We’d just finish updating her choices in the 
enrolment platform with the university, and then boom – she’d change 
them again. It felt like we were handling a whole semester’s worth of admin 
just for one person! It was a real test of patience, but we got through it in 
the end, and everyone was happy with the result.

Other students were very resourceful and independent. They needed 
very little attention and guidance once the orientation program was over. 
We’d hardly see them again for the whole semester, except at the regular 
student checkpoint meetings, every month or six weeks.

After students had finished their programs, we still often needed to chase 
for their grades from some of the lecturers; this was often rather difficult, 
even until now. When I was chasing results, the Arts Faculty understood 
what was needed, but other faculties needed it explained to them each time, 
and when there was new staff, it had to be explained again.

DR: How did you survive the COVID-19 years with ACICIS?

SP: The COVID-19 years were strange, with not much of a program. 
It was a period of accepting the new COVID-19 rules, using masks, limited 
travelling, social distancing and extra processes. I was one of the skeleton 
staff retained. After a while we had a virtual program offered with UKSW 
in Salatiga. For that, my main tasks were in preparatory activities and then 
grades and reports afterwards. The in-country programs recommenced at 
the end of July 2022.

DR: You stayed with ACICIS for a long time. What kept you in the 
organisation?

SP: Why did I work for ACICIS? Firstly I wanted to work and the ACICIS 
program is in Yogyakarta. My family is in Yogyakarta, and it’s easy to 
access everything here. And ACICIS has been generous to me; the salary is 
good for the Yogyakarta conditions. I had never had a full-time job before 
ACICIS, but ACICIS gave me the same chance as anyone else. There’s 
staff training, for example, for mental health, PSEAH (preventing sexual 
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exploitation, abuse and harassment) and recently critical incident training. 
In handling students, it is basically common sense, and then having friends 
and colleagues at INCULS, especially for academic issues. I worked for 
three different RDs, and I dealt with the transitions by focusing on the 
work at hand.

DR: How much has changed in the time you worked with ACICIS?

SP: My job changed a lot. When I started in 2007 it was just the RD 
and me, and only two main programs. Back then, we were a small team 
handling everything! The big expansion came around 2018, with much 
more administration, and maybe around 30 staff in Yogyakarta and Jakarta 
when all the programs were running. The programs expanded, with various 
lengths of study, including semester programs, short courses, study tours 
and professional practicum programs. I was still involved with the students 
but much less directly. There was much more delegation, supervision, 
coordination and support. There were three of us instead of one, with two 
more program assistants who helped students in the Yogyakarta programs 
and in the Indonesian Language Short Course in Salatiga. Other staff took 
over the hospital visits. Immigration procedures became quite different 
and delegated. In 2025 there are about 20 staff working across Yogyakarta, 
Bandung and Jakarta, and more when all the summer programs are going, 
working with maybe seven Indonesian universities. It is so incredible to 
see how much ACICIS has grown and how much impact it has had over 
the years.
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