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Personal reflection

I Made Andi Arsana

In 2014, I became the Head of the Office of International Affairs at 
UGM. I had just returned to Yogyakarta after 10 years studying outside of 
Indonesia. I had completed a PhD in Law at the University of Wollongong 
under an Australian Leadership Award and a Master of Engineering at 
UNSW through an Australian Development Scholarship, with a stint in 
between as a United Nations Nippon Foundation Fellow in New York.

It was through leading UGM’s international affairs office that I came to know 
ACICIS. This was a completely new role for me and my first in university 
administration; I had much to learn. I’m an engineer by training, and so, 
almost by instinct, I approached this job with an engineer’s perspective. 
From the outset, I asked my team for some data on UGM’s international 
student cohort. Pleasingly, I learned that Australia was UGM’s top source 
country for international students. As I dug deeper, I learned more about 
UGM’s long-established partnership with ACICIS and our shared role in 
facilitating Australian students to study in Yogyakarta and at other host 
universities in Indonesia.

Then – tiba-tiba sadar (the penny dropped) – I remembered that when I was 
studying in Wollongong, a video was making the rounds of the university’s 
website. It showed a Wollongong student studying at UGM, a campus I 
knew so well but which felt so far away; what on earth was she doing there? 
‘Nah’, I thought. This student had mentioned ACICIS in the video; she 
must have been a participant. ACICIS began to make sense to me.
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It was not long after I started in UGM’s Office of International Affairs that 
ACICIS celebrated its 20th anniversary. I remember speaking at one of the 
anniversary events in Yogyakarta, feeling like an imposter. I was so new to this 
role … so ‘green’ … I felt as if I didn’t know very much about ACICIS at all, 
yet there I was, addressing a large audience who seemed so knowledgeable 
about the organisation. Throughout the anniversary celebrations, I spoke to 
other guests and dignitaries, who were a mix of ACICIS alumni, ACICIS 
team members, UGM staff and Australian diplomats, some of whom have 
also contributed to this book. Through them, I came to learn about the 
history of ACICIS and the important role of UGM in ACICIS’ story.

As you can tell from my name, I’m Balinese. I came to Yogyakarta in 1996 
to commence my undergraduate studies in geodetic engineering at UGM. 
After graduating, I worked for a short time at Unilever and Astra before 
deciding I wanted to be an academic and returned to UGM as a lecturer. 
In 2004, I set off to Australia for what would end up being a decade of 
study. While undertaking my doctoral studies in Wollongong, I worked 
in the university’s international office as an enquiries officer. It was my 
job to follow up with Indonesians who wanted to study at the University 
of Wollongong, with a focus on converting them from an ‘enquiry’ to an 
‘applicant’ and ‘enrolment’. I spoke to them in bahasa Indonesia and shared 
what it was like to study in regional Australia. Little did I know that, at the 
same time, I was also ‘learning the ropes’ of international education.

As an undergraduate engineering student from Bali, I’ve experienced 
UGM as a newcomer, an outsider. As an international student in Australia, 
I struggled at times and sought help from the international office staff. 
I understand what it’s like to be lonely in a heaving classroom and for 
friendly Yogyakarta to feel like a ‘foreign’ place. Because of my own journey, 
I understand that a university international office is not just an office, 
it can also be a ‘home’ where staff and students are like family members, 
interacting and supporting each other. This rings true not just for ACICIS 
students, but for UGM’s entire international cohort. This became my vision 
for my role, for my team and for UGM.

When I landed the job heading up UGM’s Office of International Affairs, 
I thought to myself: ‘Andi, you’re an engineer, you have no formal background 
whatsoever in international relations, let alone study abroad’. It was these 
experiences as a Balinese student in Yogyakarta and as an international 
student in Australia from which I could draw. This was the perspective 
I could bring to my work. This would guide me. And, like ACICIS has 
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helped thousands of international students to study in Indonesia, this 
organisation also deepened my knowledge and experience of international 
education and supported me in my leadership role at UGM.

ACICIS is one of UGM’s key partners and plays a vital role in UGM’s 
internationalisation strategy, enabling the presence of many international 
students on our campus and translating our international goals into reality. 
For UGM, ‘internationalisation’ involves sending our students and staff 
abroad. It also encompasses bringing the world to UGM. This is essential 
for a university for which it is simply not possible for large numbers of 
students and staff to travel internationally. ‘Internationalisation at home’ is 
critical and it was our partners – like ACICIS – that helped UGM to work 
towards this.

In 2014, UGM’s internationalisation goals included having up to 1,500 
international students on our campus. It was my job to maintain and grow 
these numbers. I had much to learn about study abroad and exchange 
agreements; scholarships and financial aid; and institutional partnerships. 
Our other large partners were based in Malaysia, elsewhere in

Southeast Asian and Japan. ACICIS really brought something different to 
the table and at a scale that couldn’t be matched by our other, non-Asian 
partners.

As the NCP ramped up from 2014, ACICIS also became an important 
conduit for UGM to reach out to Australian universities and other 
Australian-based partners to communicate, to innovate and to grow our 
international connections. The NCP provided funding for Australian 
students to study in Indonesia and at UGM, and ACICIS provided the 
all‑important mechanism. It was a wonderful time indeed to work in 
UGM’s international office.

My insider’s view of UGM’s international office also means I’m keenly 
aware of how quickly international partnerships can change. I witnessed 
the enormously positive impact of the NCP from 2014 and the subsequent 
growth of the ACICIS team, but I also understand the precarious nature of 
international enrolments and how quickly they shift if funding is pulled, 
if key staff change and if relationships falter. While the UGM-ACICIS 
partnership is now 30 years old, it cannot be taken for granted. We need to 
work hard on both sides to ensure it is scaffolded, supported and successful 
into the future. This means collaborating to engage with alumni, to work 
with government and to ensure strong, ongoing institutional links. This is 
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work that doesn’t stop for a 30th birthday party. This is an important time to 
consider whether succession plans are in place and to identify who else might 
be capable of ‘stepping up’ as staff inevitably move on, myself included.

I’m now back in a faculty-based role at UGM, where I am more focused 
on teaching and research than internationalisation. I have also been 
appointed as Head of the master program in geomatics engineering. As I 
have always believed, real internationalisation takes place in faculties, schools, 
departments and study programs, not in a centralised office of international 
affairs. It is now my turn to contribute to the game from a place where 
internationalisation should flourish. I am glad that I have learned so much 
from the partnership between UGM and ACICIS; I’ll always carry this 
experience with me. I know I’ve still got places to go and that my ACICIS 
learnings and connections will remain strong.



This text is taken from Experiencing Indonesia: 30 years of ACICIS, 
edited by Kirrilee Hughes, Kate Naidu and David Reeve, published 2026 
by ANU Press, The Australian National University, Canberra, Australia.

doi.org/10.22459/EI.2026.09

http://doi.org/10.22459/EI.2026.09



