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Strengthening bilateral
relations through a new
model for international study
tours: ACICIS’ Journalism
Professional Practicum

Angela Romano

The Journalism Professional Practicum (JPP) represented a landmark in
Australian student mobility programs when it was launched by ACICIS in
2002. The curriculum offered rich insights into Indonesian culture, society,
politics and history, in recognition of trenchant criticisms that Australian
journalists too often lacked knowledge of their nearest northern neighbour
to offer more than shallow, stereotyped or sensationalistic reporting.
The JPP was also designed to appeal to journalism students’ desire to
develop practical journalism skills, build a portfolio of stories and explore
new people, places and issues.

Australian journalists' reporting of Indonesia had been a source of
political and social friction in the decades prior to the JPP’s development.
The Indonesian Government banned Australian journalists for many
years during the height of political tensions about media reporting in the
1980s. Political strains about Australian journalism eased in the 1990s, but
critiques continued regarding the insufficient quantity, comprehensiveness
and balance of reporting of Indonesia. As is discussed in this chapter,
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a contributing factor was insufficient training; correspondents usually
arrived in Indonesia with rudimentary or no language skills and a limited
understanding of sociopolitical conditions.

In addressing these issues, the JPP was innovative in two significant
ways. First, the JPP was groundbreaking for its research-led design of the
curriculum, which applied a wide body of knowledge from scholarly and
professional sources to create a successful program that has continued for
more than 20 years. Second, the JPP’s format, which commences with
in-country, university-based training followed by a professional practicum
to enhance both people-to-people connections and the learning experience,
has set a model that ACICIS leaders have subsequently adopted in a wide
range of disciplines across the ACICIS suite of professional practicums.

The JPP’s genesis: Helping Australian
reporters to navigate the ‘swamp’

The JPP was ACICIS’ first venture beyond the semester-long language
immersion programs that had commenced in 1995. ACICIS’ founder, David
Hill, envisaged that an in-country program involving study and internships
for journalism students would increase the number of future journalists with
a network of personal contacts in the Indonesian media industry and greater
understanding and awareness of Indonesian society. After setting up and
seeking advice from a Steering Committee of journalism educators from
across Australia, Hill appointed me, a journalism educator with experience
as a journalist and researcher in Indonesia, as Project Officer to plan the JPP
curriculum and run the pilot program in 2002.

Indonesia was seen as a challenging destination for Australian journalists
to cover due to the complexity of obtaining information necessary to
understand and report on issues, events, cultures and personalities. Prior
to the development of the JPP, Australian journalists who had worked as
foreign correspondents in Indonesia found it, in the words of one, to be
‘a sort of swamp’ in terms of gathering information (Romano, 1996, p 50).
Australian news organisations that sent correspondents to Indonesia rarely
provided support for training or courses in Indonesian language, politics
or culture. Despite this, they expected correspondents to start reporting
from almost their first day in the country. As a result, most correspondents’
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work on arrival in Indonesia reflected their personal efforts to follow events
or undertake study in their own time and at their own expense (Romano,

1997, p 6).

Recognising this limited organisational support from news media in
developing correspondents’ understanding of Indonesia, and the fact that
journalism students rarely have prior knowledge of Indonesian language
or contexts, the JPP innovated with a research-informed ‘two-plus-four’
model. This model comprises two weeks of in-country classroom-based
training involving language study and industry-relevant seminars followed
by four weeks of supervised work experience with English-language media

organisations in Indonesia. This prototype continues to be used for the
JPP today.

The initial two weeks of formal study, which occurs at Atma Jaya University
in Jakarta, prepares students to operate as junior journalists. The aim is
for students to acquire rudimentary language skills to navigate the city
and basic interactions. University academics and industry experts also
provide an overview of Indonesia’s history, cultures, politics and economic
issues relevant to journalists so that students understand the fundamental
background and contexts of issues that they may report on during
their internships.

The pilot JPP identified that this coursework needed fine-tuning in two
areas. The first was to provide a meaningful language-learning experience
for the small minority of students who might have previously acquired
Indonesian language skills, as classes were designed for students with no
prior knowledge. The second was to ensure that specialist presenters pitched
their discussions at a level suitable for newcomers and in a way that would
be relevant to their experiences in newsroom placements. Student feedback
from the pilot JPP indicated some presentations were highly enlightening
whereas others were challenging to understand, particularly those delivered
in afternoon sessions, when students’ minds were not as fresh. Coursework
has thus been refined based on student feedback and to tie content more
closely to journalistic experience and Indonesia’s media landscape.

Student feedback has indicated the value of this preparation before diving
into supervised work experience. A 2019 JPP participant claimed he had
learned more Indonesian in his weeks of study in Jakarta than after two
years of taking the language in high school back in Australia (Bowles, 2019,
p 11). A 2015 JPP student described the two-week study period experience
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as ‘enriching’, ‘revealing’ and ‘fantastically informative’: ‘By the end of the
second week, having no prior knowledge of the language, I was speaking to
a taxi driver about our respective families, [Indonesian President] Jokowi,
corruption, floods and food’ (Corlett, 2015). A 2016 student described the
practicum as a ‘dream situation for a fresh graduate’ and ‘an incredible, eye-
opening experience’, noting that the ‘crash course in everything Indonesian’
with diversity of content and speakers from politics, human rights, media,
academia and other social sectors ‘played a vital role in introducing us to
Indonesia’ (Neilson, 2016).

Students progress from this two-week block of classroom-based study to
four-week internships with local and international English-language news
media organisations in Indonesia. They develop local networks and engage in
reporting and editing in a new culture with guidance and support from local
media practitioners. For students, this opportunity to practise the craft in a
new context is a major drawcard. One 2008 participant explained: ‘T want
to get the cutting edge, interesting stories that are of rare experience for
young journalists in Australia.” Host organisations for the first JPP students
included Indonesian public broadcasters Zelevisi Republik Indonesia (TVRI)
and Radio Republik Indonesia (RRI), free-to-air television news network
Metro TV, Antara national news agency, the international Associated Press
news agency, 1he Jakarta Post daily newspaper, Tempo news weekly as well as
several magazines, Indonesian Business, Indonesian Tatler, Pantau and Roving
Insight. Host organisations have varied each time that the practicum has run
and have often included the media arms of a diverse range of government,
non-government, intergovernmental, research and business organisations,
such as the Australian Embassy, Amnesty International Indonesia, United
Nations Information Centre, Centre for International Forestry Research
and Garuda Inflight magazine.

JPP students also visit key institutions to network and learn about the
quality and character of significant Indonesian actors and institutions.
Notably, many of these visits that were undertaken in the pilot JPP in 2002
would have been beyond imagination a few years earlier under the New
Order government, led by former President Suharto until 1998. With the
collapse of the authoritarian New Order leadership, Indonesia’s political
and media system experienced a period of rapid democratisation in the
late 1990s and early 2000s (Romano, 2003a, pp 26-36). This enabled JPP
participants an opportunity to explore key organisations that had previously
been highly restricted.
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Students of the pilot JPP visited the Presidential Palace to meet Indonesian
President Megawati Sukarnoputri’s Secretary and Press Officer then join
a throng of journalists who were reporting on Sukarnoputri’s discussions
with visiting Australian Prime Minister John Howard. During the New
Order, journalists had considered the Presidential Palace to be a ‘forbidden
city’, because very few gained the necessary security clearance to enter,
and those who did were highly limited in their access to information and
key figures (Romano, 2003a, p 118). During the process of setting up the
visit for the students, Palace media staff expressed no concern about facing
the scrutiny of aspiring journalists with watchdog mindsets. Instead, they
modestly commented that students may find the organisational elements
kurang rapi (not so tidy) compared with the slick media units for leaders
of Western nations. Students of the pilot JPP also visited the national
parliament (People’s Consultative Assembly, the MPR, and People’s
Representative Council, the DPR); lunched with Wimar Witoelar, media
personality and spokesperson for former president Abdurrahman Wahid;
and met leaders of key organisations focused on representation, development
or critique of news media. This included the Indonesian Press Council,
Newspaper Publishers’ Association, Institute for the Studies on Free Flow
of Information (Institut Studi Arus Informasi) and Internews training centre.

This two-plus-four model not only continues in the JPP but has also been
replicated to form the heart of the suite of professional practicums that
ACICIS has subsequently developed for other disciplines. This commenced
with ACICIS launching a new professional practicum in development
studies in 2010, followed by practicums for business in 2015, creative
arts and design in 2017, law in 2018, agriculture in 2019 and sustainable
tourism in 2019.

Stereotypes of troublemaking
Australian journalists

In applying for funding from DFAT’s Australia-Indonesia Institute to
support the development of the JPP and its pilot offering in 2002, David
Hill forecast three key benefits to arise for Australia from the program.
The first was the expectation of strengthened media ties between Australia
and Indonesia, thus a standard benefit for a program that brought together
aspiring and working journalists from the two countries. The second
proposed outcome was to contribute to a ‘more stable and enduring
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relationship between Australia and Indonesia by increasing people-to-
people contacts and institutional links’. The third anticipated impact was
to improve Australians’ understanding and access to ‘the cultural diversity
of Indonesian society and the opportunities offered by its developing
economy’. These two latter proposed benefits strongly mirror the priorities
expressed by government, business and scholars in terms of improving
understanding and connections. They also resonated with long-held
concerns that Australian journalists’ brash reporting about Indonesia had
been a major disruption to harmonious relations.

The performance of Australian news media in Indonesia had been critiqued
for decades prior to the JPP’s initiation in 2002. Australian media were
blamed repeatedly for diplomatic crises between the two countries.
Wiryono Sastrohandoyo, Ambassador to Australia from 1996 to 1999,
noted that ‘there was a strong perception that part of the reason why
relations between our two countries were so accident-prone, was the carping
fractious media and its highly critical writings about Indonesia’ (Wiryono,
1999, p 4). Inez Mahony’s meta-analysis of research about Australian and
Indonesian media reportage of each other’s countries prior to 2001 notes
the intensity of objections to Australian journalists. Mahoney’s research
found that Australian media were persistently represented as ‘critical’,
‘unbalanced/hostile’, ‘subjective’, ‘sensationalistic’, ‘moralistic’, ‘offensive’,
‘imperialistic’ and ‘bullies’ in their coverage of Indonesia (Mahony, 20006).
While portrayals of Australia and Indonesia in each other’s news media
prior to 2000 were negative on both sides, most complaints were aimed at
Australian journalism (Mahony, 20006).

Indonesian Government displeasure with Australian reporting had been
expressed on multiple occasions through diplomatic channels, political
sanctions and denials of visas to Australian journalists. The Indonesian
Government had become increasingly hostile to Australian journalists in
the 1970s because of their intense coverage of Indonesia’s 1975 takeover
of East Timor (now Timor-Leste) — during which six staff from Australian
news organisations were killed — as well as the ongoing occupation (Tiffen,
1978, pp 164-65). Indonesian officials also expressed irritation with the
ABC Radio Australia’s Indonesian-language service, which was accessed
by shortwave by an estimated regular audience of 20 million Indonesians
during the 1970s and 1980s (Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs,
Defence and Trade, 2002, p 2). Indonesia threatened ‘a major falling out
with Australia’ over Radio Australia’s news services in the 1970s, driven by
concerns about the discussion of topics that Indonesia’s own domestic media
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were not reporting on (Hodge, 1991, p 115). The ABC’s correspondent was
expelled in 1980 after covering a series of topics that had not been published
by local news organisations, and all other Australian correspondents were
progressively barred from Indonesia later that year.

It was three years before any Australians were granted a journalist’s visa to
Indonesia, and the return of Australian journalists was relatively short-lived.
The first correspondent to return was an Australian Associated Press (AAP)
reporter in 1983, who purportedly displayed considerable self-restraint by
remaining ‘well clear of almost anything controversial’ and faced considerable
suspicion from the Indonesian Government (Jenkins, 1986, p 158). Another
diplomatic furore arose in 1986 over a front-page article in the Sydney
Morning Herald (SMH) about corruption in the business dealings of then
President Suharto and his family. The Indonesian Government retaliated
with various diplomatic actions, including barring entry to Australian
journalists and not renewing the visas of the AAP reporter and the only
other Australian correspondent based in Jakarta when they expired later
that year. Reflecting the disposition among many Australian Government
figures about contentious Australian news reporting, Liberal Senator Baden
Teague (1986) censured the SMH report as ‘deliberately designed to upset
the growing good relations emerging between Australia and Indonesia’.
He claimed it had ‘directly embarrassed’ and ‘severely disrupted’ the ‘good
work’ of the two correspondents who had been based in Indonesia (1986,
pp 1926-27).

The decade prior to the JPP’s launch saw substantive expansion in
Australian correspondents’ activities in Indonesia. Australian correspondents
returned on fixed-term postings, heralded with the arrival of an AAP
correspondent in Jakarta in 1989 and solid growth of numbers of Australian
reporters in Indonesia in the 1990s. Australias Joint Standing Committee
on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade (1993, p 5) observed evidence
from one government witness that the situation was advancing, noting
‘the improvement in Australian media reporting’. Some media figures
suggested that progress in Australia—Indonesia trade and social relations had
been matched with a corresponding elevation in Indonesian Government
attitudes towards Australian journalists (Kingsbury, 1992, p 61). Radio
Australia’s reporting was subject to less political concern because numerous
Indonesian commercial radio and television stations were set up in the
1990s, thus reducing Indonesian audiences interest in the scratchy
shortwave broadcasts from Australia. Additionally, the gap between the
courteous, cautious style of local Indonesian journalists and the robust style
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of Australian correspondents narrowed with the 1997-98 economic crisis,
the collapse of Indonesia’s New Order in 1998 and the dawn of what became
known as the reformasi era. This political change provided opportunities for
local journalists to report in a critical, probing style that had previously been
associated with Australian and other western news media (Romano, 2003a,

pp 128-30).

Despite this, discord remained about the activities of Australian journalists
at the time of the JPP’s launch and the years that followed. Indonesian
authorities refused to renew the visa of an SMH correspondent in 2002
without providing a reason, effectively banning him from working in the
country. Indonesian political figures continued to voice concerns about
the Australian media’s representation of Indonesian events and issues,
especially by the ABC (Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs,
Defence and Trade, 2004, p 13). Indonesia’s Muslim community expressed
offence at ‘the media’s failure to distinguish between Muslims generally
and radical elements such as the Taliban’ (Joint Standing Committee on
Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade, 2004, p 13, 167). Indonesian and even
Australian political commentators occasionally raised long-held suspicions
that Australian journalists harboured negative stereotypes of Indonesia due
to the deaths of Australian newsmen in East Timor in 1975. Former Prime
Minister Paul Keating, for example, blamed the suspicions of Australians
about Indonesia on what he dubbed ‘wilful reporting’ and ‘the “get square”
policy of the media in Australia for the deaths of the Balibo Five’ (Keating,
2008, p 7).

The ‘bad reputation” of Australian journalists has continued to be raised
intermittently, such as in 2014, when Fairfax Media’s Michael Bachelard
was told by a senior adviser to incoming president Joko Widodo as why
it was so difficult for him to gain an interview with the new leader: “We
were too aggressive, too blunt in our language, too critical and prone to
sensationalism’ (Bachelard, 2018, p 306). There is consensus that Australian
news reports about Indonesia tend to focus on negative news and ‘mega-
spectacle’ situations affecting Australia and Australians rather than broader
issues of Australia’s relationship with Indonesia or Indonesian politics,
business and society in general (Tapsell, 2009, p 73). Bachelard (2018)
notes that apart from a small number of news organisations, Australian
news coverage of Indonesia focuses on the ‘four Bs” of ‘bombs, beef, Bali,
boats’, or in other words, terrorism, disagreements over live beef exports,
Australians arrested for drug trafficking and other calamities affecting
tourists in Bali, and boats carrying asylum seekers (see also Bayuni, 2018).
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Bachelard has been asked regularly why reporting about Indonesia was
focused on the negatives of disputes, crime, corruption and problems in
the bilateral relationship. He concluded: “The question suggests that not
only do ordinary people and Indonesia-watchers hold the news media partly
responsible for the parlous state of the relationship, but that journalists bear
a measure of the responsibility to fix it’ (Bachelard, 2018, p 320).

Improving journalism and Australia-
Indonesia relations through people-to-
people connections

The JPP was not established with a goal of soothing the sensitivities
of Indonesian or Australian leaders who objected to the tone and tenor of
Australian reporting about Indonesia. The program’s initiators, however,
were responsive to the needs of Australian correspondents to perform
effectively in covering Indonesia and how improved reporting could benefit
both nations. As outlined previously, in initiating the JPP, David Hill
anticipated benefits of people-to-people connections in terms of better links
between aspiring Australian journalists and media practitioners, as well as
abroader array of contacts and institutions in Indonesia, which might in turn
improve Australian awareness of Indonesian culture, business and society.
The JPP’s initiation also met two sets of priorities identified by government,
researchers and media practitioners. First, the JPP’s formulation reflected
understandings that were popularised by the Australian Government
and academics about the significance of people-to-people connections
to improve professional, economic, political and social relations between
Australia and Indonesia. Second, the JPP’s curriculum was responsive to
input from both journalists and academic researchers about the professional
needs of foreign correspondents in Indonesia.

The Australian Government has increasingly prioritised people-to-people
connections between Australia and Indonesia since the 1970s as a means
for strengthening its bilateral relationship. A Joint Standing Committee on
Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade report, issued shortly after the JPP’s pilot,
repeatedly reiterated that relationships between Australia and Indonesia at
the people-to-people level needed ‘considerable strengthening’ through
visits, exchanges and travel between the two countries (2004, pp vii, 7).
The Committee emphasised education as ‘a principle means of enhancing
mutual understanding and building stronger people-to-people links' (2004,
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pp vii, 7). Recognising that only a limited number of people can undertake
such exchanges and visits, the Committee urged that such programs target
Australians whose work would facilitate the sharing of their learning with
others. Professionals and students in the fields of media, education and
health were named as priorities (Joint Standing Committee on Foreign
Affairs, Defence and Trade, 2004, p 169). Subsequent government and
academic reports continue to reinforce travel and people-to-people relations
between Australians and Indonesians to improve understanding, rapport
and collaboration (e.g., Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2013;
Sobocinska, 2015). News media consistently form part of government-
facilitated or government-funded people-to-people meetings and travel
(e.g., Roberts & Habir, 2015, p 92).

Australian journalists who have worked in Indonesia similarly recognise
that people-to-people links in the Indonesian context are critical for
identifying and creating interesting, important, informative, accurate
and balanced stories. They also know that founding and sustaining such
contacts is demanding work. Research conducted in the years prior to
the JPP identified the struggles of foreign correspondents in Indonesia in
obtaining credible and comprehensive information due to the importance
that local sources placed on personalised connections before sharing details
in a free and frank way (Romano, 1996, 2000; Tapsell, 2009; Tiffen, 1978).
Correspondents were assisted by their propensity to cluster together in
offices in the towering Wisma Antara, the Agence France-Presse complex
or Deutsche Bank building within a few kilometres of each other in central
Jakarta, where they often shared intelligence and insights with proximate
peers. Some also focused heavily on Western embassies and multinational
businesses that were easy to access and provided a steady flow of information,
often pre-evaluated from a Western framework (Knight, 1995; Romano,
2000). One correspondent of the time spoke critically of ‘an over-reliance
by many reporters on diplomatic sources where you go into the embassy,
you sit down with the political attaché, and you get your tablespoon full
of political analysis. And it’s all right there for you, clear as day’ (Romano,
2000, p 63). While sources in key sociopolitical institutions did share
more with journalists during the early reformasi era, it remained far more
critical in the Indonesian context to build trust and confidence with sources
through personalised meetings or interactions before they would disclose
information of value (Romano, 2003a). Correspondents found that it took
lengthy periods, often years, to establish ‘trusting, open communications’



10. STRENGTHENING BILATERAL RELATIONS THROUGH A NEW MODEL

with a full range of sources, and because many correspondents were only
posted in Indonesia for periods of one to two years, they were often leaving
just as their networking peaked (Romano, 2000, p 65).

Student feedback indicates that the JPP successfully provides an entry-
point for a wide array of people-to-people connections that serve two
benefits: first, improving their journalistic practice, and second, their
understanding of Indonesia that they could share with other Australians.
A 2002 student noted:

I had the opportunity to gain work experience that I never would
have had in Australia. I met ambassadors, diplomats, ministers,
prostitutes and shoe shiners — it was such a broad experience.

A 2008 participant, currently working with the ABC, also pointed to the
commitment and capability to extend this learning to others:

Whether we stay here to work as journalists or we go home and work
in the media, we now have an experience of the ‘real’ Indonesia,
we have been submerged in the lifestyle and culture, and through
our work in Australia we can pass on that knowledge.

(Barbanti, 2008, p 10)

Informal discussions also indicate that alumni retain contact with
connections met through the formal study, internships and social activities
for years after completing the program.

A third benefit is the two-way flow of learning and illumination for
Indonesian journalists who are connected with JPP participants. Host
organisations that participated in the JPP pilot provided written feedback
attesting to their positive experiences and that they would welcome further
Australian interns (Romano, 2003b, p 160). In addition to the expected
benefits of having native English speakers to assist with creating and editing
English-language journalism content, they saw value in the students
contribution of Australian insights and a substantive number of stories with
Australian angles. Some media organisations also indicated that hosting
JPP participants provided longer-term benefits. Antara staff wrote that the
performance of their two Australian interns provided them with a point
of comparison that they used to assess the ‘general capability standards™ of
their junior journalists and the quality of their English-language service.
TVRI staff, impressed at how their intern’s feature packages had provided
a fresh variation from the station’s standard fare of ‘straight news’ reports,
introduced a new weekly feature-story segment to their Saturday evening
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English-language news bulletins. Indonesian Business's intern undertook
a SWOT (i.e., strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats) analysis
of the company in addition to her reporting and writing activities. In a
subsequent JPP, the RRI Voice of Indonesia (VOI) internship mentor stated
that hosting JPP interns, who had different training and skill sets to their
own staff, had a ‘trickle-down’ effect that helped to improve the quality of
their human resources and broadcasts (Barbanti, 2008, p 10).

For some media organisations involved in the pilot JPP, hosting interns
also offered a new cultural experience. Indonesian politicians and media
practitioners alike have noted that if Australian media portray a limited,
crisis-oriented view of Indonesia, then Indonesian journalism similarly
promotes ‘Australia-phobia’ (Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, 2010, p 2139)
with a propensity to fixate on negative news (Bayuni, 2018; Mahony,
2000). For staff at media organisations with little or no prior experience of
Australia or Australian interns, the JPP provided an opportunity for deeper
understanding of their southern neighbour.

Technological and cultural change has offered new ways to continue
people-to-people interactions, with notable differences in how ACICIS
managed travel-related issues during the COVID-19 pandemic in the early
2020s compared with a period of security concerns during the 2000s. JPP
offerings were paused after the pilot in 2002 due to Australian concerns
about travel to Indonesia after terrorist attacks between 2002 and 2005,
particularly those targeting Westerners in Jakarta and Bali. After several
stable years, the JPP recommenced in 2008 with student participants from
both Australia and New Zealand, and the practicum has continued annually
since then. In a substantial contrast, the closure of Australian borders to
most travellers between March 2020 and February 2022 due to COVID-19
did not halt the practicum, with the JPP running virtually in 2021 and
2022. JPP facilitators made a considerable effort to use Indonesian songs
and sing-alongs, film screenings, sharing of photographs and videos, Q&A
sessions with local media figures and other strategies to give students a sense
of immersion in Indonesian sights, sounds and society. Although issues of
isolation and “Zoom fatigue’ occurred, students used various technologies to
liaise virtually with newsroom staff about internship activities and interview
sources as well as to submit completed work and build networks with
Indonesians in media and other social sectors. This was possible not just
because of the developments of technologies that enabled voice and video
calls, from WhatsApp to Zoom, but also the cultural changes in education,
news media and broader society mandated by pandemic-era restrictions.
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Unlike the early 2000s, when virtual communications were not the primary
mode of doing business, lengthy periods of travel restrictions and lockdowns
during the pandemic era meant the vast majority of educational institutions,
news media and workplace and social institutions were accustomed to using
virtual communications for most of their daily activities. One participant in
the virtual JPP noted:

I was worried prior to the program about working in an online
environment but to my surprise it was quite easy to work in a virtual
capacity from a different country. My mentors at the Jakarta Globe
were very supportive and the online communication via WhatsApp/
Zoom was very clear and easy to navigate.

(ACICIS, 2022)

Challenges in the JPP experience

Challenges for students in the JPP experience include culture shock, cultural
overload, logistic issues and financial strains. Students are immediately
embedded in a substantially different culture that affects almost all activities
and domains of life, including what one eats for breakfast, how to travel
to the office for the placement, workplace routines and relationships with
supervisors and co-workers. In the pilot JPP, one student described her trip
experience as ‘the most bizarre and whacked six weeks of my life’ (Romano,
2003b, p 159). Another felt that it was so much effort to prepare herself
for the day and travel to work that she felt tired by the time she arrived.
Simultaneously, students try to produce publication-quality journalism for
their hosts, despite the limitations of having only rudimentary Indonesian
language skills to seek out information sources, conduct interviews and
converse with a range of potential information providers. In addition
to grappling with cultural and language differences, students confront
complexities in navigating systems of transportation, working around
underdeveloped infrastructure and living in accommodation that differs
to their home context. In this environment, some students feel they are
constantly encountering obstacles, as was expressed by one pilot JPP student,
who noted: “When everything goes wrong — as it inevitably will — laughing is
much easier than crying and will get you far far further!!” (Romano, 2003b,
p 159). Additionally, although a high proportion of JPP participants receive
funding to support their travels through the Australian Government’s NCP
and other schemes, some find the experience financially challenging. Taking
six weeks away from work opportunities combined with the possibility that
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trip expenses may exceed funding can create stress and compound student
expectations about the level of outcomes that need to be achieved through
the study tour to justify the investment.

Given students’ need to focus time and energy on addressing the particular
context that they face during the JPP, some participants have expressed
a preference for the JPP’s coursework component to be less intensive.
Some have also questioned the relevance of lessons and site visits that do
not directly enhance their specific placement experience. Conversely, other
students have called for more intensive material to provide additional
grounding in the basics of Indonesian culture, politics and business to help
them feel more prepared. Some students have also sought diversity in JPP
coursework and site visits to provide supplementary context to the limited
nature of the placements. Balancing these competing expectations is a tricky
endeavour. This was particularly the case in the pilot JPP, in which the
whole experience was new for students, facilitators and host organisations
alike. Despite varying comments from students about their experiences
and preferences, there was 100% agreement in the end-of-course survey
among pilot JPP students that they would recommend the experience to
other students.

Another hurdle encountered during the pilot JPP was that some of the
host organisations had little experience in accommodating interns, and
in particular, foreign interns. Several hosts were unsure of what types of
tasks to set for Australian interns or initially tried to spare the students
from the demands of too much ‘active work’. In such circumstances, several
hosts limited JPP students to observation or ‘small’ tasks, which frustrated
students and potentially undermined the value of the internships. JPP
students developed various strategies to address this, and sometimes the
Project Officer spoke directly with staff at the host organisation with the aim
of establishing mutually beneficial and rewarding internship arrangements.
These notable challenges led to reflection on the JPP’s systems for selecting
and briefing host organisations for subsequent practicums to improve the
experience and systems for solving problems that interns may experience.

Testimonials and reports about JPP student experiences over the years
indicate that some problems inevitably continue to arise in placement
settings but that students have felt positive overall about the culture of
workplaces and could establish ways to adapt. As an example, a 2024 intern
with Amnesty International Indonesia noted: ‘I spent quite a bit of time
unsure of how to fill the day. Ultimately, I learned to relax into a slow-
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paced work day and enjoy soaking up the social environment, rather than
following a strictly-regimented schedule’ (ACICIS, 2024). A 2023 intern
found that he could draw from ‘friendly and helpful’ staff in his placement
at RRI VOI to address complications: ‘It was not uncommon to have half
the workplace band together to help you solve a problem, you really feel
part of the team straight away!” (ACICIS, 2023).

The JPP’s significance in a changing
media landscape

The JPP’s design is research-led and industry-oriented, meaning it is well-
positioned to maintain its relevance in the face of major changes to the
media landscape arising from technological, economic, political and social
change. A large body of scholarly research and insights from journalists and
media observers has shaped the JPP’s two-plus-four model; the selection
of issues addressed in the curriculum; and the content delivered in classes
and seminars. Nick Freedman’s (2000) meta-analysis of scholarly literature
about Australian journalism in Indonesia in the years leading up to the JPP’s
launch noted three broad perspectives for critiquing Australian reportage.
These are the ‘liberal-pluralist’ analysis of the institutional systems that
journalists operate in; the ‘culturalist’ perspective of the myths and codes
in reporting; and the ‘political economic’ dimensions of ownership and the
social, political and economic forces that influence media behaviour and
content (Freedman, 2000, p 59). The JPP’s initial design was responsive to
all three elements. It was informed by the expertise of Indonesian media and
communications scholars ACICIS Consortium Director David Hill, ACICIS
Deputy Consortium Director David Reeve and JPP Project Officer Angela
Romano and the extensive knowledge of Indonesian politics and society of
ACICIS RDs at the time Gerry and Helene van Klinken. JPP designers and
educators also benefited from a strong body of literature about priorities
for developing Australian journalists in Indonesia which underscored their
combined decades of intense interest in Australian media representations of
Indonesia and their impact on Australia—Indonesia relations.

The ‘town and gown’ mix of industry and scholarly input into the JPP’s
design and content helps the program to cater to the evolving expectations
of journalism graduates at a time in which both journalism and the nature of
reporting about Indonesia are undergoing substantive change. In addition
to the major shifts in journalism occurring due to technological upheaval,
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there has been substantive fluctuation of prioritisation and funding for
reporting from Indonesia for Australian audiences and from Australia
for Indonesian audiences. The massive cuts to the ABC’s radio services to
Indonesia and more than 30 other Asia-Pacific countries in 2014 coincided
with diminishing reporting of the region from other parts of the Australian
media. Concerns have been expressed that Australia risks losing a ‘critical
mass of Asia—Pacific literate journalists and media executives with deep
Asian or Pacific knowledge’ (Garrett, 2018, p 30). The Australia-Southeast
Asia Media and Broadcasting Initiative, launched in 2024, may help to
counterbalance these losses in expertise, although it is too early to tell.

Much of the news presented to Australians about Indonesia is now reported
by Australian-based journalists, such as those in the ABC’s Asia-Pacific
Newsroom in Melbourne. Big stories, such as the ABC’s ‘A Bloody Business’
report in 2011, that prompted a controversial snap ban on live beef exports,
can be created by Australian-based reporters rather than Indonesian-based
correspondents. In the wake of major news events, follow-up reports
that provide analysis, updates and responses are also often generated by
Australian-based journalists who may have little exposure through their
regular work to Indonesian cultures and contexts. While funding and
policy to support Australian journalists to report in Indonesia ebbs and
flows, the hundreds of JPP alumni since 2002 form a relatively Indonesia-
literate cadre. Their heightened awareness and connections help them to
identify and address issues in a more rounded, informed way regardless of
their location or the resources in their newsrooms. Ultimately, this supports
informed engagement with their northern neighbour.
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