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Personal reflection

Sabarinah Prasetyo

I have had a long career in public health education in Indonesia. I graduated
from the medical school at UI in 1981. Over the next decade, I practiced
as a medical doctor and was also recruited by UI as a lecturer. I went on to
obtain my masters and PhD in Public Health from UI and also completed
a two-semester course in Biostatistics and Epidemiology in the United States
— at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill — in the early 1990s.

Throughout my career, which spans more than 40 years in medical practice
and public health education, I have always worked at UI. From 1999 to
2004, I was the Vice-Dean for Student Affairs in the Faculty of Public
Health. I then led UT’s Centre for Health Research for 10 years, from 2004
through to 2014. After this, I became Vice-Dean for Academic Affairs and
from 2019 t0 2021, I was Acting Dean of the Faculty of Public Health. In my
current role, I lead a study group that is focused on reproductive health.

I have been fortunate to undertake numerous international experiences
in my various roles at UL I have held the role of Principal Investigator
on projects funded by UNICEE the World Health Organization and the
Australian and United States Governments. This work, and other roles, has
taken me to the United Kingdom, Germany, Poland, Australia and across the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). It is these international
connections and experiences, and the benefits that have flowed through to
my own research and career, which has inspired my work with ACICIS.
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In 2016, I was invited to a meeting at Ul’s International Office with
ACICIS, an organisation I was not familiar with at the time. The team
from ACICIS wanted to explore the possibility of a public health short
program for their students. At UI, we had similar programs in place, for
urban and environmental health, with institutions in Japan and Vietnam.
I thought these programs could offer a useful ‘model’ for what ACICIS
wanted to do.

And so I became involved in conceiving and developing ACICIS’ PHST.
My vision for this program, from the very beginning, was strong. This was
an excellent opportunity to provide Australian students with insights into
the public health ecosystem in Indonesia. I wanted ACICIS students to be
able to share their experience and perspectives, I wanted Indonesian students
to also be involved and I wanted both cohorts to develop partnerships and
friendships with each other.

In 1979, I participated in a youth program that promoted ASEAN-—
Japanese collaboration. The ‘Ship for Southeast Asian and Japanese Youth’
program took place on board the ship Nippon Maru, and to the best of my
knowledge, this program still operates today. This experience profoundly
impacted my future career and I really saw an opportunity to work with
ACICIS to do something similar for their students.

The PHST commenced in 2016 as a two-week program in Jakarta and
Yogyakarta. I had initially wanted to do a longer program that would provide
experiences for students in Bali, Lombok and Kupang, but this proved
challenging. In the end, we settled on a program design that involved one
week in Jakarta and one week in Yogyakarta. Ul students participate in the
program as ‘student buddies’, with one Indonesian student supporting up
to four Australian students.

When COVID-19 hit in 2020, the PHST embraced virtual delivery.
While I was sorry that Australian and Indonesian students couldn’t meet in
person, I was surprised at how seamless the online model was and how well
the students connected with each other. During the farewell session, it was
clear that genuine friendships had formed and that students had achieved
the program’s learning outcomes.

This was a real lesson for us as public health practitioners, at a time when
our field was in higher demand than ever before. This coincided with my
time as Acting Dean, and I had many responsibilities at UI as well as with
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Indonesia’s National Agency for Disaster Management and numerous
research and data collection activities. I was busier than I have ever been, but
the virtual delivery of the PHST was a real ‘bright spot’ that kept me going.

Reflecting on the PHST, several key aspects stand out, both in terms of
the strengths of ACICIS programs and the unique challenges they present.
One of the greatest strengths is the opportunity for cross-cultural learning.
Public health is deeply context-dependent. When students from Australia
come to Indonesia, they bring with them a rich diversity of perspectives,
which in turn extends classroom discussions and case study analyses. This
allows students and local public health stakeholders to consider how public
health strategies might differ across global contexts. The exchange of ideas
fosters a global mindset, essential for addressing regional health issues like
pandemics, healthcare inequities and environmental health challenges.

Another positive aspect is the international exposure that Australian students
gain from studying in Indonesia. Not only do they experience classroom-
based learning, but they also observe firsthand the strengths and weaknesses
of Indonesia’s health ecosystem. This exposure helps Australian students
build a more comprehensive understanding of public health in Indonesia.
Another unique aspect of the program is the participation of Indonesian
students as student buddies. I know that for some, this experience will
provide a springboard to participate in international organisations or global
health initiatives in the future.

Delivering public health courses to overseas students also comes with
its challenges. Language barriers and cultural differences can make
communication difficult. Students and educators, however, are resilient and
ultimately, they find a way through.

From my perspective, as an experienced public health educator and university
administrator in Indonesia, this program is beneficial for both countries;
we need the next generation of public health practitioners to develop,
maintain and enrich their understanding of each other — for regional peace,
stability and to work towards sustainable development goals together.
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