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Personal reflection

Adrian Budiman

I am ACICIS’ current RD, based in Yogyakarta. I have been with ACICIS 
since 2016 as the inaugural Deputy RD, a new position that was introduced 
into the organisation due to increasing student numbers. At that time, 
I worked with then-RD, Elena Williams, who cheerfully cautioned me on 
my first day that there was never a ‘dull’ workday at ACICIS.

This marked my first time working in Indonesia since completing my 
masters and PhD at Ohio University in the United States. Immediately prior 
to my ACICIS roles, I was a Senior Lecturer at Universiti Utara Malaysia 
in Malaysia’s northern state of Kedah; a role I had sought out because I had 
wanted to find an environment in which my children, who at the time 
were very Americanised and spoke nothing but English, could transition 
back to living in Southeast Asia. After seven years in Malaysia, and a long 
absence from Indonesia, my instinct told me it was time to return ‘home’. 
The ACICIS Deputy RD role was ideal; while it wouldn’t involve teaching, 
it would still allow me to stay connected to academia and I’d be based in 
Yogyakarta. Having studied in Yogyakarta as an undergraduate and with my 
sister’s family now living there, it seemed like an ideal way to reintroduce 
my family to life in Indonesia. At this stage in life, I didn’t want to deal 
with Jakarta’s traffic jams, congestion and stress; Yogyakarta offered the 
perfect balance.

As I grew to understand ACICIS as an organisation, I felt increasingly 
inspired by its mission. The more I learned about ACICIS, the more I realised 
that I was contributing to something meaningful. The real attraction for me 
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was introducing international students, whether from Australia, Europe or 
America, to the richness of Indonesia. It was about helping them move 
beyond textbook knowledge, which they could easily acquire back home, 
and to dive deep into hands-on, experiential learning, in Indonesia.

I truly believe that ACICIS’ greatest strength lies in our ability to provide 
students with transformative experiential learning opportunities. Working 
alongside colleagues who share this passion is something I deeply value and 
it creates a unique, rewarding working environment.

I stepped into the role of RD for ACICIS in 2018. I found the early days 
in this role both exciting and challenging, as there was so much to learn. 
ACICIS was expanding rapidly, fuelled by a significant increase in NCP 
funding and program delivery in five separate locations across Indonesia. 
I spent a great deal of time reflecting on how to effectively manage such 
a complex operation, with such different issues emerging in each program 
and delivery location. Between January and February 2019, we ran seven 
PP programs across four locations – Jakarta, Bogor, Yogyakarta and Bali – 
catering to hundreds of students. At the same time, semester programs were 
underway in Yogyakarta and Bandung. Meanwhile, the ILSC was taking 
place in Salatiga, Central Java, and the PHST was running in Depok, near 
Jakarta. Managing these programs simultaneously was a monumental task.

From a personal perspective, ACICIS’ in-country offerings to students, 
as experiential immersion programs in Indonesia, are paramount. With a 
postgraduate background in media studies, I’m acutely aware of how the 
media can distort reality and reinforce stereotypes. I understand that 
Australian students might have preconceived notions about Indonesia that 
are shaped entirely by media exposure. Changing these perceptions has 
motivated me.

While ACICIS is only a small organisation with limited scope, our mission 
of ‘changing hearts and minds’ is at the core of everything we do. Having 
worked in various places around the world, I firmly believe that the best way 
to genuinely engage with and understand a country is through personal, 
lived experience. This kind of understanding cannot be gained second-hand 
or through reading alone; you need firsthand experience − it’s essential.

I often speak about providing a ‘holistic experience’ for ACICIS students 
and that it’s not always smooth or easy. Even something as seemingly 
straightforward as obtaining a visa to study in Indonesia becomes a valuable 
learning opportunity. When students encounter minor challenges in 
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Indonesia, I encourage staff to guide them in finding solutions rather than 
resolving the issues for them. This approach helps students gain valuable 
experience and build confidence in tackling future challenges independently. 
To truly engage globally, students must embrace difference, develop 
awareness and learn how to seek out their own solutions for problems with 
which they’re unfamiliar and for which there is no ‘textbook’ response.

Reflecting on my time with ACICIS, I believe my most meaningful 
contributions have been at the operational level in Indonesia. When I first 
joined as Deputy RD, our Indonesian operations were just an extension of 
the Perth Secretariat. The in-country structure was relatively flat, with an 
RD overseeing all staff. This left our highly dedicated Indonesian team with 
limited opportunities for career progression. I set about creating a ‘middle 
management’ layer in which staff had specialised and differentiated skills. 
In addition, I focused on strengthening the foundational administrative 
framework of the organisation, ensuring that key processes such as reporting, 
accountability and due diligence were robust and effective. This involved 
implementing clear systems for tracking program outcomes, maintaining 
financial transparency and ensuring compliance with both Indonesian and 
international regulations. By enhancing these core administrative functions, 
we have improved operational efficiency, mitigated risks and built a solid 
foundation for sustainable growth.

This transformation has resulted in the professionalisation of ACICIS as an 
independent organisation operating in Indonesia. Staff responsibilities now 
go beyond simple program delivery; we have dedicated teams for program 
development, finance, human resources and marketing. The organisational 
structure is now tiered and nuanced, offering long-term, meaningful career 
opportunities to our Indonesian staff, which extend beyond short-term 
contracts tied to unpredictable funding cycles.

We are no longer just keeping the ship afloat from one funding cycle to the 
next. Instead, we now operate sustainably, with a stronger foundation for 
growth and resilience and improved staff retention. As a result, my role as 
RD has also evolved. I am no longer consumed by day-to-day operations 
and have time to focus on building relationships with existing and new 
stakeholders in Indonesia and addressing critical situations as they arise. 
This strategic shift has not only strengthened ACICIS but has also enhanced 
our capacity to make a lasting impact.
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When I first joined ACICIS, it was meant to be a role I planned to do for just 
a few years as a transition back to academia in Indonesia. Yet I am still part 
of the organisation because I genuinely love my job. While my role involves 
meeting high-profile figures such as Australian and Indonesian Ministers 
and university leaders, my true passion lies in working directly with ACICIS 
students. Each cohort is unique, and one of the most rewarding aspects 
of my work is interacting daily with young people who are discovering 
Indonesia for the first time.

Through conversations with students, I gain insight into their diverse 
motivations for studying in Indonesia. Watching them grow and transform 
during their time on the program is truly inspiring. Many of them arrive in 
Indonesia with limited knowledge about their host county, feeling nervous 
and unsure of their first steps. By the end of their program, however, they’re 
so immersed in the culture that some of our Yogyakarta-based students can 
almost speak Javanese. Their personal growth and transformation, over just 
one semester, is so profound. Being able to both witness and steward their 
experiential learning is the most fulfilling part of my role.

I can’t help but relate my role in ACICIS to the journey of my own children 
who, despite holding Indonesian passports, were almost entirely unfamiliar 
with their home country after growing up in the United States and Malaysia. 
By the time we returned to Indonesia as a family in 2016, they had been 
exposed to many other cultures but not their ‘own’. They spoke fluent 
English as native speakers (and still do) but had not learned Indonesian, 
despite our best efforts to teach them. Yet, I was surprised at how quickly 
they adapted, embracing life in Indonesia with ease and positivity. It mirrors 
what I see in many of our ACICIS students. Young people have an incredible 
capacity for transformation, and in doing so they become change-makers 
equipped to shape and improve our shared future. Witnessing this process, 
both in ACICIS students and my own children, reaffirms the importance 
of the work we do at ACICIS.
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