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Personal reflection

Nurfitra Asa

It feels like only yesterday that I joined ACICIS in 2015 during its 
20th anniversary celebrations. With the experience I had in the Australia–
Indonesia Youth Association and National Australia Indonesia Language 
Awards, ACICIS welcomed me as a member of its keluarga ACICIS 
(ACICIS family) in the role of Jakarta Program Coordinator. Soon after, 
I could sense that it was a workplace that would nurture me personally and 
professionally; a workplace that encouraged creativity, problem-solving 
and most importantly, the pursuit of my passion. Here, I discovered the true 
meaning of inclusivity and the spirit of growing together. Reflecting back, 
my journey with ACICIS was nothing short of a transformative journey.

As I settled into my new role in Jakarta, I got to know the organisation 
amid a period of significant expansion. The NCP had just started the year 
prior, driving ACICIS into new territory, from creative arts and design 
to agriculture. With each new discipline, my responsibilities grew, as did 
my knowledge.

As ACICIS continued to grow, so did my skillset. I was promoted to 
manage other areas of ACICIS’ operations, assuming roles in marketing, 
student recruitment and stakeholder management. This passage took me 
from the intricate, behind-the-scenes tasks of program management to the 
frontlines of student and stakeholder engagement. Each day was a story 
of growth, learning and empowerment. My transformative journey with 
ACICIS continued.
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Relationship building
ACICIS to me represents global interconnectedness, merging states, 
territories and academic disciplines into a vibrant community. My elevator 
pitch for ACICIS would highlight its role as a relationship broker; the 
success of ACICIS in delivering impactful study experiences stems from 
collaboration between ACICIS and its member universities, partner 
universities, internship hosts, Indonesian student buddies and liaison officers 
and, to a certain extent, the welcoming arms of Indonesian communities 
where ACICIS students reside. Working with diverse stakeholders, 
I immersed myself in cultural nuances and expertise. Communication at 
ACICIS was an art; how I conveyed messages to academics differed from 
how I communicated with internship mentors. I learned to code-switch 
within bahasa Indonesia, tailoring my words to fit various contexts.

A challenge for me had always been about finding the right balance in 
presenting to ACICIS students what an ideal study experience in Indonesia 
would look like. Sometimes, I sensed a tinted view of life in Indonesia, for 
example, that residing in an apartment (rather than in a kos or boarding 
house) would risk making their Indonesian experience less ‘authentic’. 
I believe this was where contributions from the extended keluarga ACICIS 
made a difference. Student buddies and internship mentors provided 
priceless insights from their lived experiences. As it turned out, many young 
Indonesians live in an apartment; a myth was debunked.

In addition, the peer support system within ACICIS was immensely 
beneficial in fostering a sense of shared growth. I witnessed a former 
Bandung semester student, who continued onto another ACICIS program, 
guide new students during the Bandung orientation. They provided 
advice on subject choice at university, kos to inspect and tips on adapting 
to the culture. This often-informal peer support within ACICIS could be 
formalised by the organisation to benefit more incoming students ensuring 
a continuity of support from pre-departure to orientation and throughout 
programs. Such peer-sharing and mentorship would complement the more 
formalised support and knowledge that ACICIS staff members offer to 
students – especially by providing crucial student perspectives.
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Passion for development
Even as someone working behind the scenes, engaging with ACICIS’ 
stakeholders and being involved in academic programs deepened my 
understanding of global issues. Exposure to expert speakers and host 
organisations helped me to appreciate complex, real-life issues from multiple 
cultural, social and economic perspectives. Learning about initiatives such 
as Petabencana.id, a real-time crowdsourced disaster event mapping tool, 
inspired me. These experiences ignited my passion for the development 
sector, teaching me the values of partnership and sustainable solutions.

On the flip side, through my interaction with a legal aid institute in 2018, 
I came to learn how the issue of illegal online loans (commonly known as 
pinjol, short for ‘pinjaman online’) was becoming a national concern. Many 
practicum program iterations later, pinjol has affected more than just low-
income individuals, with debt-collecting practices involving violence.

I am sure the interactions between students and host organisations made 
possible by ACICIS have had positive impacts on both parties. I also 
believe that such experiences have helped raise awareness of serious issues, 
be it pinjol or unsustainable tourism practices. While I know there are 
limitations of study programs like ACICIS, I had always wondered if 
programs like ACICIS could contribute more to solving these real-life 
issues. Could ACICIS leverage its bilateral relationship-brokering ability? 
Could networking opportunities be set up between host organisations, 
member and host universities, and the alumni network?

Continuing impact
Towards the end of my tenure at ACICIS, I realised that my growing 
understanding of global issues, intercultural dialogue and love for 
development fuelled my enthusiasm to impact the community. Solving 
issues like unequal access to education requires a balance of global 
perspective, collective effort and local knowledge. This realisation guided 
me into subsequent roles in the development sector.

The first of these was with the Australia–Indonesia BRIDGE (Building 
Relationships through Intercultural Dialogue and Growing Engagement) 
School Partnerships Program, an Australian Government-funded initiative 
connecting school communities in both countries. At BRIDGE, I applied 
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what I learned at ACICIS to establish sustainable bilateral educational 
partnerships, deliver workshops for educators and students, and administer 
grants for schools. This work contributed to improving education quality and 
strengthened ties between Australia and Indonesia in the often‑overlooked 
school sector.

Building on this experience, I joined the Tony Blair Institute, where 
I managed partnerships and engagement strategies for the Generation 
Global program in Southeast Asia. Now, at DT Global, I apply these skills 
to broader development contexts, supporting programs in various areas 
such as social protection and bilateral economic cooperation. I manage 
complex projects, engage with diverse stakeholders, and ensure development 
initiatives are both strategic and impactful.

The lessons I’ve gained through education-based organisations, beginning 
with my role at ACICIS, have shaped my perspective on international 
development, highlighting the value of inclusive, strategic, and culturally 
grounded approaches to meaningful and sustainable change.

Growing together
Although I am no longer a staff member, I am excited about opportunities 
for fostering a greater sense of community within ACICIS, for both its 
Australian students and alumni, as well as host communities in Indonesia. 
Without a doubt, an instrumental aspect in the success and sustainability 
of ACICIS’ programs lies in the support provided by the Indonesian host 
communities: from seminar speakers and internship mentors to student 
buddies and staff. I believe ACICIS could greatly benefit from amplifying its 
existing two-way engagement with its host communities by providing more 
opportunities to grow together – just as it did for my professional growth.

Events tailored for host organisations could offer mentors an opportunity to 
network and exchange best practice. Continuous engagement throughout 
the year could add value to their contribution to ACICIS and foster a greater 
sense of community. Similarly, for Indonesian student buddies, continued 
engagement such as professional development workshops and a pathway 
to internships or employment within ACICIS could add significant value to 
their contributions.
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Lastly, establishing an Advisory Group comprising alumni and host 
community representatives could complement the ACICIS Reference 
Group and provide valuable contributions. In addition to the robust 
monitoring and evaluation efforts ACICIS has currently in place, further 
incorporating diverse voices in various decision-making processes would 
ensure a more inclusive and positive ACICIS experience for all involved.

Conclusion
As I write and reflect on my experience with ACICIS, I am thankful for 
the opportunities ACICIS provided me to grow as a professional and as an 
individual. It is through my time with ACICIS that I learned about building 
intercultural bridges, making lasting impact and contributing to collective 
goals. Not only did I grow professionally in this nurturing environment, but 
the many new friendships I made in my ACICIS years have continued, and 
several of my former colleagues have become some of my closest friends. 
The spirit of ACICIS, as an organisation and as a family, will always live 
in me, reminding me of the transformative power of embracing diversity, 
inclusive collaboration and mentorship.
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