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Personal reflection

Dwi Noverini Djenar

I learned during my final year of primary school in Lawang, a small town 
in East Java, that learning a new language – in this case, English – was an 
adventure for both the mind and vocal apparatus. Having to remember to 
put stress on the correct syllable for the word ‘umbrella’, or to modulate 
intonation when uttering the simple greeting ‘how are you?’ created among 
us young students a feeling of puzzlement as well as excitement. Often, 
our spontaneous response to the learning demand was to giggle lengthily. 
Amused by the unfamiliar sounds, we would sometimes compare them with 
sounds from Javanese or Indonesian, languages we spoke among ourselves 
in class and in the school grounds. I cannot remember how much of the 
textbook we covered that year, but what has stayed fresh in my memory 
is the excitement generated by the learning – a feeling I experienced again 
when I learned more languages (German, French and Dutch) at high school.

It is in large part with this positive learning experience in mind that I have 
been encouraging students to participate in ACICIS programs, beginning 
from when I was teaching Indonesian at La Trobe University in the 1990s 
and now at the University of Sydney, where I have been working since 2009. 
Whether students undertake intensive language or other ACICIS programs, 
I have always believed that in-country study provides a valuable opportunity 
to experience Indonesian in live situations and to build connections through 
shared activities. That opportunity, coupled with the affordances of digital 
technology, which has made access to people and languages much easier, 
could greatly enhance language learning.
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ACICIS itself began with a focus on Indonesian language and culture and 
gradually branched out to include non-language programs. This move was 
motivated by the consideration that many students interested in acquiring 
(and extending) knowledge about Indonesian society may not necessarily be 
interested in language learning and that the interests of such students should 
also be facilitated. The broadening in program offerings led to positive gains 
in student numbers as well as in the number of participating institutions 
and academics from Australia and Indonesia who gave expert input for the 
design of new programs or taught within the programs.

The success in growing student numbers notwithstanding, the expansion 
brought with it an unfortunate and unintended consequence. Programs 
were gradually viewed in divisionary terms, as language and non-language 
programs. Although there is recognition that including a language 
component in non-language programs (such as the Development Studies 
Immersion Program) is useful, it remains unclear how the design of that 
component conceptually relates to the design of the overall program. 
In what way, for example, does a two- or three-week language course given 
prior to the commencement of a science- or social-science-based program 
prepare students for that program?

There seems to be a tacit understanding that beyond the short language 
course, being in-country itself would provide the necessary condition for 
language input. This assumption is certainly not baseless. Immersion, 
as research on second language (L2) acquisition has amply shown, could 
boost L2 acquisition. Studies on language input within study abroad 
settings demonstrate that effective input requires, among others, longer 
language study prior to study abroad, exposure to technology-based input, 
opportunities during study abroad for frequent interaction with ‘native’ 
speakers and minimisation of interaction with L1 peers. To what extent 
is this knowledge about input taken into consideration in the design of 
ACICIS non-language programs? Why should it matter that students go 
through an entire semester in Indonesia without developing an interest in 
how things are thought, said and written about in Indonesian?

A possible response to the latter question may run as follows. If we dispense 
with language, or cannot articulate how the language course relates to 
the non-language component, surely it is a missed opportunity for both 
programs and participants? Instead of enabling students to acquire multiple 
skills at once while being in-country – the skill to have deep engagement 
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with a wide range of interlocutors and to access knowledges available 
through language, and the skill to gain disciplinary knowledge through the 
secondary medium of L1 – we end up nurturing only the latter skill.

The study by Elena Williams (2025) on the impact of student mobility on 
Australia–Indonesia relations encourages us to think of relations in terms 
of a bi-directional process involving mutual self-transformation of both 
students and hosts. This study by Williams could serve as a departure point 
for reconceptualising language learning within the ACICIS context. If we 
begin with the basic premise that relationship building necessarily involves 
some degree of language, and if acquisition of disciplinary knowledge can 
be appreciably enhanced by taking language into account, we can from 
there take steps to transform program offerings, not through radical whole-
program changes but through conscious re-positioning of language within 
non-language programs.

In concrete terms, re-positioning would entail identifying gaps and thereafter 
looking for low-hanging fruit. Such gaps could focus on speaking or writing, 
or other macro areas such as reading and listening. When I ask students 
at the beginning of a semester what they would like to learn or improve 
on, answers inevitably include ‘fluency’ and ‘grammar’. These answers tell 
us something about how they identify goals in language learning: students 
want to develop ease of speaking (fluency) and to know how to use relevant 
structures (grammar). Notice though that their answers do not suggest 
a lack of awareness about the relationship between the two areas. These 
answers in fact tell us rather poignantly that their concerns about grammar 
are not concerns about how to use ‘correct’ structures only in speaking – for 
concerns about speaking are mainly expressed under the rubric ‘fluency’. 
Rather, they signal the desire to acquire knowledge about language structures 
that can be applied in speaking and other areas of language learning such 
as writing. Thus, the seemingly simplistic answers reflect an understanding 
that an important goal in learning a language is to be able to communicate 
well in both speech and writing.

Although speaking and writing are basic activities in language courses, 
speaking is sometimes viewed as more difficult because it is immediate, 
requiring learners to produce language on-the-fly. It is perhaps for this reason 
that students’ prime focus tends to be on developing fluency. One might 
object that an overemphasis on speaking could lead to a misconception 
that to be able to write in Indonesian is not important or that being able 
to contribute ideas in writing in Indonesian on matters of public interest 
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in Indonesia is not a valuable generic skill. This objection is in effect an 
expression of concern and points to a question about value. Such question 
proves to be difficult to answer, given the availability of AI tools, which 
can produce writing for us. Yet the question is worth asking, even if we don’t 
have an answer yet.

For now, if we return to the idea of identifying low-hanging fruit to 
transform programs, where do we start? This short space does not allow me 
to give elaborate examples, but the following may illustrate the intention. 
The literature on language proficiency during study abroad recommends 
creating opportunities for students to broaden interaction with L1 speakers. 
One way to do this could be through leveraging hosts’ social networks 
(including those of homestay families, teachers and Indonesian ‘buddies’). 
Granting that such opportunities may be more open to participants of 
semester-long programs than those in shorter programs, there are nonetheless 
ways of creating them in the latter programs.

In terms of mainstreaming language learning within non-language 
programs, we can think of simple but systematic steps to embed language 
in its various forms into program activities. Being in-country means being 
surrounded by a ‘linguistic landscape’ rich in sounds and texts from which 
students can gain much insight about Indonesian society. Programs can 
embed aspects of this landscape in the teaching-learning plan and material; 
for example the PHST participants could be encouraged to develop an 
appreciation for Indonesian names, sounds and social practices through the 
activities of noticing (where and how language is presented to the public), 
language production (pronouncing key words such as sehat, sakit, Puskesmas, 
balita and ‘empat sehat lima sempurna’, all of which are packed in cultural 
references) and translating.

Integrating language into non-language programs, if done systematically 
and in a sustained manner, encourages students to treat language as a usual 
part of social life in Indonesia and hence of their in-country experience. 
It is to treat language learning not as a separate component whose content 
they forget after the introductory short course. Putting language at the 
centre of in-country experience, in this sense, is less about dedicating whole 
programs to language learning – for ACICIS already has such programs 
(the Flexible Language Immersion Program and the ILSC) and more about 
making language in its all embodiments – the speakers, public signs, snack 
packaging, T-shirt and uniform logos, train station announcements and so 
forth – visible (and audible) to and appreciated by all participants.
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