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The purpose of this study is to document current practices and
understandings about globalization of gerontology education in
the United States. Better understanding of aging requires interna-
tional perspectives in global communities. However, little is known
about how globalization of gerontology education is practiced
in U.S. graduate-level degree programs. The authors conducted
qualitative interviews with representatives of the Association for
Gerontology in Higher Education, the major national orga-
nization supporting higher education in gerontology, gradu-
ate program directors, and students. Although all respondents
expressed their interest in globalizing gerontology education,
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Globalization of Gerontology Education in the United States 199

actual practices are diverse. The authors discuss suggested concep-
tualization and strategies for globalizing gerontology education.

KEYWORDS globalization, gerontology education, grounded
theory

INTRODUCTION

The concept of globalization has been applied to nearly all aspects of
21st-century social life, including the marketplace, the economy, food, music,
sports, businesses, and education. Although there is a growing body of sci-
entific literature on the definitions, causes, consequences, and history of
globalization, the term and the concept are still used loosely. For higher edu-
cation in general, and gerontology education (GE) specifically, it is useful
to consider carefully what this “globe talk” (Singh, 2004, p. 103) means—
in definition. Because population aging is a global phenomenon (i.e., it is
occurring in every nation around the world), the “globalization” of GE seems
a likely prospect. Indeed, the tag line for the Association for Gerontology
in Higher Education (AGHE—the premier U.S. organization devoted to GE
since its establishment in 1974) is “Globalizing Education on Aging.”

AGHE’s branding provides a good opportunity to look at what global-
ization means in the field of gerontology. Three facts are important. Every
nation is dealing with the aging of its population (Bloom, Boersch-Supan,
McGee, & Seike, 2011). The interest in GE around the world is increasing
(in some cases as a means to build a work force prepared to serve the
older population) (Porter & Vidovich, 2000; Sperling & Tucker, 1997). Also,
the content of gerontology increasingly includes “global” content in multiple
ways including a description of aging in other countries, comparisons across
countries, and study abroad options (Kunkel, 2008). Consequently, a fuller
and more explicit definition of the “globalization of gerontology education”
is in order. This article contributes to that definitional process by apply-
ing ideas from the globalization literature to gerontology education, and
by presenting findings from a study of faculty and students in gerontology
doctorate–granting institutions.

Globalization: Overview and Application to Education

In general, globalization refers to processes that are manifest in “inter-
connectedness and interdependence of people and institutions throughout
the world” (Epstein, 2002).This increasing interdependence and intercon-
nectedness result from advancement in transportation, communication, and
information technology (Fry, 2005). The shrinking of space attributable to
physical and electronic travel and the increasing connectivity of people
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200 S. M. Mwangi et al.

across geographic borders contribute to the characterization of globalization
as “time-space compression” (Singh, 2004). Another important component
of globalization is the growth of a global consciousness or a sense of
the world as a singular, shared place (Robertson, 1992). Globalization
has had a significant impact on most, if not all, societies, families, and
individual lives in numerous ways (Vaira, 2004), including demographic
shifts, economic change, and political and cultural movements (Polivka,
2001). Globalization—as reflected by the concepts of interdependence and
interconnectedness—also touches higher education, primarily through the
process of sharing of ideas, information, and practices (Spring, 2009). GE
is no exception. Some graduate-level degree programs (i.e., master’s and
doctoral programs—graduate programs hereafter) in gerontology within the
United States emphasize internationally focused curricula, exchange pro-
grams, joint degree programs, research collaborations, and active recruitment
of international students. However, the goals, processes, and outcomes of
such initiatives vary significantly across institutions (Kunkel, 2008).

What Is Globalization of Education?

Spring (2009) defined globalization of education, “as the worldwide dis-
cussions, processes and institutions affecting local education practices and
policies” (p. 1). A number of academic disciplines have incorporated glob-
alization into their curricula; these include anthropology (Fry, 2005), history,
sociology, psychology, economics, and political science, to name a few
(Spring, 2009). For any discipline, the “globalization” of a subject matter
can be reflected in curricular content, in the emergence of new pedagogy
based on global exchanges among professionals around the world, or both.
Although the meanings of the general term globalization significantly vary
across contexts (Barry, 2003), globalization of education has several explicit
definitions, including new cultural forms, media, and communication tech-
nologies that shape the relations of the affiliation, identity, and interaction
within and across local and global educational settings (Burbules & Torres,
2000; Spring, 2009).

Robertson (1992) argued that globalization has brought about an accel-
erated compression of the contemporary world and homogenization of
world cultures into a singular cultural entity. As a result of such changes,
educational ideas, practices, and policies have become diffused across the
global education superstructure (Spring, 2009). In other words, the growing
global networks of educational ideas and practices move toward the inte-
gration of world cultures in education (Rizvi & Lingard, 2006; Spring, 2009).
Taken together, the globalization of education reflects a series of transitions
from today’s education systems to new ideas and practices to meet the needs
of changing global communities.
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Globalization of Gerontology Education in the United States 201

Several theoretical approaches to the globalization of higher education
can provide guidance to the task at hand (Burbules & Torres, 2000; Spring,
2009). Three specific approaches are relevant to gerontology in higher edu-
cation: world culture theory, culturalist perspectives, and human capital
world theory. The world culture theory acknowledges the existence of com-
mon global educational goals from a multicultural perspective (Spring, 2009).
All world cultures then slowly integrate into a single global education culture
(Robertson, 1992; Stromquist & Monkman, 2000). According to this frame-
work, the globalization of gerontology education would be manifest in a set
of shared goals for the content, pedagogy, and outcomes of higher education
about aging. Culturalist perspectives, on the other hand, view globalization
of education as a process of borrowing and lending educational ideas. Such
exchanges result in the existence of “different knowledge” or different ways
of seeing the world across local communities in the process of globalization.
Culturalists contend that, because “schooling is imposed on local cultures
and local conditions” (Spring, 2009, p. 14), local actors (e.g., education pol-
icy makers) are able to adapt locally appropriate models of schooling from
the global superstructure. In gerontology, this perspective might be evi-
denced in an emphasis on exchange programs, study abroad, cross-national
research collaborations, and a programmatic focus on comparative study of
issues of aging around the world. Finally, the human capital world theory
of globalization suggests that the primary goal of education is to prepare
workers for competition and performance in a world economy. This per-
spective has been supported by world political and educational leaders for
its promise to enhance economic growth and development. Burbules and
Torres (2000) argued that schools have not been actively concerned with
the creation of a competitive international labor pool as the human capital
world theory suggests. In gerontology, however, there is evidence that, in
some regions of the world, gerontology education is developing in response
to labor force needs. For example, in Sub-Saharan Africa there is an emerging
concern about, and interest in, training health care professionals in geriatrics
and establishing accreditation systems which acknowledge “gerontology and
care for the aged as vocational occupations” (Aboderin & Ferreira, 2009,
p. 17).

Thus, each of these overarching frameworks offers suggestions for how
the globalization of gerontology and geriatrics might be defined by faculty
and students in the field. However, there has been no empirical investiga-
tion of the extent of, or perceptions of globalization in higher education
about aging. This study aims to document the global focus and increasing
globalization of education in the graduate-level gerontology programs in the
United States. In addition, we suggest a conceptual model specifically appro-
priate for GE. The focus is on graduate-level students and programs for two
reasons: graduate programs represent some degree of maturity for the field
and, as such, are likely to anticipate new horizons for the discipline. Also,
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202 S. M. Mwangi et al.

individuals who are currently in the graduate-level gerontology programs are
the present and future leaders in the field of gerontology in the United States
and elsewhere in the world. The agenda and practices in current programs
are likely to influence future gerontology leaders and students at higher
education institutions. This study explores two related research questions:
a) what does globalization of GE mean? and b) what are the current prac-
tices and perceptions of globalization of GE in the United States at the levels
of national organizations, graduate-level program directors, and individual
students?

METHOD

Design and Sample

This study employed a qualitative exploratory research design to describe
the general understanding of the current practices and perceptions on glob-
alization of GE. We used a qualitative approach for two reasons. First, the
comparatively small number of universities offering gerontology programs
at master’s and doctoral levels in the United States (nine programs at the
time of this study necessitates an in-depth exploration of this phenomenon).
Graduates from such programs are most likely to become gerontology
researchers/educators in higher education. Second, the current conceptu-
alizations of globalizing GE have not been investigated. Our investigation
explored perceptions and practices at three different levels: a) national level
through AGHE, b) program level through graduate directors, and c) student
level through international students’ perspectives.

Based on the body of literature and existing theories of globalization of
education, two separate sets of interview questions for graduate program
directors and graduate students were developed. Interview guides were
designed to capture the current practices and perceptions on globalization
of GE. For example, program directors were asked questions pertaining to
how courses are structured to meet the growing interests of aging in the
international context and to explain what globalization of GE means. On the
other hand, student respondents were asked questions on what they con-
sider to be inclusion of international aspects of aging in their programs. The
interview format was either phone or face-to-face interviews. Each interview
lasted between 15 to 30 minutes. The data collection was done between
May and November, 2010, and therefore, all participants in this study were
active members of AGHE and/or gerontology graduate programs at the time
of data collection.

Participants and Data Collection

Upon the approval from the Institutional Review Board, we interviewed
three of the AGHE executive committee members (referred to as AGHE
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Globalization of Gerontology Education in the United States 203

representatives hereafter), who were identified from the organization’s
Website, and who agreed to participate in this study. We interviewed five of
the nine program graduate directors but were not able to contact the other
four during the study period. This number of interviewees was sufficient
because it achieved saturation point (discussed in the results section) where
no new themes emerged from additional interviews (Maykut & Morehouse,
1994). The program directors were contacted using information found on
the individual program’s Websites and the database maintained by AGHE.
We sent an invitation e-mail to international students whose names are in
the latest contact list (as of May 2010) of the ongoing GE Longitudinal Study
Survey (GELS) (Ewen, Watkins, & Bowles, 2006). Two weeks after the first
invitation e-mail was sent, we followed up with a reminder e-mail. In addi-
tion, the international student respondents were also recruited through
snowball sampling techniques where students who were first interviewed
recommended their colleagues who are also international students who
meet the eligibility criteria in this study. As a result, six international stu-
dents agreed to participate in this study. Prior to the interview, the detailed
description of this study was sent to the participants who agreed to partici-
pate. The interviewers obtained the oral consent from the participants during
the interview. Additionally, each participant was asked to sign and send the
consent form following the completion of each interview. Only international
graduate students were interviewed because we felt their views reflect edu-
cational experiences both in sight and outside of the United States. They
could also identify the gap between the needs of GE in the international
community and current practices in existing U.S. programs. U.S. students, on
the other hand, might see globalization of GE as one of the optional means
to learn about aging. Focusing on international students, then, enabled the
study to document many diverse opinions.

Qualitatively trained interviewers conducted the interview. Their train-
ing consisted of graduate-level qualitative methods courses and participation
in on-campus qualitative researcher forums. The interviewers consisted of
U.S. and non-U.S. researchers. This approach provides the researcher with
a firsthand account and point of reference when interviewing international
students about GE. The interviews were partially or entirely audio-recorded,
and the interviewers recorded detailed field notes. The interview recordings
and notes were transcribed into case summaries of the responses, ensur-
ing that all the details and key information were included for qualitative
analysis.

Data Analysis Strategy

The grounded theory approach was employed to analyze the narrative data
from the interview because of the exploratory nature of the project. This
approach investigates the contents of the data for the common themes or
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204 S. M. Mwangi et al.

patterns that emerge from the narrative (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Lincoln &
Guba, 1985), in this case, the current practices and the meanings and
perceptions of globalizing GE. The themes and patterns were either observa-
tions or concepts that are repeatedly reported by respondents and eventually
are repeated to the point of saturation. Strauss and Corbin (1990) explained
that grounded theory is an approach that uses a systematic set of proce-
dures either to develop an inductively derived emergent theory about a
phenomenon or to refine concepts for theory building.

The primary objective of our research is to expand upon what is known
regarding the globalization of GE. We did this by identifying key elements of
this phenomenon and then categorizing the relationships of those elements
to the social context out of which they are derived, using the systematic
process of constructivism accordingly (LaRossa, 2005). In other words, we
used a grounded theory approach to explore the rich details provided by
our informants regarding the globalization of GE. These themes and pat-
terns pertaining to our questions of interest were organized into coherent
categories. After performing an initial, manual open code on the interview
data, salient concepts were identified, and created codes allowed us to move
from the general to the specific focus, enabling more engaged analysis of
the text data (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994). Strauss and Corbin (1990) stated
“the first step in theory building is conceptualizing,” indicating that open
coding is that part of the analysis describing the phenomenon found within
the text (p. 2). Essentially, we coded each line, sentence, and paragraph in
search of the answer to the repeated responses to questions, for instance,
what is this about, what is being referenced here?

Key words, concepts, or codes emerged from the data. We then per-
formed axial coding to relate the codes (categories and their properties) to
each other. To maintain a level of clarity and organization, we looked for
causal references and attempted to fit things into a basic frame of generic
relationships (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Once the categories were related, we
then began to group them into larger themes. This process is known as
selective coding, where codes from the axial stage are refined and further
developed. At that point, we continued to analyze data using an inductive
approach with an intercoder reliability strategy to ensure contextual valid-
ity (Kurasaki, 2000; Warren & Karner, 2005). Consistent with the constant
comparative method for identifying themes and patterns in qualitative data
(Maykut & Morehouse, 1994), the two qualitative analysts were involved in
concurrent coding of interviews to assess the reliability and trustworthiness
of the data. The level of agreement of the categories and themes identified
by the two coders was high, close to 9 of 10 times (i.e., approximately 90%
interrater reliability rate).

During the initial coding process, two qualitative analysts independently
employed an open coding technique with each interview in its entirety, not-
ing perceptions of common themes that appear in multiple interviews, and
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Globalization of Gerontology Education in the United States 205

cognizant of the interview questions. The coding process yielded several
themes, which were then narrowed down to two overarching themes or
findings: meanings and current practices and perceptions of globalizing GE.
Then all researchers in this study met to discuss collectively these two
themes and came to an agreement about the initial codes. This process
included looking for consensus about the subthemes identified in the two
sets of initial codes.

FINDINGS

Meanings of Globalization of Gerontology Education

Although there was agreement on the need to globalize gerontological edu-
cation, there was a wide range of meanings and variability in how this broad
goal is implemented at the national and program levels. In addition, stu-
dents had varying perspectives on the goals and programmatic components
of GE. Table 1 shows the themes of meaning of globalization of GE that
emerged from the interviews with AGHE representatives, program directors,
and international students.

Our respondents at all three levels had ideas of what it means to glob-
alize GE. Our key finding was that globalizing GE means crossing national
and cultural boundaries to understand aging experiences. This finding was
consistent across all three levels of participants. One AGHE representative
(who was also a faculty member in a gerontology program) reported:

The importance of teaching American students about aging issues in
other countries and helping foreign students in the U.S. gerontology
programs to adapt to American ways of learning is and should be an
important part of what it means to globalize gerontology education.

Such an approach enhances exchanges of knowledge between U.S. students
and international students and has mutual benefits, which in turn leads to
increasingly globalized knowledge about aging.

The fact that U.S. institutions support gerontology education in other
countries is another indication of globalization of GE. This kind of interna-
tional support is crucial in the evolution of gerontology programs in other
nations because “they are not as developed as those in the United States,”
as one respondent indicated. International students studying gerontology in
the United States are also vital to the advancement of gerontology programs
across the globe. One program director agreed: “The benefit we receive
from their experiences and interests is enormous.” Also, several international
students confided that they have ultimate goals of helping their home coun-
tries establish GE. For example, one international student stated that, “My
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206 S. M. Mwangi et al.

TABLE 1 Meanings of Globalizing GE for the AGHE Representatives, Program Directors, and
International Studentsa

National level (4 AGHE
representatives)

Program level (five
program directors)

Student level (six
international students)

• International
recognition of diversity
in aging experiences

• Understanding the
diversity of systems
that world societies
have to deal with
old age

• Institutional and culture
changes on perception
of aging in
non-Western cultures

• Teaching American
students about aging in
other countries

• Helping international
students adapt and
understand American
ways of learning and
speaking

• Supporting GE in other
countries

• Training individuals and
professionals to deal
with aging issues in
global contexts

• Increasing the
understanding of aging
of the world’s
population and the
systems that deal with
aging issues

• It’s an extension of
education about aging
around the world

• Raising awareness of
international immigrants
within the United States
and understanding how
different cultural
practices may affect their
ability to age in
American society

• Making gerontology
more interdisciplinary

• Program emphasize
cultural differences
within the United States,
i.e., based on
racial/ethnic cultural
(also, immigrants)
differences are very
large in the United States

• Using current
international students to
establish partnerships
with universities at their
home counties

• Incorporating
graduate-level global
aging courses focusing
on human aging
experience in other
cultures

• Encouraging U.S.
students to do practicum
and internships in other
countries

GE = gerontology education; AGHE = Association of Gerontology in Higher Education.
a.To capture international students’ understanding of globalization of GE, we asked them the aspects
in their current programs that integrate global perspectives on aging. Their responses partly addressed
the meaning of globalization and also offered some insights for globalization of GE to be used by their
programs (i.e., recommendations).

current research interest is mental health and health care policy for elders
in the U.S. Such knowledge can inform health care policy in my home
country.”

Even though there was a shared basic definition of globalizing GE and
a universal recognition of the need for such efforts, there were considerable
differences in how respondents perceived a national agenda for the United
States. For example, one program director explained, “Some programs are
not aware of this [AGHE’s] initiative to globalize GE but other programs are
particularly involved in AGHE’s global aging committee.” Another illustrated,
“AGHE has not effectively communicated its mission to the programs.” These
statements suggest that though AGHE clearly advocates for the globalizing of
GE, and the graduate program directors in the gerontology programs express
support for this mission, problems arise when putting the philosophy into
practice. Lack of communication about or responsiveness to globalization
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Globalization of Gerontology Education in the United States 207

of GE between AGHE and the programs may delay implementation of
desirable changes.

Current Practices and Perceptions of Globalization of GE

This lack of a shared agenda among national and program levels regarding
the implementation of globalized GE may be a result of several factors:
local program-level pressures and competing priorities, unclear role for
national and international organizations in setting a globalization agenda,
lack of stakeholder involvement in setting a national agenda, and lack of
effective communication strategies. The last three factors are related to the
“top-down” communication and suggest the value of the interactive pro-
cess discussed above (also see Figure 1). The interview findings suggest that
AGHE’s leadership role in the efforts to globalize GE is not clearly under-
stood at the national and program level. However, the respondents, at all
three levels, remain enthusiastic and positive about their experiences within
programs. The summary of our findings about the practices and perceptions
are reported in Table 2.

AGHE has made it clear that globalizing GE is among its important
goals. However, this goal is left to individual member institutions or
programs to implement. For example, AGHE has a global aging committee

Gerontology programs
Faculty, researchers 

Globalization of gerontology education

Global perspectives on aging
•  Inter-/multi-disciplinary approach 
•  Cross cultural comparisons 
•  Age, period and cohort effects 
•  Aging as a complex phenomenon 
•  Sub-culture/sub-populations 
•  Inequality in society (e.g., SES)

a

•  Aging theories (e.g., age
    stratification) 
•  Life course perspective 

Internationalization
•  Education policies & systems 
•  Research collaboration 
•  International conferences 
•  Global aging in curriculum 
•  Exchange programs (e.g., scholars,
    students)   
•  Resource access (e.g., journal articles) 
•  Gerontology programs across the globe 

Globalization - Global forces
•  Economics, political and cultural exchanges 
•  Homogenization at societal level (convergence) 
•  Heterogenization at local (community) level (divergence) 

Outcomes
•  Advancing GE/research  
•  Training future labor force (e.g., multi-cultural competency) 
•  Localization of education/research outcomes (e.g., practically relevant issues) 

International/national demographic forces
•  Population aging 
•  Diverse aging population 
•  International migration 

•    Need for gerontology education and research 
•    Increasing interests in aging at individual and societal levels 

Organizations 
AGHE, GSA, IAGG, ICGSO

a

Students

FIGURE 1 The conceptual model of globalization of gerontology education in the
United States.
AGHE = Association of Gerontology in Higher Education; GSA = Gerontological Society of America;
IAGG = International Association of Gerontology and Geriatrics; ICGSO = International Council of
Gerontology Student Organizations; SES = socioeconomic status; GE = gerontology education.
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210 S. M. Mwangi et al.

that is responsible for organizing initiatives to promote the advancement of
global GE, but one participant explains:

It is really up to the individual members at their respective institutions to
put these goals into practice, and based on what is happening around
the globe individual members are doing this. For example, you have
programs in Guatemala and Thailand, and the Inter-GERO exchange
program. AGHE serves as merely a networking forum to share what is
already going on in our universities and in the programs, but it does little
to actually support or foster these initiatives, at least from a mandated or
financial perspective.

Because implementation of global GE goals happen primarily at the individ-
ual program level, it is difficult for AGHE to accomplish its global mission
on behalf of the gerontology community.

The practices of globalizing GE vary across gerontology programs in
the United States. When program directors were asked about current prac-
tices in their programs and what is being done to promote global GE, their
responses included offering a few courses covering global issues such as
social welfare, family caregiving, and demography of aging; offering oppor-
tunities supporting students in their international aging endeavors such as
research projects with international data; and developing formal exchange
programs with institutions outside the United States.

International students’ views on globalization of GE illuminate the
current practices within programs. In agreement with the program direc-
tors’ views, international students reported that the support they receive to
explore their academic endeavors as international scholars helps globalize
GE. This support includes providing more opportunities for in-class discus-
sion, collaborative international research projects, and other basic academic
support (e.g., referral to a writing center, providing feedback on research
papers). One international student noted, “The faculty members try to pro-
vide useful information and resources to me. For example, one faculty
member directed me to the university writing center. I can feel that many
faculty members care about and try to understand international students.”

As a consequence, U.S. faculty and international students interact and
exchange information that leads to shared knowledge of aging in other
countries. International students also value having research networks abroad
(if they happen to have some) and having foreign faculty in their programs
to enrich the global perspectives of aging. This view is also supported
by the report of programs’ efforts to hire international faculty to augment
globalization of GE.

Our respondents pointed out that AGHE has provided a forum where
information is shared through AGHE’s resources and at annual meetings;
however, the organization has not been proactively involved in promoting

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

K
en

ya
tta

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
] 

at
 0

3:
34

 0
5 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

15
 



Globalization of Gerontology Education in the United States 211

or supporting the growth of GE in other parts of the world. In addition,
the AGHE representatives felt that the current guidelines used in GE in the
United States have been ethnocentric and thus impede effective collabora-
tions that can result in globalization of GE. However, they also believed that
the small-scale collaborations observed in the individual programs have had
positive effects. Similarly, the program directors shared views on ethnocen-
tricity of GE in the United States and the need to incorporate non-Western
content in gerontology courses. International students also spoke about eth-
nocentrism in U.S. gerontology programs. Even though they discussed the
extent to which gerontology programs are far advanced in U.S. universi-
ties as opposed to those in their home countries, the strong U.S. bias is
currently an impediment to globalization. Taken together, the interviews
describe a shared commitment to broad goals of enhancing knowledge
about aging through globalization of curriculum content and development
of gerontology programs around the world; however, they note a wide dif-
ference in the types of globalization efforts at the program level. A potential
expansion of the role of national and international organizations in advanc-
ing a globalization agenda was often discussed; and indeed, those directly
involved with AGHE are clear about its mission related to globalization of
GE. At the same time, this agenda is not well-understood at all levels within
higher education in gerontology. Ultimately, the impetus for globalization of
GE seems to be variable and program specific at this.

Development of a Conceptual Model

Guided by existing theoretical frameworks of globalization of education,
relevant literature, and the key themes identified from the qualitative data
(reported earlier in the Findings section), we developed a conceptual model
that integrates the levels, meanings, and current practices of globalization
of GE into a broader context. This research focused on national, program-
level, and student-level perceptions and practices related to globalizing GE.
However, these findings are best understood as one component of a sys-
tem of forces that are helping to shape gerontology education. Figure 1
places the results of this study in the center of a model that outlines the
demographic, economic, social, and cultural forces that are influencing the
global need for, and potential outcomes of, education and research related
to aging. The need to globalize GE is driven by two major forces: a) global
forces, shaped by international economic, political, and cultural exchanges
as national boundaries have become less relevant and b) demographic forces
of population aging and international migration, which diversify individuals’
aging experiences all over the world. Thus, the interplay between global
and demographic forces necessitates that GE address the current needs and
demands of an emerging global community.
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212 S. M. Mwangi et al.

Globalization of GE comprises two important components. First,
internationalization of academic inquiry of education and research relevant
to aging is necessary. Incorporating cross-national comparisons of aging
process/experiences into existing graduate-level curriculum and exchang-
ing human resources (e.g., international scholars, educators, students) are
important parts of internationalization. Second, the link between interdis-
ciplinary and global perspectives needs to be emphasized in GE. One of
the aspects that makes gerontology unique is its inter-/multidisciplinary
approach (Ferraro, 2007). Indeed, an interdisciplinary approach is an essen-
tial means to achieve a multifaceted or a global perspective to better learn
about aging. Equally important are the interconnectedness, interdependence,
and recognition of one world that are hallmarks of globalization in general.
In short, we propose that globalizing GE requires two main activities: inter-
nationalization of academic inquiry, and building an interdisciplinary global
community committed to educating students about the interconnected lives
of older people around the world. .

Aging processes diverge depending on demographic and socioeco-
nomic differences within individuals and across societies (e.g., Bass, 2009;
Riley, 1971). Whereas the globalization of GE may imply homogenization
of the education program (e.g., consensus in the course contents and the
curricula), actual practices and outcomes are likely to differ across educa-
tional institutions. Thus, rather than a commonly observed unidirectional
(top-down) approach, the globalization of GE needs to be a bidirectional
iterative process to disseminate the shared goals from the leaders (e.g.,
AGHE, Gerontological Society of America [GSA]) to local institutions, as
well as to reflect feedback from diverse local institutions and their students
(bottom-up). Strong leadership initiated by AGHE and close collaborative
networks among individual institutions advance globalization of GE, which,
in turn, advance GE and gerontology research as well as influence national
agendas. This interrelationship between top-down and bottom-up initiatives
is shown in the center box of Figure 1.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Interview data from groups of individuals from AGHE and gerontology
graduate programs were analyzed using the grounded theory approach
to understand current definitions and practices related to globalization of
GE. Based on the interview data and existing literature on the theoretical
frameworks of globalization of education, a globalization of GE conceptual
model emerged.

In general, literature on globalization of education employs a con-
ventional approach that reflects the impact of large-scale global forces
(political, economic, social, and cultural) on processes of globalization.
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Globalization of Gerontology Education in the United States 213

Our conceptual model acknowledges these factors but builds greater depth
by including the multilevel structures of the U.S. graduate GE and their
hierarchical associations and roles in shaping GE. This novel presenta-
tion is further enriched by the two broader themes (meanings and current
perceptions/practices) that arose from the qualitative analysis of interview
data. Our conceptual model also suggests the baseline understanding about
what it means to globalize GE from a wide range of perspectives by individ-
uals from the AGHE to gerontology graduate programs. Having the same
baseline understanding is critical because it enables actors to contribute
efforts toward a common goal as a gerontology community whereas actual
strategies and/or actions are allowed to be unique across the individual
gerontology programs.

Interpreting Findings in the Context of Theoretical Frameworks
of Globalization

In relation to the theoretical frameworks for globalization of education, the
qualitative findings support the culturalist perspective and human capital
world theory. Culturalists argue for different ways of seeing and knowing
the world in various cultural settings; this position would suggest that glob-
alization of education involves an exchange of educational ideas (Spring,
2009). The AGHE representatives and program directors noted that there
have been successful exchanges of gerontological knowledge and pedagog-
ical approaches between the U.S. universities and foreign higher educational
institutions. Indeed, AGHE has made efforts to encourage international
research collaborations (e.g., establishing a Global Aging Committee) to
promote learning about cross-cultural knowledge of aging experiences. The
gerontology program directors’ and international students’ views were con-
sistent with culturalists’ perspectives. The program directors agreed that the
gerontology faculty members in their programs find it useful to engage inter-
national students in class discussions to learn about diverse aging process in
other cultural settings. This exchange also occurs at the student level where
international students share aging experiences in their cultures with U.S.
students, thus building a comparative perspective and a more globalized
knowledge base for the field.

At the same time, some challenges to the culturalists’ perspectives
are identified in GE settings. For example, the respondents suggested
caution regarding the quality and availability of international data for
research projects. Some of the available international data may not include
enough information to fully understand aging in different countries, or to
make meaningful comparisons across countries. Such comparisons would
be essential for a culturalist approach to globalization. However, the
culturalist perspectives on globalization of education have been criticized
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214 S. M. Mwangi et al.

for imposing dominant educational practices on other cultures. For instance,
the approaches used for GE in economically developed nations cannot be
simply imposed in developing nations because of the differences in demo-
graphic characteristics, cultural values, and aging systems (e.g., retirement,
long-term care). Additionally, different countries and regions of the world
are diverse in terms of the maturity, scope, and basis for research on aging,
and for policies and programs to serve an aging population. Hence there are
limitations to collaborative and comparative research opportunities (e.g., dif-
ferences in quality and quantity of data and differences in resources available
for such endeavors). The weaknesses identified with culturalists’ perspec-
tives need to be addressed by considering the particular local culture (Spring,
2009).

The findings in this study support some of the basic premises of the
human capital world theory that posits that the primary goal of educa-
tion is to produce workers who can compete in the global economy. All
the respondents in this study suggest that globalization of GE means train-
ing professionals (e.g., researchers, public policy advocates, direct service
workers in the field of aging) to address aging issues in the global context.
In the same vein, the respondents support the idea that advanced degrees
in gerontology from U.S. universities enhance employment opportunities
not only in the United States but also in other countries. As such, U.S.
gerontology programs should enrich their curriculum in a way that students
obtain timely and practically relevant knowledge regarding aging issues in
the global context. Nevertheless, one of the limitations of the human capital
model is that it assumes homogenous curricula and standardized tests for
comparable skills. In other words, schools around the globe are to follow
similar curricula and offer similar tests to produce the same skills at gradua-
tion. However, this approach is impractical for graduate programs to adopt
a similar curriculum because there are variations in their focuses and the
courses offered. For instance, graduate-level gerontology programs have a
wide range of emphases (e.g., policy, behavioral science, clinical), which
can dictate against the desirability and feasibility of a homogeneous curricu-
lum across the programs. In contrast, before discussing core curriculum for
international gerontology education, there is no consensus among the fac-
ulty of GE within the United States. Although there are significant cultural,
economic, and social differences throughout the world, scholars who want
to reach a consensus on the “core” issues confronting aging adults face a
daunting task.

Limitations

There are several limitations in this study. First, our student data include
only international students in gerontology programs. International students
have greater potential for to provide a broader range of opinions and
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thoughts with respect to the U.S. domestic students as they have experienced
education in the United States and their home countries and have a vested
interest in the development of GE in other nations. Thus, our findings may
not capture the U.S. domestic students’ perspectives in terms of globaliza-
tion of GE. In addition, though our study covers only existing gerontology
graduate programs, other academic disciplines/programs focusing on aging
should be taken into account in future research. Second, the findings on the
programs in this study are limited to the programs that offer master’s and
doctoral gerontology programs. Other gerontology programs offering only
a master’s program may provide additional insights about globalizing GE.
Third, the findings and conceptual model need to be applied in different
contexts qualitatively and quantitatively for further refinement.

Future Directions

The U.S. gerontology community has made major strides: establishing
national professional associations (e.g., GSA), instituting an educational
forum in gerontology (e.g., AGHE), and playing a critical role in the
global arena (through membership in the International Association of
Gerontology and Geriatrics & International Council of Gerontology Student
Organizations) to shape GE and research. As we described earlier in the
findings, the United States is taking the lead among the international com-
munity in developing gerontology education. We suggest that the existing
gerontology organizations, academic programs, and graduate students in the
field of aging should strengthen current networks and establish collabo-
rative relationships in such a way that each level of the U.S. gerontology
community can freely and openly exchange opinions and feedback for
advancing global GE. The same is recommended by Burbules and Torres
(2000). For example, they recommend developing an environment in which
the top-down (i.e., AGHE to programs and students) communication and
the bottom-up (i.e., student and programs to AGHE) communications act as
a feedback loop to promote globalizing GE. As such, our conceptual model
is useful to provide a common understanding about what the globalization
of GE means and what needs to be done to globalize GE across all levels of
the U.S. gerontology community.

Building upon our conceptual model and qualitative findings, future
research should conduct a larger scale data collection from the multiple
levels of the gerontology community and quantitatively examine the mean-
ings, perceptions, and practices in terms of globalizing GE within and
beyond the U.S. graduate programs. Such future inquiries may include
cross-national comparative studies of globalization of GE, quantitative inves-
tigation, and outcome evaluation of globalized gerontology programs in the
long run. These efforts will provide innovative suggestions and ideas for
future curriculum development in gerontology education.
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In conclusion, globalizing GE is one of the necessary and promising
future directions for the field of gerontology. Active economic, political,
and cultural exchanges are taking place within the international community.
We suggest that internationalizing current education programs and reempha-
sizing a global and interdisciplinary approach in gerontology are appropriate
strategies to promote globalization of GE. However, our qualitative study
finds diverse understanding and practices for globalizing GE at different lev-
els of the U.S. gerontology community. Establishing baseline understanding
and common goals and strengthening the multi-directional interactive com-
munication networks in the U.S. gerontology community should be a priority
for advancing GE and research.
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