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CHAPTER 7
MASTER’S DEGREE PROGRAMS IN GERONTOLOGY

Thomas A. Rich and J. Richard Connelly

n 1985-86, 21 programs offered 4 master's degree in
E gerontology (Peterson, Douglass, et al, 1987). In

19080, a survey identified 40 master’s degree programs
{Rich, 1690). In 1082, Bl programs identified themselves as
offexing this degree (Peterson, Wendi, & Douglass, 1994).
The master's degree may be described as-being in gerontol-
ogy, aging studies, or human development, or it may have
other qualifiers seen as appropriate by the academic institu-
fion. The degree is usually designated as a Master of Aris or
a Master of Science.

Master’s degrees thai focus on healih gerontology, long-
term care, nursing home administration, or gerontological
nursing may be designaied as master’s degrees in public
health, health services administration, or nursing (e.g.,
Geriatric Nurse Practitioner). Some Master of Arts and
Master of Science programs also offer a specialization or
track in health gerontology, long-teym care, or gerontelogical
social work or nursing. The commonality in the degrees is
determined by the core of educational offerings in gerontol-
ogy, not by degree titfle. The focus of this chapler is on those
programs that are similar in requivements to master's degree
in gerontology programs.

Deseription of Credential

The master’s degree in gerontology may be either a Master of
Arts or a Master of Science. Generally, the Master of Arts
implies a greater focus on fiberal arts educaltion and the Master
of Science places a greater emphasis on the oceupational or
research aspecis of the degree. Institutions should be sensitive
to what the degree is called and to its implications for both addi-
tional higher education and work in the commemity. Some insti-
titions offer both degrees.

Bvery institution that offers a master’s degree hopes to
operate, in part, in a national arena with respect to potential
students and job opportunities for graduates, but the fact is
that, with the number of existing programs and the addition of
new ones, each degree program will become more dependent
on a local market. Analysis of the local, regional, and nation-
al market will help to establish justification for development
of programs with appropriate specializations or emphases.

The master’s degree in geroniology is a2 multidisciplinary
degree intended to have both depth and breadth to a greater
exteni; than the graduate certificate or credentials at lJower lov-
els. More emphasis may be placed on theory and both basic and
applied research. Some would argoe that gerontology master's
degree programs are more career oriented to higher levels of
administration, service delivery, teaching, or research than are
graduate-level certificate programs.

Some master's-level programs other than those designated
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as being in geroniology or aging studies title their degrees to
refiect specific emphases, such a8 longterm care, and the
content of the core courses in these programs may be sirnilar
o that of M.8. or M.A. in geronfology degree programs. The
depth of treatment of each topic in the curriculum will not be
idontical across all master’s-level programs, given the fact
that specializations offered by sorae programs fill a large por-
tion of corriculum time. Therefore, student competencies for
each program should be carefully planned and communicated
to potential students and employers.

Students in master’s programs should be involved in the
broader field of gerontology from the beginning of their
course of study by actively participating in the student sec-
tions of national, regional, and state professional organiza-
tions in gerontology. This involvement can play an important
role in the studenis’ developmert, and it can not only provide
an opportunity to gain a betier understanding of gerontologi-
cal theory, research, and practice, but also create networks of
colleagues to assist in information exchange, including
employrent opportunities.

Curriculum

Most, institutions of higher education today require a mini-
rum of 30 semester hours for a master’s degree with a range
of 30 to 60 hours. This usually translates into a two-year aca-
demic prograrn. Although programs are expected to meet ab
least the minimaum nuraber of credifs (30 semester hours)
required for graduate programs across the couniry, some
geroniology specializalions may weil extend the graduate pro-
dram pash the average expected number of credit hours. The
national mean {or reguired core cowmses is 21 credit hours,
slightly over two-thirds of the minimum required total hours.
The rest of the requirements are in elective gerontology cred-
its, averaging 6 howrs, and in non-gerontology credits ranging
from 3 to 24 hours. Field placements average approximately 6
credit hours.

Gerontology Requirements

Required core competency should be provided in the follow-
ing broad areas as the topics apply to aging: 1) psychosocial
basis of behavior--including sociology, psychology, econom-
ics, and political science (4-8 hours); 2) biological basis of
aging—including biology, physiology, nuivition, and health edu-
cation (4-8 howrs); 8) research methodology and statistics {4-8
hours); 4) other relevant areas—including human develop-
ment, public policy, family relations, administration, death and
dying, and other gerontology/special topics (4-8 hours); and 5)
practicum—a semester of full-time experience (6-12 hours).

Non-Gerontology Requirements
Non-gerontology requirements most often relate to special-
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izations and may not be mandatory for all students in a pro-
gram. Specializations usnally require additional credit hours
in other academic areas—for example, management, budget-
ing, or public policy. Some of the credit hours may be deter-
mined by state licensure or certification reguirements,

Practicom

A practicum congsistent with student and program goals is
usually required for an equivalent of one semester and nor-
mally 6 to 12 hours of credif. The practicum may be extend-
ed, based on the specific objectives of the placement. For
example, 4 long-term care practicum may vequire up to a foll
year of experience, Students are expected to have developed
good technical skills and comprehensive knowledge in aging
before placement. Minimum requiremenis for field work
should include an appropriate gerontological field seiting for
a learning experience, supervisors from both the university
and the field setting, and regular evaluations of the student’s
performance and the appropriateness of the placement,

For students whe lack woark experience, full-time place-
ment may be the minimum time necessary for inlroducing
them to a work experience in the field. For more experienced
students who have extensive backgrounds in gerontology or
human services, parb-time placements in settings that differ
from their previous work environmenis may be adeguate.
The number of hours and focuis of each practicum will vary
from program fo program, Current raster's degree programs
report a range of 120 to 1,200 clock hours as a requirement for
the practicum. The 120 clock hour figure represents a mink-
e for students in a regearch program. Practicum require-
ments will vary with the research, clinical, adminisirative, or
gervice focug of the program.

Waiver of practicum requirernents for those students cur-
renitly worldng in aging and having extensive experience may
be permitted. In most cases, a research paper or its equiva-
lent, plus additional couwrsework, could substitute for the
practictiln. Completing a new project within the context of a
student’s current job—such as a program evaluation, devel-
oprment of a manual for service delivery, or development of a
community resource guide-—could meef the requirement. A
formal coniract between the parties is recommended.

Specializations/Tracks

Considering the wide range of tasks to be accomplished in
the practice of gerontology, master's degree programs will
increasingly need to develop concentrations or specialty
tracks that are linked directly to jobs, research tracks that
prepare stidents for doctoral-level programs, or boih.

Specializations shouid be developed where faculty support,

institutional and community resources, and commitment are

present,
Exarnples of tracks or specializations include the following.

1) Long-term care administration tracks may require conrses
in finance, econormics, organizational theory, public policy,
and medical law. These tracks lead to jobs in the health
care field, long-terra care, retirement housing, and health
organizations, in particuiar.

2} Administrative {racks may require fraining in planning,
organization, coordination, implementation, reporting,

18

and budgeting for aging programs. These tracks lead fo
jobs in the public sector, such as area agencies on aging
and state unifs on aging, and in the private sector.

3 Human services iracks may require a core comprising a
variety of concentrations, including group work or coun-
geling methods, and lead {0 jobs in fareily services, wel-
fare, or health delivery systems.

4) Adult education tracks are designed for students interest-
ed in teaching careers in gerontology with a concentration
on curriculum development, in-service training, and the
unique needs of the older learmer.

5) Menial health tracks deal with courses in assessment,
counseling, information and referral, and the organization
of mental health services, preparing students for work in
mental health agencies.

6) Research tracks are designed for atudents who intend to
pursue & doctorate in gerontology or some other discipline
with an aging specialty. »

Bach track should have an advisor who is familiar with all
cognate area courses and who would be in. a position to
advise on course substitutions or waivers. This individual
would evaluate the specialization and recommend substan-
tive change if courses need to be added or deleied.

Thesis Requirement

The thesis requirement is most relevant for master’s stu-
dents in gerontology who intend to continue their education
for doctoral study in a related discipline or in one of the
emerging doctoral programs in gerontology. In some institu-
tions, students are given a cheice of an internship ox thesis, or
they must meet both requireraents. The thesis requirement is
expected to meet research standards of methodological rigor
and to result in a defensible and potentially publishable prod-
uct, For programs having the thesis requirernent, there may
be additional admissions prerequisites, sach as a more sub-
stantial emphasis on statistics and research methodology at
the undergraduate and beginning graduate level.

Some additional requirements for the master's degree may
include comprehensive written and oral examinations and
presentation of a publishable paper or a special project suit-
able for publication.

Summary of Master’s Degree Requirements®
Required courses

Psychosocial cluster 4-8 credits
Biology/physiology/health
agpects of aging 4.8 credifs
Research and statistics 4-8 credits
Practicum 6-12 credits
Gerontology electives 6-12 credits

{addittonal hours may be reguired)

Non-gerontology electives
(specialization requirements will vary)

0-12 credits

Thesis or non-thesis option 0-6 credits
(publishable paper or special project)
Total 30-60 credits

*In sermester hours. To convert to quarter hours, muitiply
semester hours by L5,



Standards and Guidelines for Gerontology Programs

Policy and Planning: Administrative Issnes

Although a graduate degree program may function under a
variety of institutionzlly assigned names, such as “program,”
“department,” or “center,” the actual pesition of the program
within the administrative hierarchy has significant implica-
tions for the avtonomy, allocation of resources, and monitor-
ing of the program’s activities. In general, it is expected that
the gerontology degree program will operate within the same
constraints as other graduate degree programs on cammpus. It
should maintain the same relationship to the graduste school
and to graduate facully, and have admissions requirements
girilar to those of other graduate programs. The administra-
tion and advisory committee will have the same expectations
for faculty recruitment, promolion, tenure, and other faculty
activities typical of graduate-level programs,

Faculty

Program facuity should be credentialed by the graduate
school of their university and show significant scholarly involve-
ment in gerontology through publications, presentations, and
memberships in appropriate gerontological associations, In
addition 1o a demonsirated background in gerontology, a suffi-
cient number of full-lime faculty, usually four to six, should be
available {0 provide the critical menber needed for multidiscipli-
nary stimulation, teaching, research, and the continuing devel-
opment of a gerontological perspective. A full-fime divector
should head the program.

In addition to core facully members, a graduate degree pro-
gram wiil need other faculty members who are not responsibie
for full programmatic activities but contribuie fo specialized
teaching in areas of expertise not required on a full-time basis.
Their teaching experience will reflect a2 commitment to geron-
tology as well as to their disciplines, but with lower expecta-
tions for academic and professional activity in gerontology.

The master’s degree program that has a professional ocon-
pation focus will also require another group of part-time fac-
ulty compoged of community praciitioners and other special-
ists who provide applied experience, particularly in areas
such as mental health and long-term care.

Articulation
Admission requirements for a master'’s degree in gerontok
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ogy prograya must, of necessity, be consistent with the gener-
al admissions requirements of the university or college in
which the program is honsed. These usually include various
combinations of the following: 1) a satisfacfory undergradu-
ate grade point average, 2) suitable scores on the Graduate
Record Examination (GRE) and/or the Miller Anzalogies Test,
3) relevant work experience, 4) previous educational experi-
ence, B) interviews, 6} letters of recommendation, and
7} statements by candidates,

Although information on the actions being taken by master’s
degree programs in gerontology to establish consensus concern-
ing suitable undergraduate preparation Is lacking, fraditional
acadernic departments usually accept the bachelor's degree in
their discipline as a prevequisite for graduate study without fur-
ther consideration, Some departments, such as social work, rmay
recogriize the B.S.W,, waive certain requirements in order for stu-
dents to meet advanced standing, and expand the electives avail-
able to them. Cowrses completed at the undergraduate level in
gerontology generally would not serve as 4 substitute for gradu-
ate-level gerontology courses. An exception would be courses
listed a5 undergraduate-/graduate-level courses. These usually
require a student enrolled for graduate credit to do additional
work. The undergraduate student wounld need to subinit evi-
dence of graduatelevel work completed. To seb any particular
pattern: that should be followed by graduste gerontology pre-
grams in their evaluation of undergraduate degree programs is
not, however, appropriate at this time.

Conclusion

The master’s programs that offer a degree in gerontology
may have spocializations or tfacks attsched to the degree.
These specializations may be confused with a master's degree
that focuses specifically on the subject matier contained in
the specialization--for example, a master'’s degree in geron-
tology with a specialization in long-term care as compared to
a master’s degree in long-ferm care. It is recognized that the
differences between these two degrees may be a matter of
emphasis rather than sabstance.
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