
 On March 12, 2015, I participated in a panel discussion at the Comparative 
International Education Society’s 2015 annual conference in Washington D.C. Along with 
three other graduate students, I shared portions of my research on study abroad programs. 
My emphasis, however, was a bit different than the other panelists: my research is on the 
internationalization of community colleges at home and abroad. Study abroad programs are 
merely one facet of the growing internationalization of American community colleges. This 
internationalization extends to their enrollment strategies, their curricular changes, and their 
expansion into other countries. Houston Community College’s entree into Qatar’s higher 
education landscape inspired my research project. 

My thesis indicates that despite the financial and cultural challenges, American 
community colleges should continue to invest in overseas operations and internationalize 
their curricula. My presentation focused on three aspects of community colleges’ growing 
internationalization: curriculum, study abroad, and programming. Many global economies, 
particularly those in Africa, Central and Eastern Europe, Latin America, and the Middle 
East, present fertile ground for American style community colleges. These regions contain 
the emerging economic and cultural resources that could welcome community colleges’ 
missions of open access and affordability. Whether these institutions create or expand their 
own community colleges supported through state funding and local taxes or allow American 
community colleges the ability to establish themselves, the results could provide a 
watershed moment for community colleges, international students, and higher education.  

Although a handful of pioneering community colleges incorporated 
internationalization into their academic endeavors, the widespread prevalence of 
internationalization in community colleges’ mission statements, operations, and curriculum 
is a relatively recent phenomenon (Raby & Tarrow, 1996). In just a short amount of time, 
community colleges, large and small, rural and urban, have infused internationalization into 
their strategic vision to grow their institutions and expand their students’ perspectives.  

Two theories undergird my thesis. The theory of liberal internationalism, 
controversial when applied to American foreign policy, states that liberal states are 
obligated to spread liberalism to other parts of the world (Mead, 2010). This has 
tremendous implications for the internationalization of American community colleges, which 
could serve as one of American higher education’s greatest exports. Additionally, the theory 
of human capital is applicable to the internationalization of American community colleges. 
According to Acemoglu and Autor, “Human capital corresponds to any stock of knowledge 
or characteristics the worker has (either innate or acquired) that contributes to his or her 
productivity” (p. 3). Education is an investment that will hopefully lead to greater earnings, 
health, happiness, and civic participation (Moretti, 2005). Community colleges enroll more 
students from lower income backgrounds than their university counterparts (Leonhardt, 
2013). Community college graduation rates are often lower than other institutional types 
(Snyder & Dallow, 2012). Nevertheless, the opportunity they provide otherwise 
disenfranchised students has the potential to benefit students in emerging economies. 
Many of these nations are hungry for higher education opportunities that American 
community colleges or the practices of American community colleges can provide.  

American community colleges’ affordability, accessibility, pragmatism, and 
multifarious functionality make them an attractive option for students. Their appeal and 
promise, however, have potential beyond America’s borders. Countries throughout the 
world are hungry for the services that community colleges offer. Whether these needs can 
be met through the exportation of existing American colleges or the creation of American 
style public two-year institutions on their home turf, community colleges present a 



tremendous opportunity for international higher education. The internationalization efforts of 
community colleges marks the early steps on the road to equity in postsecondary education 
for students around the globe. 
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